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About this method

The 6 D’s is a small, stubborn idea: that the thing wearing you down isn’t your work, it’s the 
pile of decisions you keep refusing to make about your work.

It gives you one question to ask at the door of everything that lands in front of you, five 
honest ways to answer it, and two rules that do the ruthless part — the letting-go — 
automatically, so you don’t have to summon willpower you don’t have at 11 p.m.

You can run it on sticky notes, in a spreadsheet, or in the companion app, Onward. The 
method doesn’t care about the tools. It cares that you decide.

Read it in an afternoon. Use it for the rest of your life. That’s the deal.
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Introduction: Why take orders from a book?

It’s a Tuesday, and you are not behind. Not really. You know this because you’ve checked 
the list four times, and the list is right there, being long at you.

Somewhere in it is the email you’ve meant to answer for nine days — the one that gets a 
little heavier each morning, so that answering it now would require not just a reply but an 
apology for the delay, which is itself another small task, which is why you won’t do it today 
either. There’s the idea you had in the shower that felt like a business and now feels like 
homework. There’s the thing your mother asked about. There’s a red badge on an app 
you’ve stopped opening because the number only goes up. None of it is on fire. All of it is 
humming.

That hum is the subject of this book.

Here’s the uncomfortable diagnosis: you do not have a work problem. You have a deciding 
problem. Every one of those items is quietly asking you the same question — what are you 
going to do about me? — and you have been answering, brilliantly, “not yet.” “Not yet” feels 
responsible. It feels like keeping your options open. It is, in fact, the single most expensive 
thing you can say, because it keeps the item alive, keeps it humming, and keeps you paying 
rent on it in the one currency you can’t earn more of: attention.

Most productivity advice makes this worse. It teaches you to capture more, faster, into 
prettier buckets — as if the problem were that your compost heap wasn’t tidy enough. It 
sells you systems you have to feed every morning like a needy pet. And it’s usually padded 
to two hundred pages because that’s what looks like value on a shelf, even though the one 
good idea could fit on an index card.

So let me make you three promises, and one threat.

I promise this book is short. I promise it will not tell you to wake at 5 a.m. or drink a gallon 
of water or “manifest” anything. And I promise that if you actually do the small things it 
asks, you will end up with a smaller pile and a quieter head — which is the only thing any 
of this was ever for.

The threat: I’m going to tease you a little. You have some habits that aren’t serving you, and 
we’re both adults, and pretending otherwise would waste your afternoon. I’ll be on your 
side the whole time. I’ll just also be honest, the way a good coach is honest — not to make 
you feel small, but because flattery has never once emptied anyone’s inbox.

The method itself came out of failure, not genius. Anyone who has watched a to-do list 
grow faster than they could ever shrink it already understands the core of it. All we’re 
going to do is give the problem a name, give it six honest exits, and add two rules that 
handle the part you find hardest — the letting go.

One more thing before we start, and it’s the reason the chapters that follow lean on people 
like Churchill, Eisenhower, Marie Curie, and a crystallographer named Dorothy Hodgkin. It 
would be easy to illustrate a book like this with stories about clearing your email. But 
decisions are clearest when the stakes are absurd — when a delay costs a coastline instead 



of a deadline. So we’re going to borrow our lessons from people who decided under real 
fire, and then bring each one home to your Tuesday. Every historical claim in here is 
sourced at the back. Where the famous version is wrong, I’ll tell you, because a book about 
honest decisions should be honest about its own facts.

How to use this book. The method is written for one person taming their own workload. 
Wherever it changes for a group, you’ll find a short For teams note — solo readers can skip 
those without missing anything. Each chapter ends with a worksheet, and the worksheets 
are the whole point. Reading about deciding is not deciding. I will know.

Turn the page. Let’s shrink the pile.



Part I — The Problem



Chapter 1: Your to-do list is lying to you

Your to-do list is a hostage negotiation you are quietly losing to yourself.

Here’s how the con works. You write things down to feel in control — sensible, everyone 
says to. But the list grows, because life produces tasks faster than you complete them, and 
now the list itself is the thing generating the dread. Not the work. The inventory of the 
work. You have built, with great diligence, a machine whose only reliable output is guilt, 
and you feed it fresh every single morning.

Notice what a to-do list actually does. It captures. It remembers. It never, on its own, 
decides. And a thing that only ever accumulates isn’t a system — it’s a compost heap with 
due dates. Most of what passes for “getting organised” is just building a tidier compost 
heap: nicer columns, colour codes, a satisfying app. The heap is still a heap. You’ve simply 
made it pretty enough to keep staring at.

Here is the reframe the whole book turns on: the enemy was never volume. It was never 
how much. A busy person who decides quickly is fine — tired, maybe, but fine, because 
their pile moves. The problem is undecided volume. It’s the forty things you’ve neither 
started nor killed nor scheduled, sitting in a grey middle, each one drawing a tiny line of 
credit against your attention. Forty small debts feel, in the body, exactly like one enormous 
one. That’s the hum.

Winston Churchill ran the Second World War on an ocean of paper and refused to drown in 
it. He demanded memos fit on a single sheet — “the discipline of setting out the real points 
concisely,” he called it — and he stamped the ones that mattered with bright red labels 
reading Action This Day. People remember the labels as a quirk. They were the opposite of a 
quirk. They were a man deciding, at speed, which paper got his life and which got a nod, so 
that nothing sat in the grey middle accreting weight. He didn’t have less paper than his 
generals. He had less undecided paper. That was the entire trick, and it’s available to you, 
minus the world war.

Meet yourself first

Before we fix anything, you need to know your own default failure mode — the D you 
overuse and the D you flinch from. Almost everyone has one. I’ve watched enough people 
run this system to sort them, only slightly unfairly, into four types.

The Hoarder keeps everything “just in case.” Deleting feels like loss, so nothing ever gets 
deleted, and the pile becomes a museum of maybes — half of them from a version of your 
life that ended years ago. The Hoarder’s inbox has four thousand items and a genuine, 
misplaced pride about it.

The Firefighter only touches what’s actively ablaze. Everything is urgent, which means 
nothing is prioritised, which means the calm-but-important work — the stuff that would 
prevent fires — never gets done, so there are always more fires. The Firefighter mistakes 
adrenaline for productivity and is secretly a little addicted to the rush.



The Optimist defers everything to a future self who is, tragically, also busy — busier, in 
fact, because they’ve inherited everything the present self keeps punting. “Someday” is the 
Optimist’s entire calendar, and someday never files its taxes.

The Ostrich simply doesn’t look. The inbox goes unopened; the app with the red badge 
gets buried on the last home screen. What you don’t see can’t hurt you — a theory that 
holds right up until the unpaid bill, the missed reply, the deadline that was real all along. 
The Ostrich has weaponised Dismiss into pure avoidance and calls it “not stressing about 
it.”

You are probably one of these most of the time and another under pressure. That’s fine. 
The point of naming them is that each type has a specific growth edge — a specific D to 
practise — and knowing yours saves you months. We’ll come back to these characters 
throughout the book; they’re going to keep showing up, because you keep showing up.

(In the app and the worksheets, there’s a three-question quiz to pin your type. On paper, just 
be honest: which of those four made you wince in recognition? That’s you. Hello.)

Do and don’t

Do get the pile out of your head. A worry you can see is a task; a worry you can’t is a 
haunting. Externalise it and it shrinks to its actual size, which is almost always smaller than 
the shadow it cast.

Don’t mistake capturing for managing. Writing it down is step zero, not step one. A 
beautifully organised list of undecided things is just a compost heap with better lighting.

Worksheet 1 — The brain-dump

Get the entire pile onto one surface — paper, a doc, the back of a receipt, doesn’t matter. 
Everything: tasks, worries, someday-maybes, the email you’re dreading, the phone call, the 
vague sense you’ve forgotten something. Don’t sort. Don’t judge. Don’t start doing any of it. 
Just empty the drawer onto the table so we can see what’s actually in there. We’ll decide 
tomorrow. Tonight, we just look.

For teams: A shared pile is worse than a private one, because everyone quietly 
assumes someone else has it handled. Nobody has it handled. Before a team can 
prioritise, it has to answer a more basic and more awkward question about every 
item: whose is this? Unowned work doesn’t get done slowly. It gets done never, in 
a fog of mutual assumption.



Part II — The Gate



Chapter 2: One question at the door

“I’ll deal with it later” isn’t a decision. It’s a decision in a clever disguise, hoping you won’t 
notice it doing nothing.

Everything starts at one gate. Before you sort, prioritise, or panic, you hold the thing up and 
ask a single question: does this actually need a decision from me?

Most things don’t, and that’s the mercy of it. You don’t decide to breathe, or to eat when 
you’re hungry, or to answer the door. Those run on autopilot, and the correct response to 
autopilot is to let it pass — to Dismiss it — without spending a flicker of deliberation. A 
startling amount of what feels like “stuff to deal with” is actually this: noise dressed as 
decision, and it can leave through the door it came in.

But the things that do need a decision — those you owe a real answer, and you owe it now. 
Not a perfect answer. A real one, from the five honest options we’ll spend the next chapters 
on. The one response you are not permitted to give is the seductive non-answer: later. 
Because “later” doesn’t dispose of the thing. It keeps it alive, keeps it humming, and — this 
is the cruel part — it makes the thing heavier, because now it carries the small shame of 
having been dodged once already. Piles aren’t built from tasks. They’re built from deferred 
decisions wearing tasks as coats.

The case: Churchill and the most tempting non-decision in history

Late May, 1940. If you want to understand the gravitational pull of “let’s not decide yet,” go 
stand in the room where the British War Cabinet met that week, because the fate of the 
world briefly hung on whether one man would allow a question to sit in limbo.

The situation was catastrophic. The British army — most of it — was pinned against the 
sea at Dunkirk, its escape anything but certain. France was folding. The United States was 
neutral and would stay that way for another eighteen months. Across the Channel, a 
victorious German army; across the Cabinet table, a very reasonable man named Lord 
Halifax, the Foreign Secretary, making a very reasonable proposal.

Halifax did not propose surrender. He was far too sensible for anything so stark. He 
proposed something much more dangerous: that Britain merely explore whether Mussolini 
— still neutral, still talking — might broker terms with Hitler. Just find out what was on the 
table. Keep the options open. What was the harm in asking?

This is the most seductive move in the entire repertoire of human avoidance, scaled up to 
nations. It isn’t a fight and it isn’t a defeat. It’s a delay that feels like prudence. And across 
five gruelling meetings between the 26th and 28th of May, Winston Churchill refused it. He 
argued — correctly, as it turned out — that Britain could hold if the RAF and the Royal 
Navy stayed intact, and that the moment you sit down to “explore terms” with a stronger 
enemy, you’ve already lost something you can’t win back: the will to keep standing. 
Opening the door a crack, he understood, was a decision, not a deferral of one.



On the 28th, with the inner Cabinet wavering, Churchill did something shrewd. He gathered 
the wider group of twenty-five ministers and made his case plainly, and they backed him — 
loudly, to a man. Halifax’s proposal died in that room. Britain would fight on.

Historians broadly agree it was one of the true hinges of the war. And I want you to notice 
what the decision actually was, because it’s easy to miss under the cinema of it. It wasn’t a 
masterstroke of strategy. There was no clever plan. The decision was simply this: we will 
not let “we’ll see” become our policy. Churchill’s genius that week was not an answer. It was 
the refusal to let a non-answer take root and rot everything around it.

Bring it home

You are not deciding the fate of a nation on Tuesday. But the mechanism is identical, and so 
is the trap. The email you’ve dodged for nine days is your Halifax proposal: let’s not decide 
about this yet. And every day you leave it in limbo, it gets heavier, exactly the way opening 
peace talks would have gotten heavier by the hour. The gate doesn’t ask you to answer 
perfectly. It asks you to answer at all — to convert “we’ll see” into a real D — because “we’ll 
see” is not neutral. It is a slow, quiet surrender that feels, from the inside, like patience.

Do and don’t

Do name the real decision hiding inside the task. “Reply to Sam” is not the decision; it’s the 
packaging. The decision is what to tell Sam — and once you make that, the reply takes 
ninety seconds. People stall on emails because they’re trying to send a message they 
haven’t decided the content of yet.

Don’t let “I need more information” become a permanent address. Sometimes you 
genuinely do. Usually you have enough to decide and you’re using the possibility of more as 
a place to hide. Ask yourself: what would I actually do differently if I knew more? If the 
answer is nothing, you’re stalling.

Worksheet 2 — Run the gate

Take yesterday’s brain-dump. Go down the list and beside each item write one mark: a D if 
it needs a decision from you, or an × if it’s autopilot — dismiss it, it was never yours. Give 
yourself ninety seconds for the whole list. Speed is the point. Agonising is just deciding with 
extra suffering bolted on, and it produces no better answers than deciding fast — only 
more tired ones.

For teams: An open question with no owner and no decision date is not “under 
consideration.” It is rotting in public, in full view of everyone, generating a low 
background dread that the whole team pays for. Give every genuinely open 
question two things immediately: a name (who decides) and a when (by when). 
“We’re still thinking about it” is a team saying “we’ll see” in chorus.



Part III — The Five Answers



Chapter 3: Deploy — start now, and own it

Starting is easy. Signing your name to how it ends is the actual job.

Deploy is the D everyone thinks they understand. It means: commit, and put the thing in 
motion — today, this week, now, rather than “when things calm down,” because things do 
not calm down, that is not a phase things go through. But Deploy has a second half that 
most people quietly skip, and skipping it is the difference between a person who gets things 
done and a person who is merely always busy. The second half is this: you own the 
outcome. Win or lose, it’s yours. You don’t get to deploy a decision and then, if it curdles, 
discover it was really someone else’s fault all along.

The case: Eisenhower and the longest forty seconds

The most consequential Deploy of the twentieth century took about forty seconds, in a 
candlelit room, at four in the morning, in the rain.

It’s early June 1944. The largest invasion force ever assembled is loaded onto ships and 
packed into marshalling yards along the English coast — well over a hundred and fifty 
thousand men, and a plan so intricate that the tides and the moonlight only align for a few 
days each month. And the weather over the English Channel has turned foul. General 
Dwight Eisenhower, the Supreme Allied Commander, has already postponed once. Every 
extra day the men sit in those ships is a day the secret leaks, morale sags, and the tide 
window closes.

At the small hours’ meeting, his chief meteorologist — a quiet Scot named Group Captain 
James Stagg — offers a thread of hope: a brief break in the storm, a window over the 6th of 
June. Nobody can promise it will hold. The generals around the table are divided; some 
want to go, some want to wait. Everyone in the room understands that if the forecast is 
wrong, thousands of young men die on the beaches for nothing, and the war in the West is 
set back a year.

And then everyone in the room also understands the other thing: the decision is not theirs. 
It is Eisenhower’s, alone. That is what the chair is for.

He sits with it for a moment. Perhaps forty seconds — long enough that the silence 
becomes its own weight. Then he says it: “OK, we’ll go.” Four words, and the invasion of 
Europe is set in motion.

But here is the detail that makes Eisenhower worth a chapter, the detail that separates 
command from mere authority. The night before, he took out a pad and wrote a second 
message in his own hand — the one he would release if the landings failed. It read, in part: 
“Our landings in the Cherbourg–Havre area have failed to gain a satisfactory foothold and I 
have withdrawn the troops. My decision to attack at this time and place was based upon the 
best information available. The troops, the air and the navy did all that bravery and devotion 
to duty could do. If any blame or fault attaches to the attempt it is mine alone.”

Read that last sentence again. Before he knew whether he’d be a hero or the man who lost 
the war, Eisenhower wrote his own disgrace in advance, dated it, and folded it into his 



wallet. (He mis-dated it “July 5” instead of June — a tiny, human slip that tells you 
everything about the pressure he was under.) He never had to send it. But he carried it. 
That is Deploy in its complete form: the commitment and the pre-accepted downside, held 
together in one pocket.

The second beat: Tu Youyou goes first

If Eisenhower is Deploy at the scale of armies, here it is at the scale of a single brave 
decision. In 1972, the Chinese chemist Tu Youyou had extracted a compound — later called 
artemisinin — that cured malaria in animals with startling reliability. The next step was 
human trials, and human trials of a novel compound carry an obvious, frightening risk. So 
Tu volunteered to be the first human subject herself. “As head of this research group,” she 
said, “I had the responsibility.” She took the drug, watched for the harm that never came, 
and went on to save, by conservative estimates, millions of lives. She received the Nobel 
Prize for it in 2015.

That’s the ethic of Deploy in one gesture. Real deployment means you are first through the 
door — not the person shoving others through it while you hang back to see what happens.

Bring it home

Your Deploy decisions do not involve tides or toxicology. But the shape holds. When you 
truly Deploy a task — take on the awkward client call, start the difficult document, begin 
the thing you’ve been circling — you commit to finishing it and you accept, in advance, that 
it might go badly and that this will be on you. Most people’s “starting” is really just fiddling: 
opening the document, arranging the desk, researching a bit more, all the motions of 
beginning without the commitment of it. That’s not Deploy. That’s a rain dance. Deploy is 
the forty seconds where you say “OK, we’ll go” and mean the whole sentence, including the 
part where it’s yours if it flops.

And Deploy has a natural enemy that isn’t laziness — it’s over-deployment. The person who 
“deploys” fifteen things at once has deployed nothing; they’ve just scattered fifteen 
beginnings across a desk and called the mess ambition. Which is why the single most 
important rule of this whole D is a limit, not a permission.

Do and don’t

Do cap what you Deploy at once. Three to five things, maximum, allowed to be genuinely 
“in progress.” Starting is not finishing, and ten simultaneous starts is just a more elaborate 
way of finishing nothing.

Don’t Deploy to look busy, or to feel the small hit of momentum that starting provides. 
Motion is not commitment, and the gap between them is visible to everyone eventually, 
including you.



Worksheet 3 — Your Deploy Three

Name the three things — no more than three — that are allowed to be in progress today. 
Write them somewhere you’ll see them. Everything else waits its turn; it isn’t abandoned, 
it’s queued. When one of the three reaches Done, you may promote a fourth. Not before. 
Guard this number like it’s the last seat in the lifeboat, because in a sense it is.

For teams: Every deployed task gets exactly one owner — one name, not a team, 
not a Slack channel, not “we.” “The team is on it” is the precise phrase that means 
nobody is on it. Shared ownership is the most expensive kind of no ownership, 
because it comes wrapped in the comforting illusion that it’s handled.



Chapter 4: Delegate — the right hands, even when it hurts

Delegating isn’t getting rid of work. It’s staying responsible for work that someone else 
does.

Of all the D’s, this is the one people are worst at, and they’re bad at it in two opposite 
directions at once. Some can’t let go — they clutch every task because no one else will do it 
quite right, and slowly drown under things a competent colleague could have handled 
months ago. Others let go too well — they fling tasks over the wall, call it “empowerment,” 
and are genuinely surprised when the ball is dropped, because “I delegated that” had 
quietly come to mean “I stopped thinking about it.” Real delegation lives between those 
failures. It’s a decision about someone else’s time and attention, which is exactly why it’s 
hard: it requires you to be honest about your own ego, and ego does not enjoy honesty.

The case: George Marshall gives away the job of his life

Here is the finest act of delegation I know of, and the remarkable thing is that the man who 
performed it did so by delegating a decision away from himself — up the chain, to his 
president — at enormous personal cost.

By late 1943, the invasion of Europe was coming, and everyone knew who would command 
it: General George C. Marshall. As U.S. Army Chief of Staff, he had built the American war 
machine almost from scratch — “the organizer of victory,” Churchill would later call him. 
Overlord was to be the capstone of his career, the field command every professional soldier 
dreams of, the name that goes in the history books beside the beaches. President Roosevelt 
was inclined to give it to him. It was, by every expectation, Marshall’s job.

And Marshall would not ask for it.

When Roosevelt, through intermediaries and then in person, pressed him to say whether 
he wanted the command, Marshall refused to express a preference. He told the President 
that the decision had to be made on what was best for the country — “not,” he said, “what 
was best for George C. Marshall.” He would take Overlord if ordered to, and he would stay 
in Washington if ordered to, and he would not put his thumb on the scale for his own glory. 
He handed the whole decision, cleanly, to the man whose decision it properly was.

So Roosevelt made the harder call. He realised he could not run the global war without 
Marshall at his side in Washington — Marshall was, quite simply, irreplaceable there. And 
so he gave the command of a lifetime to Marshall’s protégé instead: Dwight Eisenhower. “I 
could not sleep at night,” Roosevelt told him, “with you out of the country.” Marshall 
accepted it without a flicker of complaint. And then — this is the detail that undoes me — 
he sat down and wrote out, in his own hand, the cable to Stalin announcing Eisenhower’s 
appointment to the command he himself had just been denied.

Bring it home

You will not give away a D-Day. But you will, constantly, face the smaller version: a task you 
could keep, that you want to keep, because keeping it flatters you — proves you’re needed, 



proves no one does it like you. That wanting is the tell. The best delegation decisions are 
made against your own ego, not in service of it. Marshall put the mission over the medal. 
Roosevelt put the right person in the chair instead of the obvious one. Both cost something. 
Both were correct.

The everyday failure looks like this: you keep the report because “it’s faster to just do it 
myself,” which is true this week and a catastrophe by next quarter, when you’re the 
bottleneck on nine things and your capable colleague has learned that you don’t trust them 
with anything real. Delegation is an investment that always looks more expensive than it is, 
because the cost is upfront and visible and the payoff is delayed and quiet.

Do and don’t

Do hand over the authority with the task. Responsibility without the power to act is just 
blame you’ve assigned in advance. If you give someone a job, give them the room to do it 
their way — including the room to do it at eighty percent of your quality, which is almost 
always enough, whatever your ego is currently insisting.

Don’t “delegate” and then hover, re-do, and correct. That isn’t delegation; it’s surveillance 
with extra steps, and it teaches the other person that their effort is theatre. You’ll have 
spent the time anyway and demoralised someone. A remarkable two-for-one.

Worksheet 4 — The delegation audit

List three things you are currently clutching that someone else could do at eighty percent of 
your quality. Be honest about the eighty percent — your standard is probably higher than 
the task actually requires. Beside each, write the name of the person who could take it, and 
the one sentence of context they’d need to start. Then, this is the hard part, actually give 
one of them away this week.

For teams: Delegate is not a synonym for forget. A handed-off task needs a visible 
owner and a lightweight check-in, or it slips into the gap between two people — 
each assuming the other has it — and quietly dies there, usually surfacing again at 
the worst possible moment. The check-in isn’t distrust. It’s the thing that lets you 
stop worrying, because you know you’ll see it again before it’s a crisis.



Chapter 5: Defer — park it with a trigger, not a prayer

“Someday” is where tasks go to die of old age.

Defer has a terrible reputation, and mostly it’s deserved, because most of what people call 
“deferring” is just procrastination that has put on a blazer. But done properly, Defer is one 
of the most powerful moves you have — the disciplined choice not to act yet, made on 
purpose, with conditions attached. The difference between a real Defer and a fake one 
comes down to two things: a when and a what-will-have-changed. A real Defer names the 
moment you’ll look again and the thing that has to be true before the task is worth your 
attention. A fake Defer names neither and just quietly hopes the task will handle itself or, 
better yet, evaporate.

The case: Dorothy Hodgkin waits thirty-five years

In 1934, a young crystallographer named Dorothy Hodgkin took the first X-ray photograph 
anyone had ever made of a crystal of insulin. It was a tantalising target. Map the three-
dimensional structure of the insulin molecule, and you could transform the treatment of 
diabetes for millions of people. The photograph was the first step. Hodgkin was ambitious, 
brilliant, and exactly the person to take the next one.

And she looked at the problem and decided: not yet.

The insulin molecule was simply too large and too complex for the tools of 1934. The 
mathematics of turning an X-ray diffraction pattern into a structure — done by hand in 
those days — would have been impossible at that scale, and the technology to make it 
possible didn’t exist. She could have forced it, produced something confident and wrong, 
and set the field back. She could have flung herself at it for years and burned out against a 
wall. Instead, she deferred it — not vaguely, but on a clear trigger. She would return to 
insulin when the methods could actually solve it.

Then she went and did other work while she waited, because a real Defer frees you rather 
than haunting you. She solved the structure of penicillin. She solved the fiendishly complex 
structure of vitamin B12. She won the Nobel Prize in Chemistry in 1964 for that body of 
work. And all the while, insulin sat on her list — not forgotten, not abandoned, parked — 
waiting for its trigger. In 1969, thirty-five years after that first photograph, with X-ray 
methods and computing finally equal to the task, Dorothy Hodgkin came back and solved 
insulin. The wait had been the correct decision the entire time.

Bring it home

Thirty-five years is an extreme case, which is exactly why it’s clarifying. Hodgkin didn’t 
“wait and see.” She named the precise condition that would change — better methods — 
and she kept the problem on a list she genuinely revisited. That’s a Defer with a trigger, and 
it’s a form of strategy. Contrast it with your own “somedays”: the language course, the side 
project, the difficult conversation, all sitting in a mental folder with no date and no 
condition, which means they aren’t deferred at all. They’re just slowly dying while you feel 
vaguely productive for having “kept them in mind.”



The fix is small and ruthless. When you Defer something, give it a real re-decide date — an 
actual day — and name the trigger: revisit Tuesday, once the quote arrives. Look again in 
March, when the budget’s set. Raise it at the next one-to-one. If you can’t name a when and a 
what, you’re not deferring. You’re avoiding, and you should either Deploy it or Delete it, 
because those are the only honest options left.

Do and don’t

Do attach a date and a trigger to every Defer. The date gets it back in front of you; the 
trigger tells you whether anything’s actually changed when it arrives. Without both, “later” 
is just a nicer-sounding “never.”

Don’t re-defer the same thing again and again. Once is a decision. Three times is a 
confession. That’s precisely what the cap in Chapter 8 exists to catch — so that your 
avoidance has a hard stop you didn’t have to enforce with willpower you don’t possess at 
midnight.

Worksheet 5 — Fix three fake defers

Find three “somedays” lurking in your pile. For each, do one of two things: give it a real 
date and a real trigger, turning it into an honest Defer — or admit it’s never going to 
happen and Delete it, right now, with a clean conscience. Both are wins. A vague someday is 
the only loss.

For teams: Shared defers need visible dates, or they sink into the backlog and 
become archaeology — items so old nobody remembers why they’re there or 
dares delete them. A backlog without dates isn’t a plan; it’s a graveyard the team 
walks past every sprint, feeling faintly guilty and doing nothing. Date them or 
bury them.



Chapter 6: Delete — the courage to cut losses

You are not a curator of tasks. Let the dead ones go.

Deleting is a decision, and a strong one — not a defeat, not a failure, not an admission that 
you couldn’t cope. The enemy it fights is one of the most stubborn bugs in the human mind: 
sunk cost, the irrational, powerful pull to keep pouring effort into something because 
you’ve already poured effort into it, as though the past investment could be recovered by 
adding more of it. It can’t. And the safety net that makes Delete bearable is simple and 
almost always true: if a deleted thing genuinely mattered, it will come back to you on its 
own. The truly important is remarkably hard to kill. Which means anything you can let go 
of quietly probably wasn’t load-bearing to begin with.

The case: Dunkirk, and the shadow of Gallipoli

Late May 1940 again — the same desperate week as Churchill’s stand in the Cabinet, but 
now look at the beaches. The British Expeditionary Force is trapped against the Channel 
coast at Dunkirk, hundreds of thousands of men with the sea at their backs and the German 
army closing in. The plan to hold the Continent alongside France is in ruins. And Britain 
makes a hard, unglamorous, correct decision: stop fighting for ground already lost, and get 
the army out.

Operation Dynamo — the evacuation — pulls roughly 338,000 troops off those beaches 
across nine frantic days, in destroyers and ferries and the famous little civilian boats. Strip 
away the (genuine) heroism and the myth, and look at the decision underneath: it was a 
decision to delete a failed plan in order to preserve the one asset that would win the war 
years later — the soldiers themselves. Holding the position would have been “brave.” It 
would also have lost the army, and with it the war. Deleting the plan saved everything that 
mattered.

Now the shadow that makes the lesson sharper. Twenty-five years earlier, in the First 
World War, a younger Winston Churchill had been a chief architect of the Gallipoli 
campaign — an attempt to force the Dardanelles that bogged down into one of the 
bloodiest stalemates of the war. And it was kept alive, month after ruinous month, long past 
the point when anyone could honestly say it was working, because withdrawing felt like 
admitting the whole thing had been a mistake. It had been. The campaign cost tens of 
thousands of lives and Churchill his job, and it haunted him for the rest of his career. Same 
man, two lessons, a quarter-century apart: the discipline to cut a loss at Dunkirk, learned in 
part from the agony of not cutting one at Gallipoli. The people best at Delete are often the 
ones who once paid the full price of refusing to.

Bring it home

Your sunk costs are smaller and just as sticky. The project you’ve sunk two months into 
that everyone can see isn’t working, but two months feels like too much to waste — so you 
spend a third. The book you’re eighty pages into and hating, but you “always finish books.” 
The commitment you’ve outgrown, the subscription, the plan, the goal that belonged to a 
version of you that no longer exists. Each of these is a Gallipoli in miniature, kept alive 



because ending it feels like conceding the past was wasted. But the past is already wasted; 
that money is already spent. The only question that isn’t sunk is the next hour — and 
pouring it after the last one doesn’t honour the loss, it just deepens it.

Delete frees exactly the resources — time, attention, people, the space in your head — that 
the winning move needs and can’t get while the losing move is still consuming them. The 
bravest thing on the board is frequently the thing you take off it.

Do and don’t

Do delete guilt-free, and trust the net. The genuinely important resurfaces; you will not lose 
anything that was truly load-bearing by letting go of it. Give yourself permission to be 
lighter.

Don’t confuse Delete with Dismiss. Dismiss is for things that were never yours to decide 
(Chapter 7). Delete is for things that were yours, that you engaged with, and that you are 
now consciously choosing to end. They can feel similar in the moment — both make a thing 
go away — but one is a filter and the other is a decision, and knowing which you’re doing 
keeps you honest.

Worksheet 6 — The kill list

Name five things you’ve been “keeping” — projects, commitments, goals, half-finished 
things — that you are going to delete on purpose. Cross each one out with a real, physical 
line. Then notice, genuinely notice, the sensation: it’s lighter, not poorer. That feeling is the 
sunk-cost fallacy releasing its grip, and it’s worth learning to recognise, because you’re 
going to want to summon it again.

For teams: Make cutting a project a public, celebrated decision, not a quiet burial 
that everyone pretends didn’t happen. A team that can kill its own bad ideas out 
loud — that treats “we tried it, it didn’t work, we stopped” as a mark of good 
judgement rather than shame — is a team that will take smart risks, because 
people know a failed bet won’t be left to rot with their name on it. The teams that 
can’t delete are the ones drowning in zombie projects nobody has the standing to 
end.



Chapter 7: Dismiss — deciding what not to decide

Most of what demands your attention has not earned it.

Dismiss is the gate’s quiet twin and the least glamorous D by a distance — and, secretly, the 
one that makes all the others possible. It’s the discipline of refusing to spend a decision on 
noise: of looking at something that is loudly demanding a response and deciding, 
deliberately, that it doesn’t get one. Not a deferred one. Not a delegated one. None. The thief 
that Dismiss guards against is the urgent-but-trivial — the thing that arrives wrapped in 
false urgency, pinging and flashing and insisting it needs you right now, and doesn’t, and 
never did.

The case: Marie Curie refuses a fortune

In 1898, Marie and Pierre Curie isolated radium. Over the years that followed, they also 
worked out the painstaking process for producing it — and that process was, in today’s 
money, worth billions. Radium was suddenly in demand for medicine and industry; 
whoever controlled how to make it controlled a fortune. Colleagues urged the Curies to 
patent the technique. It would have been entirely legal, entirely normal, and entirely life-
changing for a family that was, at times, genuinely short of money and working out of a 
converted shed.

They refused. Flatly. “Radium,” Marie Curie said, “belongs to all of humanity.” Pure 
research, she insisted, must not be entangled with the profit motive; the method should be 
given freely to any scientist who could use it. And so it was — published, open, unpatented, 
worth nothing to them and everything to the field of medicine that grew up around it.

Now, it would be easy to file this under “saintliness” and move on. Don’t. Read it as a 
decision, because that’s what it was. Curie didn’t agonise over the patent. She didn’t run the 
numbers, didn’t keep the question in some mental “revisit when we’re desperate” folder, 
didn’t let it nag at her across the years. She dismissed it — refused to let the question of 
personal fortune claim even a sliver of the attention she had reserved for the work. The 
money wasn’t weighed and rejected. It was ruled out of scope entirely, so that it never 
competed for the thing she was actually protecting: her focus. That is Dismiss at the highest 
level. Not “I considered this and declined.” Rather, “this does not get to be a question I 
spend myself on.”

The idea behind it, told honestly

You have almost certainly heard the principle underneath this chapter attributed to Dwight 
Eisenhower: “the urgent are not important, and the important are never urgent.” And there’s 
a lovely 2×2 grid people draw to go with it — urgent-important in one box, and so on — 
always called the “Eisenhower Matrix.”

Here’s the honest version, because a book about honest decisions had better be honest 
about its own sources. Eisenhower did say a version of that line — in a 1954 speech — but 
he explicitly attributed it to someone else, an unnamed “former college president.” And the 
famous 2×2 grid everyone credits to him? That was popularised by Stephen Covey, in The 7 



Habits of Highly Effective People, in 1989. Eisenhower didn’t draw it. He quoted a maxim 
and moved on to running a country.

I tell you this not to be pedantic but because it is the lesson. Even our productivity saints 
get misremembered; even the tidy origin story is usually tidier than the truth. So hold your 
own systems humbly — including this one. A method you can’t laugh at is a method that’s 
started lying to you.

Bring it home

Your fortune-to-refuse is smaller but arrives hourly: the notification, the reply-all thread, 
the mild drama two teams over, the news alert engineered to feel like it requires your 
feelings right now. Each one demands a decision. Almost none deserve one. The skill of 
Dismiss is developing a fast, low-guilt reflex for the noise — a way of letting the urgent-
trivial pass by without it snagging even the two seconds of “should I…?” that it’s fishing for. 
Because those two seconds, multiplied across a day, are most of your day.

The catch — and it’s a real one — is that Dismiss is the easiest D to abuse, because 
avoidance wears the same coat. Which is why the next section matters.

Do and don’t

Do dismiss the urgent-trivial without guilt. Loud is not the same as important, and 
responsiveness is not the same as value. The person who answers every ping instantly is 
not more productive; they’re more interruptible, which is close to the opposite.

Don’t weaponise Dismiss to dodge things that are genuinely yours. That’s not Dismiss — 
that’s the Ostrich from Chapter 1, and you can feel the difference in your body. Dismissing 
noise brings a clean, light nothing. “Dismissing” something real brings a flicker of relief 
chased by a low dread. Learn that dread. It’s an accurate instrument. When you feel it, the 
thing was yours, and it belongs at the gate, not in the bin.

Worksheet 7 — The dismiss filter

Write your personal list of things you will stop reacting to, starting today: the specific pings, 
threads, channels, and small recurring fires that have never once required action from you 
and never will. Naming them is what makes them dismissible — a vague intention to “check 
things less” does nothing, but a written “I no longer respond to X” is a decision you can 
actually keep.

For teams: Agree, out loud, as a group, on what you collectively ignore — the 
standing meeting nobody needs, the reply-all thread, the alert that has fired two 
hundred times and warranted action zero times. Shared permission to dismiss is 
one of the great underrated gifts of a healthy team, because half of what people 
react to, they react to only because they’re afraid not reacting will look careless. 
Take that fear off the table together and you hand everyone back hours.



Part IV — The Machine



Chapter 8: The Caps — why nothing gets to sit forever

Your system should delete your avoidance for you — because on a bad day, you won’t.

This is the genuinely new part of the method, the part you won’t find in the productivity 
classics, so it earns its own chapter. Everything so far has been about making a single, clean 
decision. But decisions decay. The task you Deployed with real conviction on Monday can 
quietly stall by Thursday. The thing you honestly Deferred can get re-deferred, and re-
deferred again, until “later” has silently become “never” and you never noticed the moment 
it happened. Single decisions aren’t enough. The system needs a way to catch its own rot. 
That’s what the caps are.

Two rules. That’s all.

Stall ×3 → Defer.    Defer ×3 → Delete.

If something you’ve Deployed hasn’t moved after three check-ins — three days, three 
weekly reviews, whatever your rhythm is — stop pretending you’re working on it. It 
automatically drops to Defer, and you re-decide from scratch. And if you Defer the same 
thing three times, the system Deletes it for you, no ceremony. Because a thing you’ve 
dodged three separate times is a thing you’ve told yourself the truth about three separate 
times and refused to listen. The system listens for you.

Notice the direction of travel. Under the caps, tasks fail rightward — they drift, over time, 
toward deletion, unless you actively keep them alive with real progress or a real re-
decision. This is deliberate, and it is the opposite of how every other system works. A 
normal to-do list has gravity that pulls toward accumulation: things arrive and stay, and it 
takes energy to remove them. The caps reverse the gravity. Now things arrive and, if you 
neglect them, leave — and it takes energy to keep them. A shrinking pile becomes the 
default state instead of a heroic exception. That single inversion is most of the magic.

Where this comes from (credit where it’s due)

Honesty again, since we’ve made a thing of it. The lineage runs roughly like this: the urgent-
versus-important idea (Eisenhower’s borrowed maxim) fed into the 2×2 grid (Covey, 
1989), which sat alongside the family of “action” verbs — Do, Defer, Delegate, Delete — 
that David Allen and other productivity thinkers popularised through the 1990s and 2000s. 
If you’ve met “Getting Things Done,” some of the D’s will feel familiar, and they should. 
What’s actually new in this method is only two things: the Dismiss pre-filter bolted onto 
the front — the gate that stops noise from ever entering the system — and the caps that 
make the whole thing self-cleaning. That’s the contribution. Everything else is standing on 
shoulders, and it would be graceless not to say so.

Why caps, and not willpower

You might reasonably ask: why automate this? Why not just be disciplined — review your 
list, honestly kill what’s dead, don’t re-defer things forever? Because willpower is a 
catastrophically unreliable janitor, that’s why. The human mind is wired against deleting its 



own tasks: loss aversion makes killing a project feel like a small bereavement, and sunk 
cost whispers that if you just hang on a little longer it’ll pay off. These aren’t character flaws 
you can scold away. They’re standard equipment. And they’re strongest exactly when 
you’re most tired — at the end of a long day, which is precisely when you’re doing your 
review and precisely when you have the least willpower to spend.

The caps solve this by moving the ruthlessness out of your exhausted evening brain and 
into a rule you set once, in daylight, when you were thinking clearly. You don’t have to 
summon the courage to kill the zombie project at 11 p.m. The rule already did it. Your only 
job is to not override it — which is a far easier job than generating fresh discipline every 
night for the rest of your life.

Do and don’t

Do set your thresholds deliberately and then trust them. Three is a sensible default. If 
you’re a chronic re-deferrer, drop to two and feel the productive discomfort. If your work is 
genuinely slow-burn — research, creative projects, things that legitimately need to sit — 
five may be right. Pick numbers, write them down, and let them do their job.

Don’t treat a cap as a suggestion you’ll honour when convenient. The entire value of the 
caps is that they fire automatically, without renegotiation. The moment you start making 
exceptions — “well, this one’s different” — you’ve handed the job back to your midnight 
willpower, and we’ve established how that goes.

Worksheet 8 — Set your thresholds

Write down two numbers: your stall cap (how many check-ins a Deployed task can sit 
motionless before it drops to Defer) and your defer cap (how many times a task can be 
Deferred before it’s Deleted). Then write one sentence defining what a “stall” means in your 
world — is it a day with no progress? A week? A review cycle where the card didn’t move? 
Get specific, because a vague cap can’t fire.

For teams: The caps are also politics insurance. Every organisation has zombie 
projects — things everyone privately knows are dead but no one has the standing 
or the stomach to kill, because killing them means telling someone their baby is 
ugly. When the board deletes a thing on schedule, according to a rule the whole 
team agreed to in advance, no one has to be the villain. The system takes the 
blame. That’s not a bug; for a team, it might be the single most valuable feature 
here.



Chapter 9: Running it — the board and the rituals

Two habits, one surface. That’s the entire operation.

You now have the whole conceptual method: the gate, the five answers, the caps. This 
chapter is the plumbing — where it lives and how you keep it breathing day to day. And I 
want to be clear that the plumbing is genuinely simple, because the most common way 
people fail at a system like this is by building something so elaborate that maintaining it 
becomes its own full-time task. Do not do that. The method needs exactly one surface and 
exactly two rituals.

The surface: your board

The surface can be anything that lets you see items in columns: sticky notes on a wall, a 
whiteboard, a spreadsheet, a note app, or the companion app built for exactly this. The 
columns are always the same, and they map directly onto the D’s:

Inbox → Deploy · Delegate · Defer → Done, with an Archive off to the side for everything 
Dismissed or Deleted.

New things land in the Inbox. They don’t get to stay there — the Inbox is a doorway, not a 
room. During your daily ritual, each one gets a decision and moves to Deploy, Delegate, or 
Defer (or straight to Archive if it’s a Dismiss). Deployed things move to Done when finished. 
The caps quietly pull neglected things rightward toward Archive. That’s the whole flow, 
and you can draw it on a napkin.

The Daily Sweep (five minutes)

Once a day — morning works well, but consistency matters more than timing — you empty 
the Inbox. Every single item gets a D and leaves. Not the easy ones, not most of them: every 
item. Five minutes, usually less once you’re practised. This is the heartbeat of the whole 
system. Miss it for a few days and the Inbox silently refills, the grey middle regrows, and 
the hum comes back. The Sweep is also, not coincidentally, the on-ramp back whenever you 
fall off — which you will, and which is fine (see Chapter 11).

The Weekly Re-decide (twenty minutes)

Once a week, you do the deeper pass. Walk through your Defers and ask, honestly, whether 
their triggers have fired — is it actually time to look at this, and has anything changed? 
Honour the caps: anything that’s hit its limit falls, and you let it fall rather than granting it a 
merciful exception. Prune the Deploy column back to something sane — if you’ve somehow 
accumulated eight “in progress” things, this is where you’re honest about the fact that eight 
in progress means zero progressing. The Weekly Re-decide is where the system earns its 
keep, because it’s the moment you catch the quietly rotting thing before it starts to smell.

The five golden rules

Everything in this chapter compresses to five rules, each with a reason:



Empty the Inbox regularly — because a doorway that fills up stops being a doorway and 
becomes another pile. Keep Deploy small, five at most — because starting isn’t finishing, and 
a wall of half-started things is just a more sophisticated way of achieving nothing. Every 
Defer gets a date — because a defer without a date is a wish, and wishes don’t come back 
around on their own. Delegate, then track — because it’s still yours until it’s Done, and “I 
handed it off” is not the same as “it happened.” Trust the caps and let the dead things die — 
because you built the caps in daylight precisely so you wouldn’t have to find the courage at 
midnight.

Worksheet 9 — Set up your board

Pick your surface — right now, not “when you find the perfect app.” Draw the five columns. 
Then, the part people skip: open your actual calendar and schedule your two rituals into it 
as real recurring events with real times. A ritual that lives only as a good intention is a 
ritual that won’t survive its first busy week. Give the Daily Sweep a five-minute slot and the 
Weekly Re-decide a twenty-minute one, and treat them as appointments you keep.

For teams: Reshape your existing stand-up or check-in around the board. Instead 
of everyone narrating what they did, walk the columns: what moved to Done, 
what’s stalled and about to hit a cap, what’s newly Deployed and who owns it. 
Assign one person — a rotating role is fine — to run the Weekly Re-decide, 
because a ritual that is “everyone’s job” is reliably no one’s, and the whole system 
depends on that twenty minutes actually happening.



Chapter 10: Reading the signals

The board is a mirror, not a manager.

Here’s a bonus you didn’t pay for. Because every item on your board carries a small history 
— how many times it was deferred, how long it sat untouched, which column it died in — 
the system quietly accumulates a portrait of how you actually work, as opposed to how you 
imagine you work. No survey, no self-assessment, no journalling required. The data just 
gathers itself as a by-product of using the thing. And read gently, it’s one of the most useful 
mirrors you’ll ever hold up to your working life.

Learn to read four signals in particular, and notice that each one maps straight back to the 
pile personalities from Chapter 1 — because those weren’t just a bit of fun, they were the 
diagnostic categories in disguise.

A bloated Deploy column is WIP addiction — Work In Progress that never becomes Work 
Completed. You’re getting the dopamine of starting over and over instead of the harder 
satisfaction of finishing. That’s the Firefighter, mistaking motion for progress. The fix is 
brutal and simple: enforce the cap, finish before you start.

A Defer list with high re-defer counts is your procrastination fingerprint, and it’s 
beautifully specific. It doesn’t say “you procrastinate” in general; it names the exact three 
tasks you keep dodging, in order of how many times you’ve dodged them. That’s the 
Optimist’s someday-pile made visible. Usually the top offender is something you’re afraid 
of, and seeing it counted — “you have now deferred this four times” — is oddly motivating, 
or at least clarifying.

Tasks handed off and never closed are delegation leaks — work that fell into the gap 
between two people and quietly drowned. If your Delegate column has items gathering 
dust, you’re delegating but not tracking, and some colleague either did the thing weeks ago 
and never told you, or never did it and assumed you’d forgotten. Either way, you’ve lost the 
thread.

A pile of stale, untouched cards — things that haven’t moved in ages and that you keep 
sliding your eyes past — is the Ostrich tell, rendered in data. The board won’t let you not-
look, which is precisely its value to an Ostrich.

The one rule for all of this: use the mirror to help, never to punish — and this holds most of 
all when the person in the mirror is you. The entire point of making the pile visible is not to 
generate a new source of shame but to end the low, formless dread of not knowing — the 
dread that comes from sensing you’re dropping things without being able to see which 
ones. Clarity is the win. Seeing clearly, even when what you see is unflattering, is lighter 
than the fog. Always.

Worksheet 10 — Read your first week

After seven days of actually running the board, sit down with it and answer three questions 
honestly. What did you finish? What did you keep dodging — which specific things, and 
how many times? And then, the only one that matters: name one habit to change next week. 



Just one. Not a reinvention. One. The Firefighter picks “finish one thing before starting 
another.” The Optimist picks “put a real date on every Defer.” Whatever your mirror 
showed you, choose the single smallest change that addresses it, and change only that.

For teams: Read team signals with real care, because the same data that helps 
can harm if you point it the wrong way. A spiking Deploy column or a growing 
stale pile on someone’s board is an early warning of overload — a chance to step 
in and help before a person burns out, not a stick to measure them with. The 
instant the board becomes a surveillance tool — the instant people feel it’s being 
read against them — they will start gaming it, padding it, hiding the real state of 
their work, and you will have destroyed the one thing that made it valuable: that 
it told the truth. Treat the mirror as shared, and it stays honest.



Part V — When It Breaks



Chapter 11: Troubleshooting

You’ll hit these. Everyone does. Here’s the short version, in the order they tend to arrive.

“Everything feels like Deploy.” No it doesn’t. You’re scared to Defer, so you’re relabelling 
avoidance as urgency and calling the whole pile a fire. Go back through it and ask, item by 
item, what actually has a real deadline this week. Most of it doesn’t, and admitting that is 
the unlock. Not everything is urgent. Almost nothing is.

“My Defer pile is a graveyard.” Then your caps are off, or you never set the triggers. A 
Defer without a date and a condition isn’t a plan — it’s a hope with extra steps, and hope 
doesn’t come back around on its own. Go add the “when” and the “what-will-have-changed” 
to every item in there, and Delete anything you can’t give both to. The graveyard will shrink 
by half in one sitting.

“My boss ignores the WIP limit and keeps piling things on.” Don’t argue the principle 
head-on; make the cost visible instead. “Happy to pick that up — which of my three current 
priorities should I put down to make room?” You’re not refusing; you’re asking them to do 
the prioritising that piling-on lets them avoid. The limit does the arguing for you, politely, 
and it turns an abstract “I’m overloaded” into a concrete, answerable trade-off.

“I keep Dismissing things I shouldn’t.” You’re being an Ostrich this week, and the tell is 
the feeling: relief when you close the tab. Relief is the correct response to dismissing 
genuine noise — it’s clean and light and gone. But relief chased by a small nagging dread 
means the thing was actually yours, and the dread is an accurate instrument telling you so. 
Learn to feel the difference. When the dread shows up, the thing goes to the gate, not the 
bin.

“The team won’t adopt it.” Of course they won’t — you tried to install the whole system at 
once, and nobody adopts a whole system at once. Start with a single shared column: usually 
“Deploy,” with a visible WIP limit. Let people feel one part work — feel the relief of a 
capped in-progress list — and the rest follows on its own, pulled rather than pushed. 
Methods spread by demonstration, not decree.

“I fell off for two weeks and the whole thing collapsed.” Fine. Genuinely, completely 
fine. This is the most important entry on the page, so read it twice. Do not re-read the book. 
Do not start a shame spiral about your lack of discipline. Do not “start fresh on Monday.” 
Just do one Daily Sweep — right now, five minutes, empty the Inbox, give each thing a D. 
The Sweep is the on-ramp back, every single time, and it works precisely because it asks for 
five minutes instead of a personality transplant. Everyone falls off. The people for whom 
this method works are not the ones with superhuman consistency; they’re the ones who 
learned that getting back on is a five-minute job, not a moral reckoning.



Chapter 12: The lighter life

Let me tell you what the far side of this actually feels like, because it’s not what people 
expect.

They expect productivity — the grim, glossy kind, more output, more hustle, a fuller 
calendar wearing the mask of a fuller life. That’s not what’s waiting. What’s waiting is 
quieter than that, and better. It’s the specific relief of an evening when nothing is humming. 
Not because everything is done — everything is never done, that was always a fantasy — 
but because everything undone has been decided. It’s Deployed, or it’s Deferred with a real 
date, or it’s handed off, or it’s gone. Nothing is sitting in the grey middle drawing quiet 
interest against your attention. The pile can’t hum, because there is no pile — only a small, 
honest set of things you’ve chosen, and a clear conscience about everything you haven’t.

That’s the whole promise, and it’s smaller and truer than “get more done.” You will, 
probably, get more done, because deciding fast frees up the enormous energy that 
indecision was silently burning. But that’s a side effect. The main effect is the quiet. The 
main effect is carrying less.

The six D’s are not really a productivity system. They’re a way of refusing to let unmade 
decisions live in your head rent-free, wearing you down from the inside while you’re trying 
to enjoy your actual life. One question at the door. Five honest ways out. Two rules that let 
the dead things go. You already know how to do all of it; you’ve made thousands of good 
decisions in your life. The method just insists you make them now, on purpose, instead of 
“later,” in a fog.

Churchill refused to let a question rot in limbo, and it may have saved the world. 
Eisenhower committed and owned the outcome before he knew what it would be. Marshall 
put the mission over his own name. Hodgkin waited thirty-five years for exactly the right 
moment and not one day longer. Curie refused to let a fortune claim the attention she’d 
promised to her work. Whole nations and whole sciences turned on people deciding cleanly 
under pressure. Your stakes are lower, thank goodness. But the muscle is the same muscle, 
and it grows the same way: by being used, on small things, on ordinary Tuesdays, until 
deciding fast is simply what you do.

So. There’s something in front of you right now — you can feel it, the thing you’ve been 
half-avoiding through this whole last chapter. Good. Start there.

Decide fast. Keep the pile small. Let the dead things go.

Onward.



Part VI — Going Deeper

The method is complete. You can close the book here and start using it, and you’ll have gotten 
everything you paid for. What follows is optional — a chapter on why your first messy weeks 
aren’t failure, a gallery of more people who decided well under pressure, a look at the system 
in motion over a real week, and honest answers to the objections you’re probably already 
forming. Read it if you’re curious. Skip it if you’re busy. Both are correct.



Chapter 13: Failing at the start isn’t failing

You are going to be bad at this for a while. I want to say that plainly, near the front of the 
optional half of the book, because it’s the single most common reason people abandon a 
method that was working — not because it failed, but because they did, once, on a 
Wednesday, and took that as a verdict.

It isn’t a verdict. It’s the reps.

Here’s a myth worth killing, since we’ve made a habit of killing myths. You’ve heard that it 
takes twenty-one days to form a habit. It’s everywhere — on posters, in apps, in the mouths 
of motivational speakers. It is also completely made up. The number traces back to a plastic 
surgeon named Maxwell Maltz, who noticed in the 1960s that his patients took about 
twenty-one days to adjust to a new face or a missing limb, and mused that it took “a 
minimum of about 21 days” for a mental image to settle. That’s it — an offhand observation 
about surgery patients, about self-image, not habits, which then got repeated so many 
times it hardened into a fact that was never a fact.

Here’s what the actual research says, and it’s far kinder. In 2009, a team led by Phillippa 
Lally at University College London tracked ninety-six people trying to build ordinary habits 
— a glass of water before breakfast, a short walk after dinner — over twelve weeks. They 
found that becoming automatic took, on average, about sixty-six days, not twenty-one, with 
an enormous range: some habits locked in around eighteen days, some took the better part 
of a year. So if a new routine hasn’t become second nature in three weeks, you are not 
failing. You are dead on schedule. The three-week clock was always a lie.

But here is the finding that matters most, the one to tattoo somewhere metaphorical: 
missing a single day did not measurably reduce anyone’s chance of forming the 
habit. One slip does not reset the counter. It doesn’t undo your progress. It doesn’t mean 
you “fell off.” It means you’re a human being who had a day, and the process is robust 
enough to absorb that — as long as you don’t do the thing that actually breaks habits, 
which is not the missing, but the quitting after the missing.

That’s the whole trap, and it has almost nothing to do with discipline. You do the Daily 
Sweep for four days, you feel great, you miss Friday because life happened, and then some 
cruel little voice says see, you can’t stick to anything, and offers you the strange relief of 
giving up entirely — because if you’ve already failed, you can stop trying, and the trying 
was uncomfortable. That voice is lying. Missing Friday was nothing. Quitting because you 
missed Friday is the only real failure available to you here, and it’s optional.

So adopt one rule and let it carry you through the messy early weeks: never miss twice. 
Miss a day — fine, genuinely fine, the research says so. Just don’t miss the next one. One 
missed Sweep is a day off. Two in a row is the beginning of a drift, and three is how 
methods quietly die. You don’t need to be consistent — consistency is a fantasy sold by 
people with unusually calm lives. You need to be resilient, good at coming back. And coming 
back, remember, is a five-minute Sweep, not a moral reckoning.



Think about what “failing at the start” actually is, mechanically. Every time you fumble the 
method and return to it, you are not back at zero — you’ve laid down a little more of the 
path that makes the behaviour automatic. The fumble is the forming. A toddler learning to 
walk falls roughly constantly, and no one watching thinks “well, she’s failed at walking.” 
They think, correctly, “this is exactly what learning to walk looks like.” You do not extend 
yourself the same courtesy, and you should, because you are doing the identical thing: 
building an automatic behaviour through repetition that necessarily includes error, 
because that is the only way anyone has ever built one.

The people who end up living by this method are not the ones who never slipped. I’ve never 
met that person; I don’t think they exist. They’re the ones who slipped, and shrugged, and 
swept the next morning anyway. Your early failures aren’t evidence that it won’t work for 
you. They’re the sound of it working — the ordinary, unglamorous noise of a habit being 
born. Keep going. That’s the whole secret, and it’s almost insultingly simple: the ones who 
keep going are the ones for whom it works, and keeping going is available to you on any 
morning you choose — including every morning you’ve previously quit.



Chapter 14: The gallery — more decisive minds

The main chapters each leaned on one person to make their point. But no single figure 
owns a D, and it would be a thin sort of history that suggested otherwise. So here is a short 
gallery — one more decisive mind for each of the six D’s, drawn from a wider spread of the 
world than a book that opened with wartime generals might lead you to expect. Deciding 
well under pressure is not the property of any one nation, era, or kind of person. It never 
was.

Decision — Harry Truman and the sign on the desk

On Harry Truman’s desk in the Oval Office sat a small painted-glass sign, about thirteen 
inches wide, reading: THE BUCK STOPS HERE. A friend had it made for him in 1945 at a 
federal reformatory in Oklahoma and mailed it to the President; the reverse read “I’m From 
Missouri.” The phrase plays on “passing the buck” — shoving a decision, and its 
consequences, onto someone else. Truman put the opposite on his desk, in his eyeline, 
every working day: a standing reminder that the deciding stopped with him, that there was 
no one further up the chain to hand it to. That is the gate made physical. Most of the weight 
of a hard decision isn’t the analysis; it’s the ownership — the acceptance that it’s yours, and 
that “let someone else decide” is not on the menu. You could do worse than to keep such a 
sign, real or imagined, on your own desk.

Deploy — Florence Nightingale acts, and proves it

When Florence Nightingale reached the British military hospital at Scutari during the 
Crimean War, she found men dying in droves — but not, as everyone assumed, mainly from 
their wounds. They were dying from the filth: cholera, typhus, dysentery, infection, all 
breeding in the overcrowded wards. Nightingale did two things, and the second is what 
makes her a Deploy story rather than merely a nursing one. First, she acted — organised, 
cleaned, reformed, drove down the death rate through relentless practical work under 
genuinely chaotic conditions. Second, she proved it, because she knew action without 
evidence would be forgotten the moment the war ended. A gifted statistician, she built a 
now-famous diagram — the “rose” or coxcomb chart — that showed, in one unarguable 
image, how most of the army’s deaths had been preventable disease, not battle. She 
deployed the reform, then deployed the data that made it permanent. That’s the complete 
move: don’t just start the work, own it hard enough to make it stick.

Delegate — Wangari Maathai plants a forest she couldn’t plant alone

In 1977, the Kenyan biologist Wangari Maathai looked at the deforested, eroding land 
around her and understood something about scale: she could not plant a forest by herself, 
and a movement that depended on her hands would die with her attention. So she did the 
thing ego resists — she gave the work away. She founded the Green Belt Movement and 
mobilised thousands of rural Kenyan women to plant and tend trees, handing them real 
ownership and a small payment for seedlings that survived. Over the decades, those 
delegated hands planted tens of millions of trees. In 2004 she became the first African 
woman to win the Nobel Peace Prize. Maathai’s genius was seeing that delegation isn’t 



subtraction — it isn’t offloading work you’d rather avoid. It’s multiplication: the only way a 
thing grows bigger than you is by ceasing to run through you. The forest exists because she 
refused to be its bottleneck.

Defer — Lincoln waits for Antietam

By the summer of 1862, Abraham Lincoln had already written the Emancipation 
Proclamation. It sat, finished, in a drawer, and he deliberately did not issue it — because his 
Secretary of State, William Seward, had pointed out a problem: the war was going badly, 
and to proclaim emancipation from a position of military weakness would look like a shriek 
of desperation rather than an act of strength. So Lincoln deferred — not vaguely, not from 
cowardice, but on a precise trigger. He would wait for a Union victory, then act. He held the 
most consequential document of his presidency in that drawer for two months. When the 
Battle of Antietam gave him the victory that September, he issued the preliminary 
proclamation five days later. The timing was the whole point: released too early, a great 
decision would have failed; held for its trigger, the same decision changed a country. That is 
Defer at its highest — not delay, but timing.

Delete — Shackleton abandons the ship

Ernest Shackleton set out in 1914 to cross Antarctica. He never got the chance. His ship, the 
Endurance, became trapped in pack ice, and after months held fast, the ice began to crush it. 
On the 27th of October 1915, with the hull splintering, Shackleton gave the order that 
ended his expedition: abandon ship. In that moment he deleted the entire goal — the 
crossing, the glory, the years of planning — and replaced it with one new one: get every 
one of his twenty-eight men home alive. He let the dream die so the men wouldn’t. What 
followed was one of history’s great survival stories — months on the ice, an open-boat 
voyage across the world’s worst seas, a mountain crossing — and its foundation was that 
first ruthless deletion. A lesser leader would have clung to the original mission a few weeks 
longer, and the delay would have killed people. Shackleton cut the loss the day it became a 
loss. Every one of the twenty-eight came home.

Dismiss — Mandela refuses the loudest demand in the room

When Nelson Mandela walked free in 1990 after twenty-seven years in prison, and when 
he became South Africa’s president in 1994, the loudest, most urgent, most emotionally 
justified demand in the country was for revenge. Retribution against the architects of 
apartheid was no fringe position; many expected it, some demanded it, and history would 
have understood it. Mandela dismissed it — not weakly, not by ignoring the pain, but by 
deciding that vengeance, however loud and however urgent it felt, would not get the 
nation’s attention or its future. He spent that attention on reconciliation instead, backing 
the Truth and Reconciliation Commission under Archbishop Desmond Tutu, where 
perpetrators could confess in exchange for amnesty and victims could finally be heard. This 
is Dismiss at the scale of a nation: the composure to look at the thing everyone is screaming 
about, judge that it does not deserve to govern your choices, and refuse it the fuel of your 
focus. The urgent is not the important. Sometimes the urgent is a trap, and the whole future 
depends on someone steady enough to dismiss it.





Chapter 15: A week in the life

Theory is cheap. Here is the method as it actually feels across five ordinary days — not a 
productivity fantasy, just the board doing its quiet work.

Monday. You open the week with a full Inbox: eleven things accumulated over the 
weekend. The Daily Sweep takes six minutes. Most get a fast D — three Dismissed (a 
newsletter, a reply-all you’re cc’d on for no reason, a vague worry that dissolves the instant 
you look straight at it), two Deferred with real dates, one Delegated to a colleague with a 
one-line brief. You Deploy three and only three: the proposal, the difficult call, the thing 
you’ve been circling for a week. The rest wait — and, the part that surprises new users, 
waiting no longer feels like neglect, because each one has a D on it. Decided things don’t 
hum.

Tuesday. The difficult call goes well; it moves to Done, and the small clean hit of finishing 
something you’d dreaded is worth more than the call cost you. You promote a fourth item 
into Deploy to fill the seat. A new fire arrives mid-morning, loud and urgent-feeling. You 
run it through the gate: does this actually need a decision from me today? No — it’s 
someone else’s anxiety wearing an urgent hat. Dismissed. You get your afternoon back.

Wednesday. You miss the Daily Sweep. Life happened — a sick kid, a long meeting, take 
your pick. The old you would have felt the method “slipping” and started the quiet 
negotiation toward abandoning it. The new you remembers Chapter 13: missing once is 
nothing. Never miss twice. You’ll sweep tomorrow, and that’s not a failure — it’s the plan 
working as designed.

Thursday. You sweep, and the Inbox is bigger for the skipped day — but it’s five minutes, 
not a reckoning. During the sweep you notice the proposal you Deployed on Monday hasn’t 
actually moved in three days. That’s a stall. Honest moment: you’re not really working on it, 
you’re avoiding it. Under your caps, it drops to Defer, and you set a real trigger — Monday, 
once finance replies. Relief, not shame. It’s still handled; it’s just handled honestly now.

Friday. The Weekly Re-decide, twenty minutes. You walk the Defers: one trigger has fired 
(the quote arrived), so that item graduates to Deploy for next week. One item you’ve now 
Deferred three times just… goes — the cap deletes it, and you notice you feel lighter, not 
poorer, because it was never going to happen and some part of you has known that for 
weeks. You prune Deploy back to three. You look at the board: the Inbox is empty, 
everything is decided, and there is a specific, underrated feeling available on a Friday 
evening — nothing is humming. Not because it’s all done (it never is) but because it’s all 
decided. That feeling is the entire point of the book, and this week it took about thirty-five 
minutes of deciding to earn.



Chapter 16: Objections, answered

You’ve been forming objections as you read. Good — a method you can’t poke at is a 
method you’ll abandon the first time it’s inconvenient. Here are the big ones, answered 
honestly.

“Isn’t this just Getting Things Done with a fresh coat of paint?” Partly, and I’ve said so 
plainly — the Deploy/Delegate/Defer/Delete verbs are old, and David Allen’s Getting 
Things Done is the giant much of this stands on. But two things here are genuinely different, 
and they aren’t cosmetic. The first is the Dismiss gate at the very front — a filter most 
systems lack, which stops noise from ever entering the pipeline instead of processing it 
once it’s already inside. The second is the caps — the automatic stall-and-defer limits that 
make the system self-cleaning, so it shrinks by default instead of demanding heroic weekly 
discipline. GTD is a magnificent, comprehensive system that many people bounce off 
because it’s comprehensive. This is deliberately smaller. If GTD is a workshop full of tools, 
this is a good pocket knife.

“Why not just use the app? Why a whole method?” Because the method is the thing that 
works; the app only removes friction. You can run all of this on paper or a whiteboard 
forever and lose nothing essential. The app — Onward — earns its place solely by doing the 
tedious bits automatically: counting your defers so the caps fire without you policing them, 
handing you a clean “Inbox clear” moment, keeping the whole thing to one calm decision at 
a time. But a tool without the method is just another place to hoard undecided things. 
Plenty of people own a beautiful task app and a screaming pile inside it. The method is 
load-bearing. The app is a convenience.

“Isn’t this all just common sense?” Yes. Completely. So is flossing, and not checking your 
phone at 2 a.m., and saving a little each month. “Common sense” describes what we know 
we should do; it has never once described what we reliably do. The entire value of a system 
is that it closes the gap between the sensible thing and the done thing — it turns “I should 
decide about this” into “I decided about this,” not through willpower but through structure. 
If common sense were sufficient, no one would need books like this, and the groaning self-
help shelf tells you it isn’t. A method is common sense with a delivery mechanism.

“My job won’t let me control my workload. My boss sets my WIP.” Real, common, and 
not fatal. You may not control what lands on you, but you control how you decide about it, 
which is most of the benefit. And the WIP conversation is more available than it feels: 
“Happy to take that on — which of my current three should I put down to make room?” 
isn’t insubordination, it’s making a hidden trade-off visible, and most reasonable managers, 
faced with it plainly, will prioritise rather than simply pile. Even partial adoption — just the 
gate, just the Daily Sweep — meaningfully quiets the hum. You don’t need full control of 
your work to stop carrying it around undecided in your head.

“What if I can’t actually Delete things at work? The obligations are real.” Delete 
doesn’t mean welching on an obligation. It means removing the thing from the list of things 
claiming your active attention — either because it’s genuinely dead, or because it belongs 
somewhere other than your working memory. Some deletes are literal: the project that 



quietly died, the goal you’ve outgrown. Others are really a clear-eyed handoff or a hard 
Defer. The point of Delete is not to dodge responsibility; it’s to stop a graveyard of half-
dead obligations from taxing you every time your eyes pass over the list. If it’s truly 
required and truly yours, it’s a Deploy or a Defer, not a Delete — and now it’s decided, 
which is all the method ever asked.



Back matter



The one-page cheat-sheet

Tear this out. Stick it where you’ll see it.

The gate — Decision? Does this need a decision from me? If no → Dismiss. If yes → pick 
one below.

Dismiss — Autopilot, or not mine. Let it pass, no guilt.

Deploy — Start now, run it to Done, own the outcome. (Maximum five at once.)

Delegate — Right hands, real authority, keep tracking. It’s yours until it’s Done.

Defer — Park it with a date and a trigger. No date, no defer.

Delete — Let it go. It comes back if it mattered.

The caps — Stall ×3 → Defer. Defer ×3 → Delete. Things fail rightward.

The rituals — Daily Sweep: empty the Inbox, every item gets a D. Weekly Re-decide: walk 
the Defers, honour the caps, prune Deploy.

When you slip — Never miss twice. Coming back is a five-minute Sweep, not a reckoning.

The one rule under all the rules — “I’ll deal with it later” is not a decision. Decide now.



The worksheets, collected

For easy copying, all ten worksheets in one place:

1. The brain-dump. Empty the entire pile onto one surface. Don’t sort, don’t judge.
2. Run the gate. Mark each item D (needs a decision) or × (dismiss). Ninety seconds.
3. Your Deploy Three. Name the three things allowed “in progress” today. No more.
4. The delegation audit. Three things you’re clutching that someone else could do at 

80%. Give one away this week.
5. Fix three fake defers. Turn three “somedays” into real Defers (date + trigger) — or 

Delete them.
6. The kill list. Five things you’ll Delete on purpose. Cross them out for real.
7. The dismiss filter. The specific pings and threads you’ll stop reacting to, starting 

today.
8. Set your thresholds. Your stall cap, your defer cap, and one sentence defining a 

“stall.”
9. Set up your board. Pick a surface, draw five columns, schedule the two rituals into 

your calendar.
10. Read your first week. What you finished, what you dodged, and the one habit you’ll 

change.



The pile-personality types — scoring key

Count which type you leaned toward most across the self-check, then read your growth 
edge:

The Hoarder — keeps everything “just in case.” Growth edge: Delete. Do Worksheet 6 
twice. Trust the safety net; the important things come back.

The Firefighter — only touches what’s on fire; all Deploy, no plan. Growth edge: Defer with 
triggers, plus a hard WIP cap. Not everything is urgent. Truly.

The Optimist — defers everything to a busy future self. Growth edge: the caps. Your 
somedays need dates. Defer ×3 → Delete will become your best friend.

The Ostrich — doesn’t open the inbox; Dismiss abused as avoidance. Growth edge: the 
Daily Sweep. The relief you feel closing the tab is the tell. Open the Inbox first, every day.



About the Onward app

The method runs perfectly well on paper. But if you’d like it to keep you honest — to count 
your defers, fire your caps automatically, and hand you a genuine “Inbox clear” moment at 
the end of a Sweep — the companion app, Onward, does exactly that and nothing else. One 
item at a time, one question, one tap, next. No clutter, no feeds, no streaks to guilt you. Just 
the gate, the five answers, and the quiet of a decided pile.



Sources & further reading

Every historical claim in this book is drawn from published sources. Where the popular 
version of an event is a myth, the correction appears in the relevant chapter.

The main chapters:

• Churchill and the May 1940 War Cabinet Crisis — the 1940 British war cabinet 
crisis (Wikipedia); “The Cabinet Crisis, May 1940,” Museum of the Prime Minister.

• Eisenhower’s D-Day decision and the “in case of failure” note — “Eisenhower’s 
Two D-Day Messages,” U.S. National Archives; the “In Case of Failure” message, 
DocsTeach.

• George Marshall and the Overlord command — “George Marshall and the Strategy 
Behind D-Day,” The George C. Marshall Foundation; note appointing Eisenhower, 
Eisenhower Foundation.

• Dorothy Hodgkin and the 35-year insulin structure — “Dorothy Crowfoot 
Hodgkin,” NobelPrize.org and the Science History Institute.

• Marie Curie’s refusal to patent radium; the wartime “petites Curies” — Marie 
Curie (Wikipedia); “How Marie Curie Helped Save a Million Soldiers During World War 
I,” IEEE Spectrum.

• Tu Youyou self-testing artemisinin — Tu Youyou (Wikipedia); 2015 Nobel Prize in 
Physiology or Medicine press release, NobelPrize.org.

• The origin of the “urgent/important” maxim and the Covey matrix — “What Is 
Important Is Seldom Urgent…,” Quote Investigator.

• Churchill’s “Action This Day” memos and demand for brevity — “Action This 
Day!”, International Churchill Society.

The gallery (Chapter 14):

• Harry Truman’s “The buck stops here” sign — “‘The Buck Stops Here’ Desk Sign,” 
Harry S. Truman Library.

• Florence Nightingale, Crimean sanitary reform and the “rose” diagram — 
“Florence Nightingale: The pioneer statistician,” Science Museum; “How Florence 
Nightingale Changed Data Visualization Forever,” Scientific American.

• Wangari Maathai and the Green Belt Movement — Nobel Peace Prize 2004, 
NobelPrize.org; The Green Belt Movement.

• Lincoln, the Emancipation Proclamation and Antietam — “Emancipation 
Proclamation,” U.S. National Archives; “Freedom at Antietam,” U.S. National Park 
Service.

• Shackleton and the Endurance — “The Stunning Survival Story of Ernest Shackleton 
and His Endurance Crew,” History.com.

• Nelson Mandela, reconciliation and the Truth and Reconciliation Commission — 
the Nelson Mandela Foundation; “Avoiding vengeful witch hunts,” Christian Science 
Monitor.

Habit formation (Chapter 13):



• The 66-day average, the effect of missing a day, and the “21-day” myth — P. Lally, 
C. van Jaarsveld, H. Potts & J. Wardle, “How are habits formed: Modelling habit 
formation in the real world,” European Journal of Social Psychology (2009); “How long 
does it take to form a habit?”, UCL News.

Further reading on the ideas this method borrows from: David Allen, Getting Things Done; 
Stephen R. Covey, The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People.



Decide fast. Keep the pile small. Let the dead things go.

Onward →
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