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Your days are filled from beginning to end with appointments, meetings, emails, more 

meetings and a lot of stress. More often than not when you climb into bed at the end of the 

night you feel, like you’ve been on a hamster wheel all day and you haven’t moved forward at all. 

While this may be your present reality it doesn’t have to be your future reality. In this master class, 

you’re going to learn five painless ways that you can be more productive everyday. Ways that will 

help you get off that hamster wheel and enable you to get more done everyday in all areas of 

your life. Ways that will enable you to be happier, to make more money and be more productive 

immediately.

Sound difficult? It’s not. The keyword here is “painless.” These are tools that you can start using 

immediately to up your productivity which means you can have more choices in your day. And 

you’re going to get things done. Tons of things done. Everyday.

How do I know this? Because I use these same techniques to make my days super productive. 

Before I started consistently using these painless plans, I too was stuck on that hamster wheel 

and would end everyday feeling like I hadn’t moved myself forward at all. I would reconstruct the 

day to see where things had gotten off track and I could see where the time sucks and trip-ups  

were, but I just didn’t know what I could do to change things. Which to me was unacceptable. I 

was working hard, really hard, but I was also letting time slip through my fingers in staggering 

amounts. And I had only myself to blame. What’s more, that lost time represented lots of lost 

income. Again, seriously unacceptable. 

So I got busy. 

Through extensive research, study, and interviews with experts, I began to put systems and tools 

together that made me more productive, less likely to procrastinate and more motivated. Which 

in turn meant I made more money and accomplished more than I every had. And now, I’m sharing 

five of these tools with you in this special master class.

Start applying these tools immediately and you’ll see your productivity soar, your motivation 

increase and your procrastination become a thing of the past! All of which means you’ll be getting 

more done than you ever have before.

If you have any questions on anything you read here, please feel free to contact me at ellen@

ellengoodwin.com. I’d love to answer anything. 

Five Painless Way to Increase Your Productivity Now

www.ellengoodwin.com
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Shiny Squirrels are distractions. They are bright, fast, and much more interesting to our brains than 

whatever we should be doing. Shiny Squirrels exist everywhere! They’re physical—computers, 

smart phones, tablets, televisions, books, magazines, telephone calls. They’re digital—Facebook, 

Instagram, Candy Crush, YouTube, Twitter, Snapchat, movies, television shows and podcasts. 

They’re human—our families, friends, co-workers, the random guy yelling on the subway. And 

they all take us away from what we should be doing and cause us to lose whatever sort of 

productivity we may have had.

Each time we give into a distraction it can take up to 23 minutes to get back 

on track.1

Each time phone rings, an email chimes in, or a notification pops up on your smartphone, it can 

stop you for up to 23 minutes. Is it any wonder you’re not getting things done?

We’d love to be able to tell ourselves, “Hey just disregard that distraction!” But the truth is, you are 

biologically unable to do this. For this, you can blame your superior colliculus, a paired structure 

in your midbrain just above your brainstem, which is connected to your visual center reflex. 

The physiological function of the superior colliculus to “direct behavioral responses toward 

egocentric (body centered) space.” In other words, its job is to constantly scan your environment 

and look for things that could potentially hurt or kill you. 

As a result, whenever something moves, dings, chimes, changes colors, or gets brighter or darker, 

your attention is automatically diverted. No matter what you try to do, you get distracted. Does 

this sound like anything you deal with? Computer? Cellphone? Television? Video games? Co-

workers? Children? Spouses? Absolutely.

Since you are biologically wired to constantly be on the look out for danger 

you will never be able to completely ignore distractions. 

Which is why you have to go beyond trying to ignore distractions and do everything you can to 

block them or eliminate them before they stop you in your tracks.

ELIMINATE 
THE SHINY 
SQUIRRELS
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As a graphic designer, I used to be on the computer all day and I usually had a bunch of windows 

open at the same time. Any time anything moved or made a noise, I was instantly drawn to it, no 

matter what I was doing and how focused I was supposed to be. Do you think it’s an accident that 

the news feed on Facebook moves? No!

If you have your Facebook window open then your eye is going to move to it immediately and 

you’re going to stop doing what you were doing and it’s going to take up to 23 minutes to get 

back on track.

Just imagine, I’m running my own business. A business where things have to be done in a timely 

manner and I need to be productive but I’m getting tripped up by bells and whistles and moving 

pixels on my screen. This was definitely a recipe for disaster. Who know how much time I was 

wasting and money I was losing.

I eventually learned a valuable lesson. When it comes to digital distractions you need to:

Block your computer time to get more done.

You can use digital blockers to make sure you never see things like Facebook, Reddit, Fark, Twitter, 

Instagram, or whatever your time wasting site of choice is. Self Control is a personal favorite. It’s 

free. It works exclusively on Macs and blocks self-chosen websites for as long as you want AND 

there is no way to work around it. You can turn the computer on and off and it will still block 

the sites until the time is up. It’s seriously great for eliminating even the possibility of sneaking a 

peek at you favorite time-wasting sites. [Find it at selfcontrolapp.com] Once I started using it my 

productivity took a definite leap. I’m not shilling for them. I just really find them very helpful when 

it comes to being productive. 

There are other apps that do the same thing. Some of them are: Freedom which you can use on PCs  

[macfreedom.com]. Anti-Social [anti-social.cc] works the same way as Self Control while 

LeechBlock, which works on the Firefox browser allows you only a set amount of time to do web 

surfing then shuts you out (find it at the Firefox Add-ons site).

Piers Steel, Ph.D., author of the Procrastination Equation, says that turning off the chime that 

accompanies each new e-mail2 will save you the equivalent of a month of time over the course of 

a year. You’ll be able to work on things without being distracted. You’ll focus much better, and get 

more done. Just think what you could do with an extra month of time! How hard it is to turn off 

the sound on your incoming email? It’s not hard at all. Talk about painless!

The computer wasn’t my only nemesis. Once I got a smartphone, it too began to distract me. 

That’s when I learned to...

www.selfcontrolapp.com
www.macfreedom.com
www.anti-social.cc
www.ellengoodwin.com
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Take your phone off the hook.*

Phone apps are notoriously hard to block. Other than physically removing them from your phone, 

you have to resort to low-tech methods to block their distractive nature. You can simply turn 

your phone off when you need to focus. You can put it in another room so you can work without 

temptation. You can switch the phone to airplane mode so no calls or messages can get through. 

You can put on parental controls to control yourself. 

That chime, bell, beep, notification on your phone is like crack to your 

superior colliculus. 

We’ve become like Pavlov’s dogs. We figuratively salivate when the chime goes off—Who is it? 

What do I have to do now? What new distraction is available to take us away from what we should 

be doing? Remove that audio trigger and your brain can’t be diverted and you’ll stay productive.

Take drastic (but effective) measures.

When you just can’t ignore the flashing lights, sounds, and movements of your computer or 

cellphone, go very low-tech and physically leave the room and go somewhere where there are no 

distractions. While that seems drastic, it’s pretty much painless. Simply leave your computer, your 

phone, and sundry gadgets behind. Go somewhere where you cannot be distracted and focus 

on whatever you need to write, think about or create for the next 25- 30 minutes. Your superior 

colliculus can settle down, and the rest of your brain can take over. This means you’re going to 

get a lot done. 

Blocking the Shiny Squirrels—either virtually or physically allows your brain to relax and focus so 

you can work fully on whatever you need to be doing. You’ll get more quality work done in less 

time. And that’s the basis for more productivity.

When you’ve finished your work, feel free to return to the land of distractions. 

Blocking the Shiny Squirrels – either virtually or physically – allows your brain to relax and focus 

so you can work fully on whatever you need to be doing. You’ll get more quality work done 

in less time. And that’s the basis for more productivity. What can you do today to block your 

distractions?

* I know this is an old term dating back to when phones were two piece instruments where you literally hung the receiver 
on a hook. With smart phones today you can’t take anything off the hook. Nor can you satisfactorially slam the receiver 
down when angry. But that’s another story.

www.ellengoodwin.com
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I used to dread big, possibly boring, tasks, like going through piles of papers on my desk, researching 

information for reports, cleaning out the garage, even something as simple as attacking the dirty 

dishes after a dinner party. I knew all these things “could” be done, but it was the getting started 

that tripped me up, as well as the idea that these things would be boring and take up all of my 

available fun time. 

Happily, I learned how painless limits could be and that changed everything for me. 

Limits for productivity come in two flavors—limits of time or quantity

Setting a timer and limiting the amount of available time you have to work on a project is a great, 

painless way to be more productive. A time limit of 25 minutes of solid, uninterrupted focus will 

enable you to get more done in less time while actually using up less of your brain power. Which 

means you’ll have more available brain energy to get even more things done in your day. 

How you track your time limit is entirely up to you. You can set a timer on your smartphone – but 

don’t sneak peeks at other distractions! You can set a timer on your stove or microwave. You can set 

a timer on your computer (the one I like to use is called Focus Booster [FocusBoosterapp.com]). 

You can set up a 25 minute playlist on your mp3 player (that’s about eight songs) and work while 

it plays. You can use an old school kitchen timer and listen to it tick.

The important thing is to have a timer, and to set it for a reasonable, painless chunk of time. 

(25 minutes has always been my go-to number, but 20 or 30 works as well. Anything past 30 

minutes, and you run into the very real possibility of losing concentration and focus. Keep the 

time manageable.) Then you single-mindedly focus on your task for that amount of time. 

When the timer goes off, you are either done, or you take a small break (five minutes). Then set 

the timer and go at it again.

LIMIT 
YOURSELF

www.focusboosterapp.com
www.ellengoodwin.com
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An easy way to work with a time limit is to use the acronym “STING”

STING stands for:

Select one task

Time yourself

Ignore everything else

No breaks

Give yourself a reward when finished.

This easily gives you all the elements you need to remember to make a time limit work for you.

Why does a time limit work so well? 

When your brain is engaged and focused, connections and productivity have the proper 

environment to expand3.

With a concrete block of time scheduled out, you can effectively overcome Parkinson’s Law. 

Parkinson’s Law states “work expands to fill the time available for its completion.” When you give 

yourself a block of time, that’s all you have to fill. So you do it, and get it done.

You don’t waste time or find extra work to fill the time. If you give yourself all day to get something 

done, then it’s going to take all day. You waste some time here, get caught up in something there, 

and suddenly it HAS taken all day to get the task done. But if you limit your time, that won’t be 

the case.

With 25 minutes, you have to focus and move. Think about the difference between running into 

the store to get one vital ingredient you need to finish making dinner versus going to a fancy new 

grocery store just to check it out. 

In the first example you are focused, you have a sense of urgency, and you have one concrete 

goal in mind. You can easily block out distractions and get that one ingredient and be on your 

way. If you are just checking out a new grocery store, you’re still in the same type of environment 

but you aren’t focused on any one thing. You have time to linger, to check out the 27 types of 

strawberry jam and enjoy all the free samples you can find. You aren’t focused, there is no sense 

of urgency and there is no one concrete goal in mind.

What if I don’t finish my task in 25 minutes?

That’s ok. You have gotten started, and often times with productivity, that’s the hardest part to 

do. Go with the momentum you now have. Set your timer for another 25 minute limit, work on 

your task with full focus, then take a 5 minute break and go back to work when it’s over.

www.ellengoodwin.com
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Focusing eliminates energy drains.

Focusing on just one task at a time stops your brain from having to deal with something known 

as “context shifting.” This is when you jump back and forth between two tasks that occupy the 

brain in different ways. A prime example of this is multi-tasking. Imagine you are talking to a 

client on the phone while trying to read your email. Your brain has to jump between listening and 

comprehending, and reading and comprehending. Because you are alternating between those 

two tasks, you are context shifting. Each time you shift between the two tasks, it takes time – and 

you use up valuable brain energy.

Think of your brain as having to inhabit a different room for each of task. When you talk on the 

phone, your brain is in one room. When you are reading, it has to go to another room. It can’t do 

both tasks in the same room; it must move from room to room each time you switch between 

reading and listening. Each time it changes rooms, it uses up bits of energy and time. So the more 

you switch back and forth, the more exhausting it is for your brain, and the longer it takes to 

refocus each time. Focusing on a single task for a set amount of time enables your brain to stay 

in one room. It gives it more energy and eliminates time lags between projects.

What about limits of quantity? 

Quantity limits work much the same way as time limits—instead of measuring your task in minutes, 

you use a physical measurement to gauge how much you’ve gotten done. Let’s say you have to 

clean out the garage. Instead of giving yourself all morning to accomplish your task, you can say 

“I’ll clean in the garage until I’ve finished going through two boxes of stuff. When I’ve done that, 

then I can be done for the day.” At work it could be “I will focus until I’ve gone through 10 files”, 

or “answered 15 emails” or “made five cold calls.” It’s a quantity limit that you need to fulfill. And 

technically, once you’ve hit that magical number you are done. You’ve used a limit to be more 

productive. However, there’s more at work here than meets the eye.

There’s a painless little secret that goes with limits.

Usually when we set a limit and the timer goes off, we keep on going. We do this because our brain 

wants us to complete whatever task we’ve started. This is known as the Zeigarnik Effect2. Basically 

our brains hate unfinished things and want to fill in the gaps to make everything complete. When 

we get partway through a task, our brain wants us to keep going and finish it. So while setting a 

time limit and starting a task may feel hard, it’s a great, painless way to become more productive. 

You get started, your brain gets engaged and you get more done.

But wait! There’s more!

There’s one other great thing about setting time or quantity limits: you enable your brain to 

relax and quit fighting you. When you (and your brain) know that you only have to commit to 25 

www.ellengoodwin.com
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minutes (or two boxes) on a project or task, you have effectively quieted down any objections 

your limbic system might have. That’s the part of your brain that acts like a 3-year-old child. This is 

the part of your brain that doesn’t like being told what to do. The part that gives in, quite easily to 

distraction. This is the part of the brain that convinces you that cleaning out the garage or writing 

that report is going to be too much work, so why not watch TV instead? By giving yourself a limit, 

you have removed that argument. 

After 25 minutes (or two boxes) you are technically free to carry on with your regularly scheduled 

life.

Painless limits to the rescue!

However you choose to set your limit doesn’t matter so much as actually setting it and starting. 

Using the STING method and having uninterrupted chunks of purely focused time enable your 

brain to be fully engaged and that is where the good, painless, productivity lies. Likewise, pacifying 

your brain by giving it a quantity limit so you aren’t overwhelmed and can easily jump into the 

task enables you to be amazingly productive. Let’s take a couple minutes to get some idea of 

how you can set some limits in your day so you can be more productive.

Setting a time limit, getting started, and having uninterrupted chunks of purely focused time 

enable your brain to be fully engaged – and that’s where the good, painless, productivity lies. 

Where can you set a time limit today?

www.ellengoodwin.com
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When I was in college I worked as a head counselor at a summer camp every year. Each year, after 

about four weeks of eating lots of starchy camp food, the counseling staff usually came to the 

conclusion that we needed to work on losing weight before the summer was over. So we all would 

put money into a kitty and the person who lost the highest percentage of their bodyweight in 

four weeks would win the money. The money was a bet against ourselves. It was there to hold us 

accountable to both ourselves and the contest. Looking back now, I know we were going about 

this all wrong. The winner should have gotten his or her money back. The rest of us should have 

had to give our money to a charity or organization we didn’t believe in.

We’ve all bet against ourselves. 

It may have been weight- or exercise-related. It may have been a challenge to get a big project 

done at work. It may have been with friends or colleagues. It’s always just a variation on a theme: 

if you don’t achieve your stated goal, then you have to pay money to the winner.

This sometimes works because in the end, the money goes to someone you know or like, or at 

least have something in common with. And that’s the problem. Because you know this person, or 

share an office or a common goal, your brain is wired to feel okay about giving (or losing) money 

to them. Your brain is hard-wired to like others who share similar experiences and backgrounds1.

Betting against yourself with friends has the potential to work as an accountability tool. You 

and your friends check in on each other; maybe badger each other a little about how you’re 

succeeding, struggling or failing. For the most part, you keep moving each other forward towards 

the final goal. That’s good accountability, which is a cornerstone of painless productivity. If you 

know you’re accountable to someone you know and like, it makes it much more difficult to skip 

out on what you promised you’d be doing. 

Make that bet painlessly productive.

To really put your money where your mouth is, make one minor tweak to the standard bet against 

yourself. You’ll still decide on a goal and put money up against yourself. You’ll still let someone 

know what you’re doing and what your time frame is so they can act as a referee. But here’s the 

PUT YOUR 
MONEY 
WHERE 
YOUR 

MOUTH IS

www.ellengoodwin.com
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tweak: if you don’t succeed at your goal or task, then your money has to go to an organization, 

a charity, a political party or candidate you don’t believe in. Think of groups or organizations you 

don’t believe in because of your political leanings, your religious beliefs, your ethnic upbringing, 

or even your food choices.

A few years ago I was having trouble putting together an outline for a workshop I was conducting. 

I contacted my neighbor and told her that I would have the outline done in 10 days and if I didn’t 

have it done I would write a check, in front of her, to the political party of her choice. I know for 

fact that we do not support the same political party. So I definitely didn’t want them getting any 

of my money. For the next nine days I worked like crazy to get that outline done. At the end of 

those nine days, not 10, I went to my neighbor’s house and laid the whole outline on the table. I 

had hit my goal! There was no pay-out to any political party. Just the thought of paying money to 

a group I didn’t believe in enabled me to ignore distractions so that I was hyper-productive and 

enabled to get my project done ahead of schedule!

Putting your bet together.

To really put your money where your mouth is, make one minor tweak to the standard bet against 

yourself. You’ll still decide on a goal and put money up against yourself. You’ll still let someone 

know what you’re doing and what your time frame is so they can act as a referee. But here’s the 

tweak: if you don’t succeed at your goal or task, then your money has to go to an organization, 

a charity, a political party or candidate you don’t believe in. Think of groups or organizations you 

don’t believe in because of your political leanings, your religious beliefs, your ethnic upbringing, 

or even your food choices.

Putting your bet together isn’t complicated. First, think of a task or project or goal you need to 

achieve. What, specifically, do you have to do or achieve in order for you NOT to have to pay out 

money? Do you have to lose “some” weight, or no less than 10 pounds? Do you have to write one 

chapter of your book, or 10,000 words? Be very specific.

Next, pick someone to be your referee. Let them know exactly what your exact parameters are 

and what your deadline is. Again, be specific. “Wednesday” is not going to do it. “Next Wednesday, 

the 21st at 3 p.m. PST” is specific, and no one can argue against it.  Now decide on the amount 

of money you are willing to bet against yourself. $25? $50? $100? More? This is the amount of 

money you must pay if you fail to accomplish your goal. 

Now you come to the interesting part: decide on an organization, charity, political party or candidate 

that will receive your money if you do not achieve your stated goal. Think of vegetarians donating 

to carnivores. Republicans donating to Democrats. Atheists donating to churches. Remember, 

the more you oppose your chosen group, the more motivated you will be to succeed so you don’t 

have to give them any of your money. Use this motivation to hold yourself accountable and work 

www.ellengoodwin.com
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hard to achieve your stated goal. 

If you don’t have someone that can act as a referee, then you can turn to the internet. There are 

two websites that you can use to hold yourself accountable. Beeminder [www.beeminder.com] 

and Stickk [www.stickk.com] both function as electronic versions of “Putting Your Money Where 

Your Mouth Is”. You state your goal, your timeframe, how much money your are betting and a 

referee is assigned to you.

This painless productivity tool works great on several levels. First, you bring in an outside 

party to verify your work and hold you accountable, which will actually improve your chances 

of accomplishing your goal. Second, because you are accountable to someone, you are now 

more likely to block out distractions because you have to report your successes and failures to 

someone. Third, you are motivated to achieve your goal because you have something very real 

to lose: money to someone you don’t share beliefs with. How could you Put Your Money Where 

Your Mouth Is today?

www.beeminder.com
www.stickk.com
www.ellengoodwin.com


Page 12   |   © 2015  EllenGoodwin.com   |   619.299.0737   |   Ellen@EllenGoodwin.com

Your brain uses up an amazing 20% of your total energy for the day. And while it runs basically 

on sugar (glucose actually), it gets turned on, motivated and excited by a neurotransmitter called 

dopamine.  

Dopamine is the pleasure transmitter. 

Dopamine is the “feel-good” neurotransmitter. It’s responsible for helping you feel interested in 

activities. It rewards you when you succeed at something. Dopamine also affects motivation, 

memory, behavior and cognition, attention, sleep, and mood. It’s a busy neurotransmitter! 

Reliably releasing dopamine in your brain means you will want to succeed more often and get 

more done. When you succeed at something no matter how large or how small, you release 

dopamine, which gives you a little excitement boost1. Now, because your brain knows you got a 

boost from doing that task and succeeding, it will want to do that task more and more. This is an 

easy way to make yourself more productive.

How then, does dopamine help us be more productive? Think of a child learning to swim. No 

one ever takes a child to the deep end of the pool and says “jump in and swim to the other end.” 

No! If you did that, that child would never become a swimmer. Instead, the child is taken to the 

shallow end of the pool, and in the first class he is taught to kick his feet in the water. He does 

that successfully, and his brain rewards him with a little dopamine hit. He wants to learn more, 

so he goes back for the next class. Then he learns to put his face in the water and blow bubbles. 

He does that, and it’s fun, and his brain rewards him with dopamine. So he wants to come back 

week after week and keep learning, because he’s succeeding in small, rewarding steps. He is 

succeeding early and often. He is feeding the Dopamine Monster.  

Easy ways to succeed early and often. 

The fastest and easiest way to succeed early and often in our tasks and goals is by breaking them 

down into small, bite-sized actions, and then succeeding in doing each of them. Each time you 

succeed, you get a little dopamine hit. Your Monster gets happy and wants you to do more. He 

wants more dopamine. 

FEED THE 
DOPAMINE 
MONSTER

www.ellengoodwin.com
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Breaking things down into small, bite-sized actions is a time-honored way to beat procrastination. 

When a huge task becomes bite-sized, you’re more likely to take one step, and then another. 

And with each success comes a little hit of dopamine. Success means dopamine, which means 

happiness, which then means the search for more success. It’s a potentially never-ending 

productivity circle. 

What does a bite-sized action look like?

Writing a book? Write for 15 minutes before everyone gets up in the morning. Bang! Dopamine 

hit!

Getting your taxes together? Find receipts for 10 minutes per day, for a week. Simple little 

dopamine hit! And a lot of success!

Writing a report for the conference next month? Do 20 minutes of research after lunch each day 

this week. Boom! Dopamine.

Want to get your house more organized? Clean out and organize one drawer or cabinet. You’ve 

just succeeded, and the dopamine is yours!

Don’t let perfectionism slow you down.

Thinking like a perfectionist is the fastest way to stop dopamine from flowing. As adults, we 

always feel we have to get everything completely right the first time. Learning a new language, 

practicing a new sport or trying a new hobby—it has to be right the first time, or we have failed! So 

we think. Yet, as a child, you couldn’t get things right on the first try. You didn’t stop walking when 

you fell down as a toddler. You didn’t wait for smoother ground, less carpet, or fewer obstacles. 

You didn’t quit learning to feed yourself or to read. You learned all of those things by having small 

successes, with small rushes of dopamine boosting you all along the way. It was true then, and it’s 

true now. You just need to keep going in small increments so you can succeed in small increments. 

And you don’t have to be perfect.

As an adult, you just expect to get things right, and you expect to get them perfect right away. 

You expect to be a great cook/photographer/fisherman/yoga practitioner/fill in the blank. And 

you can be any and all of those things – as long as you feed the Dopamine Monster.

Take whatever it is you want to achieve, and break it down to the smallest action you can do. Then 

do it. Bit by bit. Do it imperfectly at first if necessary, but do it. And get that dopamine hit.

It doesn’t take much to make the dopamine flow—and it will make you a self-perpetuating 

www.ellengoodwin.com


Page 14   |   © 2015  EllenGoodwin.com   |   619.299.0737   |   Ellen@EllenGoodwin.com

productivity machine. Feed the Dopamine Monster in everything you do, and watch your 

productivity take off! What small, bite-sized actions can you succeed at today?
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Imagine you’re going about our day, intending to be productive yet finding obstacles everywhere 

you turn. You intended to go out for a run or a walk this morning, but the snooze button was 

much more appealing (especially since you read a little longer than you expected last night.) 

You intended to make serious headway on the report you’re writing, but got caught up in office 

drama. You intended to start working on your plans to go back to school, but there was a show 

on Netflix that you ended up binge-watching.

These scenarios, and hundreds more, confront us everyday. We all have the best of intentions but 

things happen. Life gets in the way, and we don’t do what we intended to do. Why?

Because we get distracted. 

Our brain, when given the chance, follows distractions. That’s what brains do. Remember the 

superior colliculus from Lesson One? It’s always searching for distractions. When it finds them, 

we have to have the means to ignore them. Fortunately, this is a painless thing to do. All it takes 

is a little pre-planning in the form of IF/THEN plans. In study after study, pre-plans been shown to 

be one of the most effective ways to stay on track and be productive when life and distractions 

get in the way.1

If you can stop and think about what trips you up and stops you from being as productive as 

you’d like to be, then you can plan and set up IF/THEN plans. You then use these plans to keep 

yourself productive and moving forward.

Let’s look at our first example: intending to work out in the morning, but hitting the snooze button 

instead. It’s important to acknowledge that this situation started well before the alarm went off. 

It started when you read your book a little too late last night (or played games on your phone, 

scrolled through Facebook and/or watched television, all of which affect your brain in ways that 

make it harder for you to go to sleep). Staying up past your bedtime sets off a chain reaction that 

causes you to hit the snooze button and sleep through your good intentions.

In this scenario, the things that trip you up are distractions before bed, and the subsequent lure 

of the snooze button.

IF/THEN 
PLANNING
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Two problems. Two solutions. 

In order to put together an effective IF/THEN plan, you need to figure out what to do the next 

time you run into this type of situation. If you consistently find yourself staying up late you could 

set an alarm that tells you it’s the absolute cut off time for any and all distractions. You could ask 

your partner to physically remove your book, your phone, your tablet from your hands. You could 

declare your bedroom a distraction-free zone. You are now starting to formulate your IF/THEN 

plan. “IF I am going to read/play games/do social media before bed, THEN I am going to set an 

absolute timer/have John take the book away from me at 10:30/leave the book, phone, tablet in 

the living room.” Congratulations! You just set up an IF/THEN plan. You are on you way!

What about the snooze alarm in the morning? Set up a second IF/THEN plan. “IF the alarm goes 

off, THEN I will get out of bed and get into my gym clothes that I laid out the night before.” “IF 

the alarm goes off THEN I will throw back the covers and jump up and do 5 jumping jacks.” “IF I 

plan on using an alarm to get up in the morning, THEN I will set it up in the living room so I have 

to get out of bed to turn it off.”

When you use IF/THEN plans you have a road map to follow and you aren’t 

letting yourself get distracted.

You can apply IF/THEN plans to all aspects of your life. It’s all about being preemptive, and 

planning. Have to get out of the house in a hurry in the morning (short-term goal) but always 

have to spend time finding your keys? “IF I come into the house, THEN my keys go in the bowl 

by the front door.” Have to make cold calls for work, but are frustrated by them? “IF I am having 

troubles with my cold calling, THEN I will take a five-minute walk after the first five calls, then 

come back and make the last five.” Need to make the most of your downtime? “IF I am watching 

television, THEN I am up, off the couch and exercising during all of the commercial breaks.” Very 

simple. Very specific. Your brain doesn’t have a chance to come up with a distraction and take 

you away from your plan.

IF/THEN plans a specific route for you to follow when your brain encounters a pre-determined 

cue. They give you the means to easily and quickly take control of a situation in a way that keeps 

you productive and moving forward. What IF/THEN plans could you put together and start using 

today?
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So there you have it. Five painless ways to increase your productivity, be more efficient and enjoy 

your life more. Apply these tools to your day—either all at once, or little by little, and see what a 

difference they make. 

Do you have a specific issue that tends to trip you up time and time again? Then we should 

talk. Jump on over to my website, www.ellengoodwin.com, and sign up for a free, no-obligation 

30-minute chat where we can look at your issue and come up with some immediate solutions. 

Want to learn even more ways to be productive? I offer a four-week online class on how to 

harness the power of your brain to be more productive, more motivated and more effective with 

your time. There’s more information about the class on the website.
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