Control and Perspective
The key to getting “in the zone” as often as possible is knowing how to manage your own mind, and Allen argues that the two keys to this are control and perspective. Control merely refers to the ability to choose between different options at any given moment - you don’t have to do any specific thing, but you have a lot of options at your disposal. Perspective refers to the ability to discern which of those options is the best one to choose at the moment. Obviously, these two are intertwined - Allen portrays them as a grid, actually. For example, a person with little control or perspective is a victim, a person with lots of control but little perspective is a micromanager, a person with lots of perspective but little control is a visionary “crazy maker,” and a person with lots of perspective and lots of control is a commander. Allen does point out that there are advantages and disadvantages of each state, but that it’s always better to seek to improve both control and perspective in your own life as it will make you more effective and more able to get in “the zone” of peak productivity. He also points out that these areas are in flux - there are some parts of our life where we are effectively victims, others where we are visionaries, and others where we are commanders - but that we tend to get in “the zone” and be most productive in areas where we are commanders.
The two keys ingredients for making it all work are Control and Perspective. If you can maintain a sufficient level of each of these factors in yourself or in your organization, you probably won't find much room for improvement. Your world will be in order and you’ll be focused exactly as you should be. Only when one or both of them slip away from optimal should you be concerned that something needs righting.

Control and perspective are closely intertwined dynamics, but achieving each one involves different approaches, whether the matter at hand is your teenager doing homework, your soccer team’s practice, your next vacation, or your product launch. If your kitchen is a mess, for example, cleaning it up and placing all the tools and equipment where they belong will be a very different exercise from deciding what to cook and how to present it. But the two activities remain very connected, in that without an organized kitchen, it will be very challenging to stay focused on the dinner itself; likewise, an insufficient focus on the recipes, the various components of the dinner event itself, and the plan for deploying them will allow the situation to quickly get out of control again.

A matrix constructed on the axes of control and perspective can be useful, both as a map for assessing your own standing with respect to these elements (or that of another person or a particular situation) and as a guide for improvement.


The four quadrants described by these axes identify, in very general terms, the syndromes that are typically experienced with the varying combinations of low and high control, and low and high perspective. The obvious optimal state would be elevated levels of both — the sector that is labeled “Captain and Commander.” Finding oneself in any of the other three quadrants, though, is not necessarily a bad thing. Just as any high-performance vehicle frequently gets off course, the best of us often fall away from the high-control, high-perspective state. It’s the nature of human experience, which is always in some form of motion, to veer off course — sometimes in major, but consistently in minor, ways.

If, however, you tend to spend too much time in one of the less-than-optimal quadrants, you’ll probably deserve the negative labels that are attached to them — Victim, Micromanager, or Crazy Maker. But these labels are best used as warnings for a course correction, much like the lane control bumps on a highway, when you drift as a result of your exploration and forward motion. In such cases a positive aspect will more aptly describe the syndromes — Responder, Implementer, and Visionary.

David Allen says: "Control without perspective is micromanagement, and perspective without control is crazy-making."

1. Control
"More often than not, it seems that people are having thoughts, though not really thinking about what they're thinking about - at least not in an effective way that resolves, advances, or manages the content." Page 35

The Getting Things Done model works because it does what it says; it gets things done. The reason the approach works so well is primarily because it keeps you focused on progress; on identifying and then completing the steps necessary to scratch the project off your list. It keeps your mind on the task, rather than just about the task.

The premise of the first two stages of Allen's GTD model is pretty straight forward; (1) collect, into one place, everything that's not in its permanent home, then (2) decide what to do with that "stuff", one item at a time. Here's a list of suggested actionable roles your stuff can take:
* File it

* Forward it (share it)

* Reply to it

* Follow up with a phone call

* Put it in your tickler for a pleasant surprise later

* Trash it
Feel free to add to the list, nothing is finite. However make sure that whatever you do with it, you do it intentionally and with a goal of progress or permanence. Either identify the next step for the thing, or put it in it's home forever (filed or trashed).

Progress or permanence; that's the mantra for peace of mind and high productivity. Everything around you should either be in its home, or moving closer to one. Allen's model for Control is brilliant in its simplicity - Identify the next action, and set up little systems to make the path that much easier for yourself. 

2. Perspective
Allen's model for perspective is what he calls the "six horizons of focus". Those horizons are:

Runway:
Action; Current activities and action steps
10,000 feet:
Projects; tasks expected to take 12 months or less to complete
20,000 feet:
Areas of responsibility; the different "hats" you wear in your life and what's expected in each. 
30,000 feet:
Goals; targets for yourself to complete within the next 1 - 3 years. 
40,000 feet:
Vision; the life you see for yourself within the next 5 - 10 years. 
50,000 feet: 
Purpose & Principles: What you want your life to mean and how you want others to view you.
.

While every aspect of this planning is important, we are going to focus on the "how to's" of the Weekly Review, a practical, pre-arranged time to regularly visit the first three Horizons of Focus. The goal is to get clear, get current and get creative. If you need to, think of it as a pit stop or an oil change for your car; it's not optional if you want to get long life and high performance out of your vehicle. True, with a car you could always run the thing into the ground and buy a new one. You only get one body though; you only get one life. You need to take time out for direction and perspective. Consider it a mental oil change.
A. Get Clear: Go for zero

"A great target is to reach a zero with all your input every twenty-four to forty- eight hours. Bigger pileups will always happen, but those should be the exception, not the rule." Page 277

How many inboxes do you have? Seriously. How many email accounts? How many voicemail boxes? How many "collection-of-stuff areas" in your life? While (possibly) necessary, all of these are a distraction unless addressed and managed regularly. Allen suggests minimizing the number of Inboxes in your life; really, you should have a couple voicemail boxes (home, work, cell) a max of 2 email inboxes (work and personal) and as few physical collection spots as possible. And once a week, MINIMUM, you should be working to reduce the number of items in those boxes to ZERO. (refer to last weeks article, or the article on Getting Things Done for more direction on how to effectively work through your Inboxes.)

B. Get Complete: Eyes on the horizons
You've heard the expression, "Can't see the forest for the trees"? Often times we get caught in the "can't see the week for the days". In addition to collecting new "To Dos" from your recent week of activity, the weekly review is your opportunity to look ahead - scan your calendar for the next two weeks and visualize the events you have scheduled. What do you need to prepare? How long will it take to do excellently? What extra could you do to make this event your masterpiece? The Weekly Review offers as much benefit looking forward as it does looking back.

C. Get Current: What dreams may come
"Grant permission to identify with the 'what' of success before they have the 'how'".  Page 243

Dream. Don't hope or wish - dream. The difference, in my mind, is that a dream follows the path your already on (or are seriously contemplating) to conclusion with a "what if?" approach...

"What if you were to have wild success in the next 6 months; what would that look like? 
"What if you were able to get access to the CEOs of your ideal client company?"
"What if you budgeted for a trip to Spain and asked for a month off a year in advance?" 
A crucial part of the weekly review (and the major reason why you want to block off two hours) is for the dreaming. Once you have the last week filed and out of your head, and once you have your ducks in a row for the next two weeks, spend some time getting creative. Let your mind go and imagine performing with excellence. Imagine leaving your customer breathless at your level of dedication and detail. What would that look like? What could you charge for that, and what could you provide? Worry about the "what" first - use the rest of the week to figure out the how.

I'll tell you from personal experience, nothing makes Friday evening more enjoyable than knowing everything is in its rightful place at home and at the office, and that the weekend is for relaxing and dreaming. Regular planning and redirection is crucial to living a successful, purposeful life. Do yourself a favor and schedule the "pit stop".

1. Getting Control 
(1) Getting Control: Capturing
Allen identifies five distinct areas where we can get more control over our situation and lays each one out in a chapter, starting with capturing. Capturing basically means putting down on paper all of the things that are tugging at your mind: the tiny tasks you deal with all the time, the larger projects, the bits of information you’re trying to make yourself remember, the things you’re dreaming about, the things you wish you were working on, the things you’re planning for in the future, and so on. Sweep it all out of your mind onto paper. Don’t worry about how it’s organized yet. Just get out some paper and jot everything down that crosses your mind that has any importance to it - your next work task, the big project you’re considering, the Christmas gift idea you have for your Aunt Jenny, that idea you have for a short story - all of it. This clears your mind from the need to store and recall all of this material, which is important because that information is burning brain cycles. Allen also recommends keeping a journal where you jot down the events of each day, simply so you don’t have to waste time recalling when things happened and the details of such events - they’re in your journal.

(2) Getting Control: Clarifying
So what do you do when you have this list of things dumped from your mind? You process it. Go through each item and ask yourself if it’s an action you can take right now. If it is, do it immediately (if it’s quick) or add it to your list of things to do today. If it’s not, add it to your date book, file it away for reference, throw it away, or start a folder for it (if it’s a potential future project). Do this with every item on your list. Then, whenever you have a new idea or something new comes in, add it to your list of things and just process that list every day (or twice a day). This way, you never need to waste your brain space on a to-do list or on remembering little facts or pieces of information - you can just dump it down and deal with it in due time. This enables you to stay in the zone and devote your brain power to the task at hand instead of wasting cycles on this stuff.

(3) Getting Control: Organizing
As Allen puts it, “[b]eing organized simply means that where things are suits what they mean to you.” In other words, if you have a list of phone numbers, it makes sense to have them near your phone (or programmed into the phone). If you have books, put them on your bookshelf with the rest of your books. Organization doesn’t have to be the complicated routine that many people make it out to be - it’s simply making sure you can find things when you actually need them. Thus, for some people, their organization scheme can look anarchical to others - the key is that they know where the stuff is and it makes immediate and obvious sense to them. Figure out where your stuff goes intuitively for you - don’t worry about some great organizational scheme. Given that basic idea, however, Allen does spend quite a few pages laying out his own ideas about organizing information and things.

(4) Getting Control: Reflecting
Allen argues that the previous three pieces of the puzzle won’t really work if you don’t review them on a consistent basis. He advocates spending an hour or two a week just making sure things haven’t fallen through the cracks, that you’re actually staying on track with your big projects, and that your organization of information hasn’t fallen apart, either. His argument for this is pretty simple - the time lost when your system isn’t working is far greater than the time spent making sure everything is still working fine. 

(5) Getting Control: Engaging
By engaging, Allen merely refers to the idea that you’re not doing all of this in a vacuum. The choices you make along the way - deciding which tasks to do and so on - always affect other people, and you should consider these effects when you reflect on the choices you’re making. A key part of this is really understanding the true core values of your life. Is your family really the center of your life, or do you value your career above all else? There is no easy and automatic answer to this question.
2. Getting Perspective – the 6 Horizons of Focus

(1) Getting Perspective on the Runway: Next Actions
Allen starts off at the most basic place: what is your next action? In other words, if you’re sitting there ready to do something, what exactly are you going to do? Some of the time, this choice is very easy - you’ll merely engage whatever fire needs to be put out at the moment - but at other times, the choice is profound. Will you work on that PowerPoint presentation or play catch with your son in the yard? The choice becomes much less clear very quickly, and that’s why it pays to have a higher level of perspective.

(2) Getting Perspective at Ten Thousand Feet: Projects
From the immediate action, Allen steps back a bit to look at projects, which he defines as collections of discrete actions that produce an outcome and can be completed within a year (although usually less). For example, my garden might be a project, or teaching my son how to write his letters. Usually, the projects you have on the table all have an immediate action to offer, but how important is that immediate action? It really depends on the relative importance of the project. Do I define it as more important to work on my son’s Qs or to get those tomatoes in the ground? Personally, I view the writing project as more important and would help my son before heading outside - however, perspective is important here, too. If my son wants to go outside and play in the yard, or if he’s taking a nap, that’s the perfect time for me to grab the trowel and head out back.

(3) Getting Perspective at Twenty Thousand Feet: Areas of Focus and Responsibility
What aspects of my life need regular maintenance? That’s the question at this level - what are your areas of focus? More importantly, what areas take clear priority over the other ones - can you establish a hierarchy? I have several, with my writing and my family clearly on top of the pile. I also see the value of reflecting on this carefully, because if you truly understand the areas of responsibility in life and understand how they rank and relate to one another, it becomes much easier to just automatically prioritize smaller projects and tasks. 

(4) Getting Perspective at Thirty Thousand Feet: Goals and Objectives
Beyond your areas of responsibility are your wider goals. What do you want to achieve with your life, particularly in the next two to five years? What will you have accomplished? In many ways, I feel like I accomplished very little for the first twenty seven years of my life. I feel as though I began accomplishing things in the last three years - having children, launching The Simple Dollar, writing a book that’s already begun to turn up in unexpected places. What’s my eventual goal, the one that will probably cover the next few years of my life? I want to push some interesting changes in how people are able to access personal finance education for all ages (something you’ll be hearing about in the future but is already in the works). What Allen is driving at here is how exactly are you going to make your mark on the world? If you don’t know, it’s time to start thinking about it.

(5) Getting Perspective at Forty Thousand Feet: Vision
So what’s beyond your life goals? Allen next moves onto what kind of life those goals, if successful, lead to. Let’s say I achieve every major goal I have set out for the next few years. Where will I be? What will come next? How much further can I reach? Do the goals I have in place for the next two to five years put me in a place that I actually want to be? If so, which of those goals are the most effective at putting me in a good place for the long haul? 

(6) Getting Perspective at Fifty Thousand Feet: Purpose and Principles
From there, we zoom out to your whole life. What principles do you live by? What is the purpose of your life? What do you hope to accomplish with your life, and are you actually setting long-term goals to get there? What do you want written as your epitaph? 

Make It Up and Make It Happen

There are only two problems in life. Isn’t that nice to know? You only have two things you ever need to be concerned about. Not only are there only two problems – they are really quite simple. Ready?

Problem #1: You know what you want, and you don’t know how to get it. Problem #2: You don’t know what you want. Anything you can define as a problem can be reduced to one or both of those statements. Now, since there are only two problems, it follows that there are only two solutions that you will ever need. You need to make it up, and make it happen. You must decide and clarify what outcome you’re after; and you must then determine how you get from here to there. 

It turns out that those two issues match the two sides of your brain. The “make it up” part relates to the right hemisphere – the imaging, gestalting, creative part of our thinking. The “make it happen” part is identified with the left side – the linear, logical, figure-it-out aspect. Another way to understand this polarity is that if you know what you want and where you’re going, efficiency is your only improvement opportunity. Getting there with less effort is the name of your game. If, however, you’re not so sure where you’re headed or what it is exactly that you’re after, your challenge is to identify and sharpen the image, the outcome, the goal.

This dual nature of our work and our world connects with the two key questions of what we refer to as the “fundamental thought process” – What’s the desired outcome? And, what’s the next action? Those are the two questions that must be asked and answered by any of us, to determine what any of our “stuff” means to us. What do I do with this e-mail, this piece of paper, this thought I had driving home? What outcome, if any, am I now committed to about it? What’s the next action required to move it toward that outcome? Those questions are normally answered for us or self-evident, except in a crisis. Usually we have to, in a sense, make something up (decide what we’re committed to) and make it happen (choose a next physical action to move forward on it). Welcome to “knowledge work athletics.”

So, which question do you need to answer, about what, at this point? Where do you need to put some more mental horsepower into figuring out what you’re trying to accomplish, at what horizon? And on which things do you still need to challenge yourself and others to decide the next actions to take, and who’s going to take them? Time management? No, you can’t manage time. It’s thought management. You must lasso the wild horse of your mind with the two critical aspects of a successful ride – direction and control. Make it up, and make it happen.

Pay Attention to What Has Your Attention

by David Allen

To most effectively utilize the fundamentals of self-management, it helps to have a reference point for where to start. You won’t have to look far, because what usually most needs your attention is what most has your attention. Things are on your mind because you are consciously putting your focus on them or because your attention is being grabbed. In the latter case your thinking is being pulled toward something that in some way needs your engagement, and it more than likely is something that needs greater control or perspective to release its hold on your psyche.

Many important things are not on your mind because they don’t need to be — they are on “cruise control.” What, then, does that say about the affairs that are grabbing your attention? There’s something about them that has not been captured, clarified, decided, or handled sufficiently. That inventory of items that are on your mind because they must still be managed appropriately is the grist for the mill for winning at your game.

Identifying what’s on your mind is the first step of getting control. You may have already been thinking that making a to-do list is all that I’m referring to, and in a way that’s true. But what most people put on those kinds of lists is but a fraction of what they should, to really gain maximum control and perspective. If anything is still on your mind, in the sense of holding your attention hostage, you can still improve your clarity and focus by paying appropriate attention to it.

If you don’t pay attention to what has your attention, it will take more of your attention than it deserves. The accumulated amount of mental, psychic, and emotional energy that will be expended on whatever the thought is, over any length of time, will be far greater than would be necessary to either deal with the situation that triggered it or decide not to.

What does it take to truly release the hold these potential distractions have on your mind? Don’t consider them distractions, but rather handle them as a ringing phone — a call coming from a situation. If it goes unanswered, it will continue to call. If you do pick it up, however, and then deal with the incoming message sufficiently, it doesn’t need to call again. But if you don’t pick up the line for the less-than-critical things, the circuit will stay busy and not allow the rest of your inputs to have adequate space.

All of this is to affirm the somewhat counterintuitive notion that, in one respect, everything is equally important. Everything, that is, that grabs your attention. If what you need to be able to manage your life and work is full access to your focus, anytime and all the time, then whatever diminishes that capability should be eliminated. Ignoring it is an option, but not a good one. If it will go away in time, put it away now. If it won’t, get it into a trusted system. The good news is that the process of dealing with these blips is identical whether they are large or small. But if you don’t accept what’s there to begin with, you undermine your effectiveness.

The unique power of the principles in this book can only be accessed to their fullest when they are applied across all aspects of your life. In other words, you will be prevented from moving into Captain and Commander mode whenever you don’t pay attention to what has your attention. It doesn’t mean that all the things hooking your focus are equal in substance and potential meaning. Hardly. It does mean that you must responsibly unload and identify all of them in order to be able to address substance and meaning most effectively.

If in a staff meeting you are attempting to inspire your team with the new vision and mission statement of the company, but everyone in the room knows that a third of them are getting laid off next week, that unacknowledged elephant in the room will put such a cloud over the meeting that not only will your attempt at motivation be ineffective, you will lose major equity in terms of trust and leadership. Likewise, if you are attempting to set priorities for yourself and subliminally know that there are at least 43 things impinging on you that you have not yet tracked and managed, you’ll resist the whole process and feel even guiltier than you did to begin with.

So, if you’re not sure where to start, start with what is. Get it on the table. I have been in countless situations as a consultant, counselor, or coach where I didn’t have the foggiest idea what I should or could do to assist the client or the team. And over the years I have learned that, without fail, one technique always yanked victory from the jaws of defeat. I just asked, in some form, appropriate to the situation, “OK, so what’s true right now?”

That’s also why the GTD model is so consistently successful. As opposed to putting forward an idealized starting point where you “should” start, we suggest that you begin with where you are. Very few people, when we ask them to capture what’s on their mind, start off with, “Fulfill my destiny on the planet.” Most begin with something like “Fix printer” or “Get babysitter for the weekend.” If your destiny, or your strategic vision, or your ideal outcome for your mom’s elder-care situation is the first thing on your mind, fabulous. Grab it. If it’s not, and you really want to effectively identify and incorporate those higher-horizon commitments, you must start with what’s taking up the space in front of them. More often than not that’s 22 e-mails you’ve been avoiding, the sitter you need to arrange for your kids for tomorrow night, and buying cat food. If you don’t deal with those effectively, they will undermine your recognition of the bigger stuff or at least diminish your ability to focus on them clearly.
Three-Dimensional Self Management

By DavidAllen

For many years I have been teaching about the horizontal and vertical aspects of productivity. “Horizontal” represents the ability to quiet distractions and maintain a complete and total inventory of things to do across the whole spectrum of our day-to-day engagements. For instance, when you have a phone and time, you have available every call you need and want to make and your head is clear enough to make them. Basically, you’re feeling OK about what you’re not doing, because your available list of options is complete. “Vertical” represents the ability to view what you’re doing from the appropriate horizon and to shift your focus as required. You analyze your strategic plan in one moment, answer e-mails in the next, reconnect with your core values when you need to, review all your projects weekly, tweek your lifestyle visions with your partner creatively and proactively. You’re facile in your ability to frame which kind of thinking you need to be doing, about what, and when.

It’s about both control and perspective. And if self management can be interpreted as how well our actions match our priorities, or simply how good our choices are about what we’re doing, then we must have equal capability in each of these dimensions to be at our best.

Can you have one without the other – control without perspective, or vision without control? Ultimately, no. If you’re out of control, it’s almost impossible to maintain appropriate perspective. And if you can’t see things from the right altitude, you’ll lose control at some point. But relatively speaking, yes – there can be an imbalance.

On a matrix of control vs. perspective, there are four quadrants: low control and low perspective, high control and low perspective, low control and high perspective, high perspective and high control. Each of these is at least a little familiar to all of us as a state we may find ourselves in.

1. Low control, low perspective = the Victim. Driven by latest and loudest, simply reacting to relieve the most obvious and immediate pressures and pains.

2. High control, low perspective = the Micro Manager. Obsessed with containing and ordering detail, neglecting the Why question and the bigger-picture realities. Obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD) is the extreme.

3. Low control, high perspective = the Crazy Maker. Fabulous ideas, by the minute, unrealistically overcommitting focus and resources. Attention deficit disorder (ADD) is the extreme.

4. High control, high perspective = Master and Commander. Keeping the eye on the prize with attention to critical detail, holding steady with a firm but flexible hand.

Which one describes you, today, right now? Are you reading this essay to avoid getting more control or perspective, or because you have them?

I’m in and out of each one of these configurations, several times a day. I may start out having gotten it all together, sailing ahead as the captain of my ship. I then get a crazy idea, make one phone call, and turn my world upside down. I get overcome by the new problems or possibilities and I’m crashing on rocky shoals. In my excitement or nervousness I then decide to prune another tiny branch off a maple tree outside my office (can I get control of something, please!?) No matter. The key is not forever staying at optimum perspective and control - it’s having a good GPS system and knowing how to right the vessel and get back on course when it wavers and when I get around to getting it together again.

This was the inspiration for my latest version of our public seminar, and why it’s called “Making It All Work” - to chart the currents of the waters of control and perspective (and the lack thereof), so we can more easily identify where we are and what kind of activity and focus will have the most value for us, at any moment. Most people’s initial positive experience with the Getting Things Done method is centered around the getting-control aspect - making sense and getting a handle on all the “stuff” coming at us and clogging up our brains and our lives. Rightly so, because you must pay attention to the level that most has your attention, first. But once we have things relatively stable, there must be an equal focus on the right focus. We need to know and trust why we are subscribing to that magazine in the in-basket, not just that we can park it in Read/Review. Is it something that’s getting us to where we’re going, mapping to what’s really important to us now, or just momentum from an old inspiration that needs updating, and should be cancelled? Getting Things Done® (GTD®) is about making sense of and managing multiple priorities, with the best models for rapidly gaining control and perspective - critical for self management.

But hey, what’s the third dimension? Ah, it’s acknowledging and consciously engaging with that which constantly pulls us, guides us, and impels us toward creativity and coherence. It’s the recognition and participation with something that promotes perspective and control, almost magically, and yet transcends them. It’s the thing that, in the worst and best of circumstances and when it often makes no sense, gives us the experience of acceptance, surrender, intuition, courage, and forgiveness. It’s our heart.

“The salvation of this human world lies nowhere else than in the human heart, in the human power to reflect, in human meekness and in human responsibility.” - Vaclav Havel

