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Productivity tools can only get you so far if you don’t have a principled approach 
to using them. Before you download yet another app, first think through how it fits 
into your overall productivity goals and routine.

Begin with two questions:

1. How do you organize your tasks?

2. How do you organize information?

Resist the urge to jump straight to which apps to use. Start instead with the 
systems that can help guide your organization.

Purposeful productivity
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What are productivity systems?
Think of a productivity system as a set of methods and philosophies that give your routine purpose. 
This presentation introduces you to some of those systems. (And don’t worry, we get to the apps, too!)

Productivity systems are 
personal: They have to meet your 

needs in order to be effective. 
That said, there are some tried-
and-true systems that provide a 

sturdy foundation for any 
purposeful productivity routine. 



How do you decide what to do and when? What about how much time to spend doing it? Timeboxing, Getting Things 
Done (GTD), bullet journaling, and Kanban are all systems that help answer these key questions.

How do you organize your tasks?
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Timeboxing is a system where you allocate a specific amount of time to each task on your to-do list. Chances are, 
you already do this in some cases. Meeting agenda planning is one common example.

Timeboxing

https://hbr.org/2012/01/to-do-lists-dont-work


GTD is a personal productivity system with an emphasis on getting tasks out of your head and into a system you 
can refer to. GTD works in five steps:

Getting Things Done (GTD)
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Capture. Note 
everything on your plate.

Organize. Create reminders 
for the actionable items. Do 
quick tasks (less than 2 min.) 
immediately.

Reflect. Review and prioritize 
your list items repeatedly Engage. Do it!

Clarify. Decide whether each 
item is actionable. Weed out 
those that aren’t.

54

321

https://gettingthingsdone.com/what-is-gtd/


Kanban is a system that tracks tasks based on their stage of completion: to-do, in progress, or done.

Kanban
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https://kanbanize.com/kanban-resources/getting-started/what-is-kanban-board/


Now that we’ve covered task organization systems, you’re ready to choose tools. Here are a few apps that go above 
and beyond:

Task organization tools
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Unique features Compatibility Annual cost Ideal system You’ll like it if you…

Todoist Allows you to set productivity goals and 
track progress towards them.

Android, 
Windows, iOS, 
macOS, web

Free for basic. 
$48 for 
premium

All of them!
are looking for a solid but simple to-do 
list. You’ll like it just as well if you want 
a high-powered productivity machine.

Omnifocus 3
Built around the GTD philosophy, it has 
a review function and customizable 
views and is rich in metadata. 

Web, iOS, 
macOS

$99.99 for 
cross-platform 
use

GTD want to implement GTD to the fullest.

Sorted3
Uses smart scheduling to plan your day 
for you according to the time you allot 
for each task.

iOS (macOS in 
beta)

$14.99 one-
time purchase Timeboxing

want a to-do app that doubles as a 
planner.

Trello
Uses boards rather than lists so you 
can track a project’s subtasks according 
to their stages of completion.

Android, 
Windows, iOS, 
macOS, web

Free for basic.
$119.88 for 
premium

Kanban
are a visual planner and want easy 
integration with colleagues.

https://todoist.com/?lang=en
https://www.omnigroup.com/omnifocus
https://staysorted.com/
https://trello.com/home


What information from today will your future self find important? 
How will your future self locate that important information? The 
Cornell Method, Feynman technique, and exporting notes are all 
systems that seek to answer these questions.

How do you organize information?
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This technique was developed for university lectures but 
can be applied to any information-heavy meeting or 
event. It breaks notes into three parts: cues, record 
(traditional bulleted notes), and summary. The Cornell 
Method is optimized for jogging your memory and 
indexing key ideas.

The Cornell Method

http://lsc.cornell.edu/notes.html


This technique is all about understanding and remembering what you read. The four steps are simple:

The Feynman Technique

Review your notes 
and simplify.

4Refer back to your 
reading to fill in 
gaps in your 
knowledge—but 
don’t reread 
everything.

3Explain it back to 
yourself out loud 
or on paper in 
simple terms, as 
if you were a child.

2Study a topic.1
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https://www.amazon.com/Genius-Life-Science-Richard-Feynman/dp/0679747044


This system is as straightforward as it sounds. You simply gather your e-book highlights, meeting notes taken on your 
phone or tablet, favorite web pages, screenshots, and more in one place you can find them. It takes serious 
organization to compile all your online finds efficiently, but the right tool can make this system work seamlessly.

Exporting your notes
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You can pair an excellent note-taking system with virtually any note-taking app. It’s hard to go wrong with any of these:

Information organization tools
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Unique features Compatibility Annual cost You’ll like it if you…

Evernote

Has nearly endless options for importing info: web 
clipper, document scanning, and ability to search 
handwriting in scanned docs. A downside worth 
noting, though: Evernote is slow to innovate.

Android, 
Windows, iOS, 
macOS, web

Free for basic. $95.88 
for premium

want to grab information from 
disparate sources and mediums.

Dropbox 
Paper

Offers sophisticated templates—like launch plan, 
timeline, and brainstorming—that turn your notes 
into workspaces.

Android, 
Windows, iOS, 
macOS, web

Free with paid or free 
Dropbox account

want notes to function as a 
collaborative knowledge base.

OneNote Lets you type anywhere, draw, and move elements 
around on the page.

Android, 
Windows, iOS, 
macOS, web

Free with Microsoft 
OneDrive or Office 365

do most of your work in a 
Windows environment.

Bear A simple, well-designed interface. macOS, iOS
Free for basic.
$14.99 for premium

want to focus solely on what 
you’re writing.

https://evernote.com/
https://www.dropbox.com/paper
https://products.office.com/en-us/onenote/digital-note-taking-app?rtc=1
https://bear.app/


We all know that having too many productivity apps can be overwhelming—and unproductive. That’s where no-code 
comes in: a movement to enable anyone to build their own site, automated workflow, or app integration without 
being a developer. When used well, no-code can turn a one-person team into a sophisticated business.

How can no-code help you organize your tasks and information? There are endless possibilities, but here are a few 
scenarios:

• You want to make sure you don’t miss the small tasks that come to you through email or Slack, so you build an 
automated workflow that sends all messages from your boss straight to your to-do list.

• You like to organize your notes in a specific way that doesn’t match Evernote’s notebook + stacks structure or 
Google Docs’ folder structure, so you create a custom system.

• You want to create a dashboard that has your tasks, notes, calendar, and more in one place. Plus, you want to 
make it shareable. Chance are, your app can’t do that, so you use a no-code platform to build the dashboard 
yourself.

No-Code: How to put all of this together
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Take no-code platform Notion as an example of how you can supercharge 
your productivity. Notion allows you to build a custom suite of organizational 
tools and a dashboard that keeps them conveniently in one place.

No-code in action
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Notion is far from the only option. Coda, Zapier, IFTTT, and Airtable are all solid no-code platforms.



…it is! Sticking to a traditional journal or planner 
doesn’t mean abandoning purposeful productivity. 
In addition to the systems we’ve already 
mentioned, you can also organize your written to-
dos and notes using bullet journaling. Bullet 
journaling’s creators call it “the analog method for 
the digital age.” It uses “Rapid Logging”—a system 
of simple symbols, color coding, and bulleted 
lists—to visually organize your notes.

If you’re wondering why pen 
and paper isn’t enough…

13

https://bulletjournal.com/pages/about


Want to know more? Check out this coverage from Quartz.
• Don’t set goals for yourself—instead, create systems that make it easy for you to succeed — If you want a better way

to think about changing your habits.

• The most important productivity app is the one that stitches them all together — If you want more on Notion.

• How to read more effectively — If you want to learn other systems for organizing information while you read.

• Nine bad habits you must break to be more productive — If your habits get in the way of your productivity goals.

• How Bill Gates reads books — If you want to read like a pro.

Have questions about this presentation, or suggestions for us? 
Send us a note at members@qz.com.
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https://qz.com/892247/dont-set-goals-for-yourself-instead-create-systems-that-make-it-easy-for-you-to-succeed/
https://qz.com/work/1115286/the-most-important-productivity-app-is-the-one-that-stitches-them-all-together/
https://qz.com/work/1095703/how-to-read-more-effectively-a-guide-by-quartz-at-work/
https://qz.com/work/1629479/nine-bad-habits-you-must-break-to-be-more-productive/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eTFy8RnUkoU&feature=youtu.be
mailto:members@qz.com

