
You’ve got too much to do, and not enough time to do it in. Sound familiar? 
You’re not alone. Our research shows that when it comes to managing our time and 

to-do lists, we’re habitually overcommitted and overwhelmed.

Overcommited?
5 Tips to Take Control of Your To-Do List

In a study of 1,353 people, we found:

• 3 OUT OF 5 have agreed to accomplish more than they can
actually do in the time they have available.

• 1 OUT OF 5 say they have reached their limit and can’t 
possibly commit to more. 

And it turns out, our tendency to overcommit isn’t a fluke. In fact, 1 in 
3 say they ALWAYS have more tasks in front of them than they 
can actually get done.

Top 5 Reasons Our To-Do 
Lists Get Out of Control

1. Desire to be helpful, accommodating, and polite. (73%)

2. Tendency to jump in and fix problems, even when they  
aren’t theirs. (56%)

3. Ambiguous limits and unclear rules about which tasks to 
accept or reject. (39%) 

4. Working with those in authority who make non-negotiable 
demands. (38%)

5. Inability to say “no” or renegotiate commitments. (32%)

The Costs of an Impossible To-Do List

STRESS
50% are moderately stressed, 35% are highly stressed and 9% are very 
highly stressed.

WORRY AND ANXIETY
52% are worried about letting themselves or others down and 41% are 
unsure of where to start in their efforts to accomplish their tasks.

OVERWHELM AND DEFEAT
46% feel overwhelmed and 20% are regretful of agreeing to so much in 
the first place.

INABILITY TO BE TRULY PRESENT
When spending time with the people and things that matter most, 
respondents report they are multi-tasking or thinking about other tasks.

• 44% say they’re “really present” only half of the time.

• 37% say they are rarely or never present.

• 1% say they are in a position to be always present.



“There are a small number of self-management 
practices that can dramatically improve performance 
while also reducing stress. When you learn to manage 
your workload quickly and efficiently, you’ll not only take 
control of your to-do list but also avoid the weight and 
anxiety that comes with carrying an impossible workload.” 

– Justin Hale, Co-Creator of GTD®  Training by VitalSmarts
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5 Productivity Practices for Regaining 
Control of Your To-Do List:

1. COLLECT EVERYTHING THAT OWNS YOUR ATTENTION
Capture all commitments, tasks, ideas, and projects in an external place 
rather than keeping them in your head. Use just a few “capture tools” you 
keep with you all the time such as lists, apps, email, etc.

2. DO A COMMITMENT AUDIT
Capture all of your commitments on one page. Then go down the list and 
decide which to-dos you will do, which you’ll decline, and which you’ll 
renegotiate. There’s no way you can do them all in the time given; be realistic 
about what you can and will do. 

3. IDENTIFY NEXT ACTIONS
Most people are extra overwhelmed by their lists because they are filled with 
vague things like “Budget” or “2019 Event.” These large projects repulse 
us rather than motivate us to act. Clarify your to-dos down to the very next 
action; the smallest behavior you’ll take to start moving toward closure. 
Sometimes the key to breaking a habit of procrastination is making the action 
smaller until you want to do it.  

4. DO MORE OF THE RIGHT THINGS BY REFLECTING IN 
THE RIGHT MOMENTS
Rather than diving into your messy inbox first thing, take two minutes to 
review your calendar and your action lists. This reflection ensures you make 
the best decisions about how to use your time.

5. REVIEW WEEKLY
Keep a sacred, non-negotiable meeting with yourself every week to re-sync, 
get current, and align your daily work and projects with your higher-level priorities.

About Getting Things Done® Training
VitalSmarts’ Getting Things Done® 
Training is evolved from the original 
work of David Allen. Combining 
decades of David’s research with 
VitalSmarts’ powerful and proven 

instructional design, Getting Things Done Live, Live 
Online, and Online Training brings practical productivity 
skills to life for the modern learner—yielding improved 
individual effectiveness, project efficiency, meaningful 
productivity, team innovation, and relationships.

To learn how to bring GTD® to your organization 
or register for a public training course visit 
vitalsmarts.com or call us at 1-800-449-5989.

About VitalSmarts
Named Top 20 Leadership Training Company, VitalSmarts 
is home to the award-winning Crucial Conversations®, 
Crucial Accountability®, Getting Things Done®, and 
Influencer Training® and New York Times bestselling 
books of the same titles. VitalSmarts has consulted with 
more than 300 of the Fortune 500 companies and trained 
more than 2 million people worldwide. vitalsmarts.com


