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I was a chronic procrastinator.  I’m not ashamed to admit it, but it’s true.  In school, I would 
put off studying until the day before a test or start working on a project the day before it was 
due.  When I had chores to do, I would leave them until the very last minute before my 
parents found out. 
 
When I started university, I was sure this nasty habit would change.  But with the additional 
freedom to choose how I spent my time, the problem only got worse. 
 
Unfortunately my love of avoiding doing work followed me to the working world and I was 
constantly scrambling at the last minute to get work done. 
 
You may have similar experience with this mode of working.  Or in this case, not working. 
 It’s not fun.  Well, actually the problem was that I would rather have fun then do the work I 
was supposed to be doing. 
 
Mentally, this was exhausting. 
 
Most of the time, I felt ridiculously stressed.  To the point where I would start pulling out my 
hair (quite literally) when I would think about the work I hadn’t done up to this point and 
worrying about how I was ever going to get it done. 
 
I didn’t just feel this stress in the day or two before a deadline either. 
 
Because there always seemed to be a voice inside my head whispering to me that I should 
be working instead of being out with friends or playing video games, I was always keenly 
aware of the work that I was putting off and letting pile up. 
 
What’s strange is that I still managed to get by.  My grades weren’t spectacular, but I still 
graduated university and managed to complete most of my tasks in my job. 
 
But as the stress mounted, I began to look for a way to make things easier.  If not I felt that I 
would be surely looking at the business end of a massive heart-attack around my 35th 
birthday. 
 
When I began my search for a better alternative, another pattern occurred.  I began using 
looking for a cure for procrastination as a method of procrastination itself. 
 
I spent hours reading articles online, various books on productivity systems, and podcasts 
all searching for best way to cure my habit of procrastinating.  I’m sure I’m not the only one 
to experience this irony.  If you don’t believe me, just review your own blog reading habits 
and look for a common theme. 
 
The Change 
 
Even with all this “research”, I still didn’t come across a cure for my own procrastination. 
 
Instead, what happened was that I woke up extra motivated one morning in my mid-20s and 
resolved that today was going to be the day I make a change. 
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I had been feeling more stressed than usual the night before and went to bed as I usually 
did worrying so much about the next day.  I was terrified that my house of cards that I had 
built via procrastination was going to come crumbling down upon me. 
 
When I woke up after 3 unsettled hours of sleep, I outlined FOUR steps I was going to 
follow to get me out of this rut.  These four steps eventually turned into my cornerstone for 
getting work done.  I’ve repeated these steps every day since and as a result my world has 
completely changed. 
 
I’ve become much more successful in my career which was the major source of my stress. 
 I’ve used these same steps to change my health and drop 30 pounds of unhealthy weight. 
 And I continue to use these four steps everyday as I attempt to make myself a better 
person. 
 
I’d like to share these four steps with you so that you can experience a similar change in 
your life. 
 
The four steps: 
- Identify the most important task 
- Break it down 
- Just get started 
- Repeat 
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STEP #1: Identify the Most Important Task 
 
Some productivity systems advocate not giving one task more importance than another. 
 
I tried this approach for a while, but quickly realized that this just doesn’t work in the real 
world.  What tended to happen for me was that I would constantly look to complete the 
easier tasks just for the rush of checking off a project as done as opposed to working on 
projects that would have a meaningful impact on my life. 
 
What I started doing instead was identifying the task/project that was causing me the 
greatest stress at the moment.  It didn’t matter if it was a work project or personal project, I 
would just identify the issue that was causing me to lose sleep. 
 
This was very easy for me.  I always kept a project list similar to what was advocated in 
“Getting Things Done”, so I always had a view into my entire list of commitments.  But 
typically I would spend a couple of minutes each morning (or preferably the night before) 
and identify a project/task/issue that would make my life a lot less stressful if I moved it 
closer to completion. 
 
I would resolve that the first thing I was going to do each morning was work on this project. 
 This allowed me to actually focus in on a task as the task that was causing me the most 
stress was the one I was currently working on. 
 
It’s never fun to be trying to work on a task when half your mind is preoccupied with the 
more important project that you’ve been neglecting.  Although it’s a voice in the back of your 
head, that voice gets progressively louder the longer you try not to pay attention to it. 
 
So the first step I want you to take in making yourself productive is: 
 
Review: 
 
Step #1: Identify the most stressful task/project that you are committed to completing. 
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STEP #2: Break it down 
 
In my own experience, the biggest source of my procrastination was letting my imagination 
run wild in imagining just how much work and how hard a given task would be. 
 
In school, I imagined how much research would be needed and how I was so far behind in 
my course that I would never be able to answer even one question, let alone the whole 
assignment. 
 
At work I worried that I would understand the project I was to undertake and that people 
would think that I’m terrible at my job.  Inevitably that would lead me to imagine I was going 
to get fired.  If I had a dollar for every time I envisioned me be fired early in my career, I 
would be able to retire now. 
 
The result of this rampant imagination was that I became so terrified of the project that the 
easiest thing for me to do was to avoid the project. 
 
“I’ll start this tomorrow.”  This played on an endless loop on my mental jukebox. 
 
When I began making my change, what I started doing was breaking my tasks down into 
very, very small pieces.  The pieces were so small that they were anything but intimidating. 
 After trying this for awhile, I began refocusing on breaking the project down into a very 
small NEXT action that I could take on the project.  This was the turning point. 
 
I remember one time, I broke a major project down so small that the first step and the only 
thing I had to do that day to make myself feel better was to re-read the first email outlining 
the project.  That’s it.  Just read through it.  No other action for that day would be required. 
 
That task was anything but intimidating and I knew I could easily complete it.  I also knew 
that doing it would give me a bit of comfort in knowing that I had done “some” work on the 
project and I moved it that much closer to completion. 
You may be thinking, “How is that productive?” 
 
Well, it was much better than the alternative for that day which would have been to ignore 
the project completely for another day. 
 
Review: 
 
Step #2: Break the project down by identifying the smallest next action you can take to 
move the project forward. 
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STEP #3: Just get started 
 
I know this sounds like terrible advice.  I can already hear you saying “‘Just get started’ is 
exactly what’s wrong with me!” 
 
Well bear with me for a minute. 
 
I’m not talking about just getting started on doing your entire project.  What I’m suggesting is 
that you just get started in the next action you identified in step 2.  If you did step #2 
correctly, the action you identified should be relatively easy to complete. 
 
So what I want you to do is just get started on this task. 
 
I don’t want you to focus on finishing the task as that can raise some red flags in your mind 
and cause you to put up some mental roadblocks to getting started. 
 
Just focus on doing the first little bit of the task.  If you quickly have an urge to do something 
else, just resist that urge.  Acknowledge it.  You can let your mind realize that you are 
having this urge, but don’t act on it.  That urge will pass and you will be able to refocus on 
the next action you have to take. 
 
The result of taking this first bit of action is that you develop momentum.  The hardest part is 
often just getting started. 
 
Think of a car as it starts moving.  Once a car is moving, you can slip it in neutral and it will 
continue moving along relatively well on flat ground as its momentum carries it forward. 
 The hardest part is getting the car started.  When a car is at rest, you have to give it some 
gas to get it moving. 
 
Continuing the car analogy, when a car starts at the top of a hill, only a small amount of gas 
would be needed to get that car rolling down over the edge of the hill.  Then its momentum 
(and gravity of course) will carry it forward, moving faster and faster. 
 
Identifying the smallest next action you can take and getting started on it serves as 
positioning the car at the top of the hill. 
 
If you take that first action to get your project moving, you will quickly find yourself thinking 
that the first part of the project wasn’t so tough and you will look for the next easy action you 
can take to keep the momentum going. 
 
Review 
 
Step #3: Just get started on the smallest part of the first action you can take to move your 
project forward. 
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STEP #4: Repeat the process 
 
After starting the first small step in my projects I started to feel pretty good.  I found that I 
would get a surge of motivation and continue working on the project well past the point that I 
finished the first task. 
 
I used this momentum to keep moving and it turned into some real progress made on my 
projects. 
 
But this didn’t happen every time. 
 
Sometimes after finishing my first task, I just wasn’t feeling that surge that would propel me 
into the next task. 
 
The problem in the past was that I would make some progress on a project one day, but 
then I would have trouble starting the next task the following day that would move the 
project even further along. 
 
What I did to overcome this issue was that I would keep completing steps 2 and 3 over and 
over. 
 
When I focused on doing this, one of two things would happen. 
 
1) I would occasionally catch that surge of momentum on one of the following tasks that 
would cause me to put a real dent in the project. 
 
2) If I only did the one task per day that I identified in step 2, at least I was making progress 
to move that project forward. 
 
The first outcome is obviously preferable, but at least if you experience the second outcome 
often enough you’ll eventually get the project done. 
 
The key is not to lose motivation and have the project sit stagnant for days until you’re face 
to face with a looming deadline.  Using this method even with the unlikely event you 
experience the second outcome above more than the first, at least when the deadline rolls 
around you’ll have accomplished a sizeable share of the project.   
 
Review: 
 
Step #4: Repeat steps 2 and 3 to keep the project moving forward. 
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Wrap up 
 
I’ll be the first to agree that this system isn’t the most elaborate productivity system you’ll 
likely to come across, but I can guarantee you that it worked for me. 
 
For so many people, the root cause of procrastination isn’t that they don’t want to work; it’s 
that they fear getting started.  Whether it’s because they don’t know where to start or they’re 
afraid it’ll consume too much of their resources, lowering the barrier to getting started works. 
 
If you can use this system to consistently get yourself to start, I’m confident that you’ll gain 
momentum and start putting some real dents in your tasks. 
 
This method isn’t just limited to the working or school world either.  If you have tasks to 
complete around the house, but they’ve been too overwhelming, just try this approach to 
make some progress. 
 
If you are a student, use this task to get started on projects shortly after they’re assigned. 
 Knock out little task after little task on a daily basis and you’ll find yourself having lots of 
spare time to review before a major deadline. 
 
And if you’re an office worker, use these techniques to stay on top of some of the major 
projects that can advance your career. 
 
And remember, all tasks aren’t created equal.  If you want to truly be productive, focus on 
the high impact tasks that will move you forward in life and keep those stress levels in 
check. 
 


