
 

 
OVERCOMING 

DEATH BY  

EMAIL 
 

GTD Seminar 

These materials by J. Ted Esler 

Borrowed heavily against David Allen 

http://www.davidco.com 

tesler@orlandoteam



The Problem 

We are drinking from a fire hydrant - the force of the 
information coming down the pipe is more than we can 
handle. 
 
Today, people have easy access to us and they have high 
expectations that we will get back to them quickly.  We 
have little time to reflect if we intend to keep up with the 
flow of information that comes our way.  Being concise 
takes time – instead of taking time to communicate well, 
we substitute “communicating lots” in its place. 
 
“I didn’t have time to write you a short letter, so I wrote a 
long one instead.” - Mark Twain 
 
As people are faced with growing levels of information 
overload, the inability to make clear and accurate 
decisions can increase their stress levels. 
 
An article in the New Scientist magazine claimed that exposing individuals to an 
information overloaded environment resulted in lower IQ scores than exposing 
individuals to marijuana.1 
  
Part of the problem of information overload can be traced to interruptions in the 
workplace.  Interruptions include incoming e-mail messages, phone calls and instant 
messaging - all of which break mental focus, and redirect it to the source of the 
interruption. 
 
According to Madbury (N.H.)-based NFI Research, two-thirds of 228 senior executives 
and managers who responded to a recent survey say e-mail is the most prominent 
workplace disruption, followed by crisis of the day (42%), personal interruptions (31%), 
and changing priorities (30%).2 

                                                 
1
 http://www.newscientist.com/article.ns?id=dn7298 

2
 http://www.businessweek.com/careers/content/jul2007/ ca20070719_880333_page_2.htm 

Information overload 
refers to the state of 
having too much 
information to make a 
decision or remain 
informed about a topic. 
It is often referred to in 
conjunction with 
various forms of 
Computer-mediated 
communication such 
as e-mail and the Web.  
Alvin Toffler coined the 
term in 1970 in his 
book Future Shock. 
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Take the Self-Test 

 
  

T F 

1. I have 1 work email address, and 1 personal 
email address 
 

☐ ☐ 

2. I prioritize all of my assignments or tasks each 
day 
 

☐ ☐ 

3. I can easily explain my organizational system  
 

☐ ☐ 

4. I take regular time for planning every day 
 
 

☐ ☐ 

5. I know when, during the day, I am most 
productive 
 

☐ ☐ 

6. I have a written list of important projects I am 
working on 
 

☐ ☐ 

7. I habitually of review my upcoming week before it 
starts 
 

☐ ☐ 

8. I have a daily schedule (written or computerized) 
 

☐ ☐ 

9. I know what the most important task for me to do 
tomorrow 
 

☐ ☐ 

10. I work on parts of project with a future due date - 
well in advance of that due date 
 

☐ ☐ 

 
 
Add up all the “True” answers. 
 
10 Points:  Get out of the class – you’re wasting time 
7-9 Points: You’re pretty organized or a good liar (or both) 
4-6 Points: You are doing better than most 
2-3 Points: You tell the truth at least 
1 Point: You might be hopeless 
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The Solution 
 
In the late 1990’s David Allen began teaching executives 
some basic principles of personal organization and 
productivity. He was surprise to find out just how little these 
executives understood about this topic and how intensely 
interested they were as they heard him present his outline. 
Allen has grown an entire industry segment around the 
principles of “Getting Things Done,” which is both a book and 
a copyrighted acronym (GTD). Computer software, notebooks, and other books have 
been published which deal with Allen’s approach. 
 
In this course we will use a simplified system very similar to Allen’s. I recommend you 
buy the book and work through it, but this course will cover the ideas without as much 
intricacy and help you achieve better productivity. 
 
I also want to point out that among many, the word “administration,” is a bad word. We 
don’t like to think of ourselves as administrators. I have heard many people say, 
particularly those in ministry, “I don’t like administration,” or “I can’t do administrative 
work.” It’s too bad that “administration” has such a bad name. The fact is that I have 
never once met a competent leader of anything significant who didn’t practice good 
administrative habits. When I hear prospective candidates interview for positions I listen 
for the phrase, “I don’t like administrative work.” I have found that often this means that 
they like the fun parts of their job but avoid discipline! 
 
In a modern society (in fact, in all societies) there are administrative duties. We manage 
money, contacts, homes, cars, etc. All of these items require that have routines that 
include tasks that must be done over time. Even something as simple as relationship 
building takes some time and effort. The fact is that those people who develop 
administrative skills have more time for non-admin work. 
 
So, get over it. You will have to be an administrator. We all do, so why not be good at 
it? 

You will have to 
be an 
administrator. We 
all do, so why not 
be good at it? 
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Simple, Personalized Systems 

 
There are two extremes when it comes to personal 
productivity: disorganized and perfectionist. A 
disorganized person has no way to track what tasks they 
must complete and things fall through the cracks of their 
lives. They don’t follow-up with people, are not able to 
manage money well, and have other hang-ups. 
Organizing their workload controls the perfectionist. They 
fixate on their to-do list and spend countless hours making sure that each detail has 
been considered and then a plan formulated for successful completion. 
 
The antidote to these extremes is to develop a simple, personalized system. Complex 
systems of organization are often touted in books and seminars and include many steps 
and lists, cross-referencing, and deep file systems. One area where complexity has run 
rampant is in the multiple email folders some people use to categorize their email. 
Complex systems become unworkable over time and people quit using them. Let’s keep 
this simple. 
 
The other thing that is important is to create your own system. My system will not 
work for you. Your system looks difficult to me. Find out when you work best and 
organize around that timeframe. If you are a computer geek like, put it all in your 
computer. If you like to write things down, then use a pencil and paper. If you travel then 
make it portable. If you work in an office everyday, make it usable for that environment. 
Do not go out and buy a spiral planner just because others use it – it doesn’t matter if it 
says, “Franklin” on it or not – if it’s not you then you won’t use it. Make it your own.  

 

 

The antidote to 
these extremes 
is to develop a 
simple, 
personalized 
system. 
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The 5 Phases 
 
To become a ninja master of the administrative work you have to do, there ONLY 5 PHASES to master!  
How incredible, how simple, how much genius! 
 
The phases are: 

 
1. Collect (or Capture) 
2. Handle (or Process) 
3. Organize 
4. Review 
5. Do 
 

 
C – H – O – R – D 

 
 
GRAB YOUR QUICK REFERENCE CARDS! 
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Phase #1:  Collect / Capture 
 

When it comes to our own organization the thing that makes us 
worry the most is forgetting something. A friend calls and sets 
up an appointment: you forget to go. A letter comes with 
important tax information: you forget where you put it. An 
assignment is due at school: you forget that it was due today. 
Forgetting, misplacing, losing, and simply not keeping up with 
what we have to consider is the nightmare of the perfectionist. 
It is the habit of the disorganized. The antidote to this worry is: 
collect.  
 
Rather than rely on your mind to collect all of your information 
for you – put it somewhere a bit more tangible, like a to-do list, 
an inbox, a tickler file (more on that later) or a computer system. Move it from relying on 
your brain (let’s face it, your brain has much more important things to do than remember 
if you need to buy cat litter the next time you go shopping) into a captured form. 
 
Collectors 
 
We all have “collectiors.” These are email addresses we check, mail, inboxes, phone 
numbers, and (some of us) secretaries. Another important collecting point is your brain 
itself. For example, as you surf the web you discover some good advice on checking 
your credit report. “I should do that…” you say to yourself. If you collect that thought, it 
just might get done. 
 
To success in managing your collection points you need to process each item in them 
and put them somewhere – somewhere other than your head. You will later process 
these collected items but for now we are focusing on the collection process. 
 
Reduce the number of unnecessary collectors.  You need to have collectors but you 
don’t want too many of them.   

 
For example, I had a cell phone with voice mail, a home phone with voice mail, and an 
office phone with voice mail. I was getting “voice mailed to death.” So I took charge of 
these three collecting points. I turned off my voice mail at home. It was always about 
whether or not Abby, our daughter, could play or not anyway, so I didn’t really need it. 
People that needed me generally had my cell phone number. I then put a message on 
my work voice mail that essentially said, “I don’t like receiving voice mail, please send 
me an email instead…” and then I gave my email address. I reduced three voice mail 
collectors down to just one. 
 
Have enough collectors to do the job.  On the other hand, I have two email 
addresses. I like to separate my work life from my personal like (in fact, it’s office 

Move it from relying 
on your brain (let’s 
face it, your brain 
has much more 
important things to 
do than remember 
if you need to buy 
cat litter the next 
time you go 
shopping) into a 
captured form. 
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policy). So I have the minimum number of email collectors to get the job done. 
 
Empty collectors regularly.  In the next phase of the workflow we will look at how to 
empty these collectors on a regular basis. Before we get there, however, consider how 
centralized you want to be for your personal system. For me, I have the following items: 
Email accounts, voice mail, in-basket, and a computerized task manager. When I have 
time to go through my collectors, these are the only things I have to worry about.  
 
Let me repeat this: every idea that might become a project is written down into my 
computerized task manager. The other items all have their own spot (the email, for 
example, awaits me in the inbox, the voice mail on the phone, and the in-basket has 
written correspondence). I do not have to remember a single do-list item after it’s written 
down. I can forget about it until it’s time to process it. 
 
What do I capture? EVERYTHING. It might be a receipt, a note about a phone call, a 
bank balance notice, a brochure. It doesn’t matter – you aren’t attempting to filter at this 
point. You want to capture it all, so you can filter it later when you are focused on sorting 
through these items. 
 
Be a Good Collector 
 

1. Move collection tools close to you (notepad, notecards, etc.) 
2. Occasionally “sweep” you mind.  This is particularly true if your mind is 

wandering. 
3. Write 1 thought down at a time as you have it.  Don’t ignore those nagging 

items and write them down later. 
4. Capture it into as few places as possible.  For example, don’t have a legal 

pad, spiral notebook, and notecards to capture handwritten notes.  Choose 
one if possible. 
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Notes 

 
 
 
Self-Test 

 
 

1. How many collectors do you have? Be sure to include everything possible. 
 
 
 
 
 

2. How many of these collectors can be eliminated or combined? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Do you have enough collectors? Do you need to add any? 
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Phase #2: Handle (or Process) 
 

Now that we have a good set of collectors to work with we can start processing the 
information contained in them. Here is one concept that you can’t avoid: you must set 
aside time to process your collectors. I don’t care how unstructured you are. Perhaps 
you are an artist type who hates meetings and alarm clocks. Good for you! That doesn’t 
make your items magically process themselves. Do the hard work of setting up a 
routine. If your job is like mine than you might need two routines per day. I typically 
process in the morning and again after lunch. Most people don’t need this much time. 
 
Remember this: Collecting happens all the time, 24/7. Processing the items should be 
done on a regularly, hopefully daily, basis. Your job is not mine so mileage will vary. 
 
On the quick reference card is Allen’s flowchart. You can also get a copy of this 
flowchart from David Allen’s website, at http://www.davidco.com 
 
The idea here is, of course, simple: go through each collected item one-by-one and 
determine which you will do immediately and which you will file for later completion. 
Allen talks about “actionable” items. These are items that you must take action on at 
some point in the near term. Let’s look at non-actionable first. 
 

Not Actionable Items 
 
Most of the things in our collectors are not actionable- Praise God for that! For example, 
perhaps our 25th High School reunion is coming up and they have sent us an email 
about it. Since we now live in Kenya we won’t be going. We can use it to start a fire 
tonight when we need to roast the antelope. 
 
If it’s not actionable, we can do one of three things with it: throw it out, incubate it, or file 
it for future reference: 
 

1. Eliminate. Throwing out is easy. I recommend a shredder – even for the 
mundane stuff. The sound reminds me that I getting stuff off of my plate and 
into the trash can. I like to see how many items I can fit in at once without 
burning it out. Yes, I have burned out a couple of them… 

 

2. Incubating items means that we aren’t sure if we want to take action. We will 
need to think about it or find time later as it is a low priority item. We will cover 
the idea of a Someday/Maybe file a bit later. At this point you just need to 
know that we want to keep for whatever reason as it might involve follow-up. 
Frankly, I don’t use this part of Allen’s system – it’s too complex. I treat 
everything as reference if it’s not actionable. 
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3. File for future reference happens when a piece of correspondence (for 
example, a newsletter on personal productivity) might be useful to us in the 
future. I get newsletters about the status of organizations similar to mine. I like 
to keep these around in case I need to contact somebody in that organization 
or if I want to analyze trends. So, I file them in my as-yet-unexplained filing 
system. 
 

The next question to ask yourself:  Is this part of a larger, multi-step project?  If so, add 
this item to a project list.  You will be scheduling time for accomplishing tasks later on 
and in that time you will review your project lists. 
 
If it’s not a part of a project then you have three options. 
 
Moving on, actionable items are those things we need to do something about. Again, 
there are 3 options. 
 

1. Do it. Here we have a solid rule that we apply in each case. Can I accomplish 
this task in 2 minutes or less? If so, you do it, right then and there, no questions 
asked. This will take care of many of the items: you will be surprised how many 
of them will be wiped out by doing them right away. What if you’re not sure if you 
can do it in less than two minutes? Assume you can’t. This simple rule will keep 
you from allowing lots of little things to clutter your inbox. Here are some 
examples that fit this rule. Your supervisor wrote to find out if you would be in 
town this week; easy – write the answer and send it. A voicemail request came 
from the dentist canceling your appointment for some reason; you update your 
calendar. Apply the two-minute rule without mercy or hesitation and 
procrastination begins to fade. 

 
2. Delegate it. If this is something that somebody else can do better or more 

appropriately than you, give it to him or her. If it’s a request, for example, for 
information that you don’t have, you might forward the email to the better source 
and ask them to answer the question. If you have administrative help you can 
attach a note and send it on to them. You may need to make sure that it will be 
followed-up on appropriately. In my case I often get requests from people to join 
our organization that another team handles. However, I always want to follow-up 
on that later with an email to make sure they were contacted. I have no doubt 
that my request is taken care of – we have a great team. However, the person on 
the receiving end feels extra cared for if I also write them a note. So, you might 
delegate something, but also need to track it by putting it in your “Deferred” lists.  
What’s a deferred list?  Glad you asked! 

 
3. Defer it. Any actionable item that requires more time than two minutes to 

complete (and can’t be delegated) gets deferred. This is where the real 
organization happens, so we will give this section its own few paragraphs. 
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Deferring.... 
 
In order to defer something, you need to have a “holding tank” or temporary spot that 
you can refer to later.  By doing it this way, you clear out the collectors but keep a 
running list of items you will get to later.  Deferred items appear on a set of lists. 
 
The way that you setup your lists is very important!  You might have a project list that 
reads “Correspondence.” You might have another that says, “Fundraising.” Whatever it 
is, you need to have one list for that project. If you can’t place the item on any list, then 
you evidently need a new project bucket to hold that item. 
 
This is where it gets personal. Let’s assume you like to use a paper system. In this case 
it might be a stack of note cards with a project written across the top of each card. You 
then transfer that item onto the card and forget about it. Move on to the next actionable 
item. In my case, I use a piece of software that tracks to-do list items for me (Microsoft 
Outlook is a common piece of software for this sort of thing). The important thing here is 
that each project has its own list. The list is the thing that reminds you that there is 
something that you have to do. It frees up your brain cells so that you can move on to 
other things knowing that when you want to work on that project you will not have any 
dropped balls. 
 

See the handy reference chart for suggested lists!  It’s common among practitioners of 

GTD to use the ‘@’ symbol to refer to a particular list. 
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Source:  http://cominganarchy.com/2005/08/03/getting-things-done/ 
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Phase #3: Organize 

 
This is the part of the system that most people think about when they are considering 
personal administration. 

 
Next Actions 
 
When it comes to organizing, there are more than just projects. An item can be 
organized in a number of ways.  We will process the list by making sure we turn a 
vague to-do item into a step that we must actually. The “Getting Things Done” crowd 
considers all these “Next Actions.” 
 
Projects We have already covered these briefly. Let me add to this by saying that we 
will be doing a “Weekly Review” (this might not be weekly for you, but you get the idea). 
Each item on a project list will stare back at you at some later point. I schedule time to 
work on various projects. When I do this, I grab the list for that project and work through 
it. So, I will organize this list twice in a typical list and even more if I am concentrating a 
lot on that project. 
 
Calendar Events Some items are clearly things that will happen in the future as events. 
A processed item might be, for example, a dinner that you have to attend. These are 
simple – they go on the calendar. There are also more complex events. A course 
syllabus might have all of the due dates for all of the assignments and you can process 
it right into your calendar while also adding the items to your projects called 
“Underwater Basket Weaving.” 
 
Waiting For When I put an item onto any of my lists, I have the option of checking a 
column called “Waiting For.” This means literally what it says. I can’t do this item 
because I am waiting for something else to happen first. Perhaps I need to wait until 
somebody gets back to me with some information before I do this item. Perhaps I need 
to wait until another person makes a decision so that I can act accordingly. In any case, 
I want these on my list in case I need to remind them. I also don’t want to have to 
remember anything – I am not very smart, you know. 
 
Someday/Maybe Some items might be good ideas but don’t warrant your attention right 
now. You will get to them “Someday” but not right now. You might do them… but 
“Maybe” not. I do have a project in my system called “Movies and Books” into which I 
place recommended movies and books. When I later on get to the video store, I have 
my list of movies that I know will be good. 
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Timeframes  
 
As you sort the various items into their respective projects, you can assign timelines to 
them. If you are using software to track your tasks you can very detailed and be able to 
pull up your tasks into the software for each day/week/month. My caution to you is to 
keep things SIMPLE. 
 
If you have items that are way out in the future and have “physical” items, like airplane 
tickets or letters to be answered, you can use a tickler file. A tickler file is something that 
many executive secretaries swear by. It’s a filing system that has two components. The 
first half of the tickler has 31 folders in it – they reflect the next 31 days of the month. 
The second half has 12 folders that reflect the twelve months. Here is how it works: 
when you get a “future oriented item” you file it in the month you will need it. Then, when 
you start that month, you move the items out of the month tickler into the day tickler. A 
good use of this sort of system is for travel arrangements. If I am invited to speak six 
months from now I might get the airplane tickets, the directions, and all the notes 
regarding that meeting settled this week. I then put the notation in my calendar (on my 
computer) and then stick the whole folder into the month in which I will speak. On the 
first of the month in which I will speak, I re-organize that month into days. I have my 
necessary documents, on that day, no questions asked. I never worried about where it 
was even though it was scheduled six months out. You can purchase tickler files as 
hanging folders (see below) or in a bound large format book (with folders) that are great 
for people that travel. Others use a three ring binder to create a tickler file. 
 

Contexts 
 
An additional topic that Allen suggests is called “contexts.” A context is an additional 
way to categorize your tasks. For example, you job may require you to go to the store 
and purchase items from time to time. You might also have a personal shopping list that 
you are tracking. The project for your work might be called “Conference,” and your other 
list might be called “Groceries.” If you add another descriptor called “Shopping” then you 
can pull up the items that fall under shopping easily to make one trip. Obviously, these 
“Context” labels are best when used with a computer or it becomes cumbersome. Some 
of the computerized systems even allow you to do “location tracking” and will print out a 
little map with the stores you go to on them! What do I think about that? KEEP IT 
SIMPLE! I do use context labels on my system but only to differentiate between “Work” 
tasks and “Personal” tasks. Anything more than that I find to be a waste of time. 
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PHASE #4: REVIEW 
 
Reviewing your system is the hardest discipline to develop.  Many people will practice 1-4, skip #4, and 

then go onto #5.  THIS IS A BIG MISTAKE.  Reviewing your system allows you to make 
smart decisions about priorities rather than reactive decisions about how to spend your 
time.   
 
Consider this idea from Stephen Covey: 

 
  Not Important Important 

 
 

Urgent 
  

Quadrant #1 
 

 
Quadrant #2 

 
Not Urgent 

  
Quadrant #3 

 

 
Quadrant #4 

 
Where do we want to spend the most time?  Most of us think we live in Quadrant #2, but 
in reality spend a  lot of time in Quadrant #1.  Research suggests that the most 
productive people are Quadrant 4 people.  They have time to carefully think about items 
on their do-list and get them done in a non-hurried, non-pressured way.  Reviewing 
helps you to prioritize your lists in such a way as to make smart decisions. 
 

The 80 / 20 Rule 
 
Another important concept to consider is the 80/20 rule, also known as the Pareto 
Principle.  Pareto was an Italian mathematician.  He observed that 80% of Italy’s wealth 
was owned by 20% of Italy’s people.  He began to look at other economic areas and 
realized that the 80/20 distribution was remarkably universal. 
 
When applied to time management we find that, as a general principle, people spend 
fewer time resources on the most important items that they have to do.  The way to 
maximize effectiveness is to spend MORE TIME on the “Important and Not Urgent” 
items and LESS TIME on the “Not Important and Urgent” items. 
 
Reviewing your lists is what makes this all possible. 
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On a daily basis you probably don’t want to go over your 
whole system.  However, you need to look at your various to-
do list items and track them.  A quick, 5-10 minutes review of 
your items will make sure that you are on top of things and 
give you the clarity that you need to move forward.  Rather 
than focus on this daily review (which you will most likely do 
as you process and organize, we will focus on the weekly 
review. 
 

"The single most 
important 
discipline that is 
essential if you 
are going to be 
successful at 
integrating GTD 
principles into 
your life is 
review." 
 
- GTD practitioner 
Marc Orchant 
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The Weekly Review 
 
Most people prefer to do their weekly review at the end of the workweek.  I like 
Thursday after lunch or Friday morning.  It takes me about an hour or so do it. 
 
Since my primary organizer is my computer, I stand at my desk with my software ready 
to record my lists and various actions.  Here are some things to go the weekly review 
(taken from, of course, David Allen as recorded online). 
 

• Collect Loose Papers and Materials 

• Gather all accumulated business cards, receipts, and miscellaneous paper-
based materials into your in-basket. 

• Get “IN” to zero 

• Process completely all outstanding paper materials, journal and meeting notes, 
voicemails, dictation, and emails. 

• Empty Your Head (see tickler lists!) 

• Put in writing and process any uncaptured new projects, action items, waiting-
for’s, someday-maybe’s, etc. 

• Review Action Lists 

• Mark off completed actions. Review for reminders of further action steps to 
record. 

• Review Previous Calendar Data 

• Review past calendar in detail for remaining action items, reference data, etc., 
and transfer into the active 

• system. 

• Review Upcoming Calendar 

• Review upcoming calendar events - long and short term. Capture actions 
triggered. 

• Review Waiting-For List 

• Record appropriate actions for any needed follow-up. Check off received ones. 

• Review Project (and Larger Outcome) Lists 

• Evaluate status of projects, goals and outcomes, one by one, ensuring at least 
one current action item on each. 

• Browse through project plans, support material & any other work-in-progress 
material to trigger new actions, completions, waiting-for’s, etc. 

• Review Any Relevant Checklists 

• Review Someday/Maybe List 

• Review for any projects that may now have become active, and transfer to 
“Projects.” Delete items no longer of interest. 

• Do you have any new, wonderful, hare-brained, creative, thought-provoking, risk-
taking ideas to add into your system??? 

 

It is highly recommended that your schedule your weekly 
review. 
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Phase #5: DO 
 

Unfortunately, you can’t simply make up lists and hope that the work gets done!  At 
some point we must actually just “do it.”  Schedule time for the various tasks and 
projects and begin to work through them.  As you work, you will no doubt have new 
ideas and items landing in your collectors.  Remember to capture them into your system 
immediately. 
 
Allen lists four factors in determining which tasks to select to get done on you list.  
These are: 
 
1. Context  
 
You might find yourself stranded at the airport for a few hours.  What does that context 
allow you to get done?  In my case, I have captured almost everything on my computer 
and I have a cell phone so I can work almost anywhere.  However, there are places that 
I go without my computer so that I don’t get drawn into my task list.  What does the 
current context allow me to get done on my list? 
 
2. Time Available 
 
As I am writing this course I have to budget at least 30 minutes per “session” as I write 
or I don’t have enough time to really delve into it.  At 15 minutes I am just beginning to 
get productive.  One trick here is to schedule project time.  Block it out on your calendar 
and don’t let anybody move it.  I hold meetings on Tuesdays and Thursdays when 
possible.  That leaves Monday and Wednesday mostly open to tackle projects (for me, 
that usually means writing which takes some isolation). 
 
3. Energy Available 
 
I like to work in the morning.  I get up early and arrive at the office before anybody else 
is here.  By 11:00 am I can no longer be highly productive, so I change my habits and 
work on tasks that require less creativity.  By about 3:00pm I am no good for anything.  
Everybody has a “zone” in which they perform the best.  Find it and use it. 

 
4. Priority 
 
Sometimes my boss wants something done right away.  If I am speaking and don’t have 
my message prepared, I know that I have to bump that up in my priority list.  As you 
organize these should become more and more apparent to you.  My software lets me 
assign numbers to each task that show priority.  I typically reset these numbers each 
week. 
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TOPIC #1 – WRITING EMAIL 

 

These depend on the nature of your job.  Some people are supposed to be immediate 
responders.  Most of us are not, however. 
 

1. Use email “ganging” rather than through-out the day responding 
a. Interruptions are bad, very bad! 3 
b. Turn off all email notifications 
c. Turn off your email software 
d. Check email when YOU are ready to do so – if it’s really that urgent they 

will call you 
2. Always ask yourself:  Is email the best way to communicate to this audience 

on this topic.  A face-to-face meeting or a phone call may be a better way to 
get your message across. 

3. When you do not need an answer from somebody, use “(No need to reply)” at 
the beginning of the email.  This cuts down on having them reply with a short 
“thank you” or begin a new topic using the current subject line. 

4. Beware long “To:” lists in emails. 
a. Look at who/why you are copying a long list of people. 
b. Ask to be removed from “threads” that are not relevant to you. 

5. Have a “sign-up” email account to reduce spam.  Use this for all sign-ups.  If 
you wish to have the site linked to your “real” email account, change it after 
you have signed up. 

6. Be careful not to make extra work for yourself by miscommunication. 
a. Never criticize somebody to whom you are writing. 
b. Never criticize a third party in an email. 
c. If it takes a long answer then perhaps you should be considering 

alternative methods of communication.  Email is best suited for shorter 
messages. 

d. Ask yourself, “If this was posted in the break room, am I okay with that?” 
7. Use the best possible subject line. 

a. If an action is the most important part of your email, state the topic and the 
action: 

i. Subject:  SCHEDULING:  Need to find a date for the development 
meeting 

ii. Subject:  DECISION:  I need to know what you decided about 
running the mobilization commercial during All-Star Wrestling 

iii. Subject:  INFO:  Informing you about changes to the software 
b. Never, ever leave it blank, and never say “From Ted” 
c. Use the “Re:” – don’t change the subject line unless you are changing the 

subject 
d. Ask people to use certain subject lines for recurring actions. You can then 

setup rules to help you manage these items. 

                                                 
3
 One study suggests that email interruptions take 64 seconds (https://dspace.lboro.ac.uk/dspace-

jspui/handle/2134/489) 
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8. Write fewer sentences per email.  Think about the proper structure: 
a. Greet the person appropriately. 
b. State the topic or issue plainly at the beginning of the email (like a 

newspaper story might). 
c. Make recommendation/observations, etc. 
d. Ask for specific follow-up action or make a call for no action 
e. Remember CROSS-CULTURAL ISSUES when writing email. 

9. Work toward closure with each email.   
a. Contrast the following:  “Let’s all get together for lunch.” vs. “Please 

respond if you can make lunch at 12:00pm on Thursday, April 7th.  If most 
of you cannot, I will reschedule.” 

b. Eliminate the “multiple emails per issue” problem. 
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TOPIC #2: EMAIL FILING – NO FOLDER CLUTTER 
 

1. Stop filing your email in folders 
a. Don’t use any folders except for 3: Inbox, Processed, Follow-up 
b. Use Google Desktop or a similar indexing tool 
c. Stop arguing with me – just do it. 

 
2. As you read email move it into the appropriate folder (Processed or Follow-

up).  Use the “2 Minute Rule.” 
 
3. Process – I read it, I have acted on it appropriately – it is not longer needed 

for action.  I keep 100% of non-spam email in processed.  Once a year, I 
archive everything that is more than 1 year old. 

 
4. Follow-up – This becomes a part of my GTD system as a folder to be 

reviewed.  Some software allows you to tag email and it then moves into the 
GTD software instead of leaving it in your Follow-up folder. 
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TOPIC #3: RSS FEEDS 
 

We all have some websites that we like to visit fairly often.  These “favorites” are there 
for us when we need an information fix or update.  Some of us don’t really use the web 
the way we could.  For example, I have heard many people talk about how they like to 
read “hard copy” newspapers because they are more relaxing, etc.  That’s great – I like 
to read “real” newspapers as well, but if you are going after information then let’s face it: 
online reading may be something you need to get better at doing. 
 
In order to cover massive amounts of online reading in a quick fashion you can read 
RSS feeds.  RSS  means “real simple syndication” and it’s all over the web. 
 
Tips on RSS reading: 
 

1. Use RSS to scan and read only what you want! 
 
2. Create feeds based on what you need to know and check them often enough 

to “stay up” with current info, but not too often that they become a nuisance. 
 

3. I like to use a “dedicated reader” rather than my web browser. 
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Topic #4:  FILING SYSTEMS 

 

We will briefly talk about 3 filing system approaches.  I have included the complete 
David Allen articles from his website (these are freely available downloads if you want 
more) for more detail. 
 
Located at:  https://secure.davidco.com/store/catalog/Free-Articles-p-1-c-254.php 
 
File System #1: The General Filing System 
 
 
 
File System #2: The Tickler File 
 

 
 
File System #3: The NO-PAPER System 
 
This is a system that I personally use.  When the scanning photocopiers were installed 
in our office I decided to avoid having a “General Filing System.”  I scan all paper 
documents that I would otherwise want to have in my paper system to PDF documents.  
I give them helpful titles, run OCR on them (using Adobe Acrobat), and file them into 
folder on my computer called “Vault.”  Then I can use the software search function on 
my computer to retrieve all files that I have placed into my computer. 

 


