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In an age of permanent 
distraction, James Gibb, Senior 
Director and Chief of Staff at Dell 
Technologies talks about how we 
can be our most productive selves 
to really get things done
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A hallmark of an effective professional 
might be defined as getting the right 
things done. In an age of permanent 
distraction, it can be challenging to focus 
on what is important and which tasks to 
prioritise.

Activity Selection is the first key step, collating 
all our tasks and commitments into one trusted 
place so we can decide which ones we commit 
to do. Organisation then allows you to make 
smart decisions on what to work on next from 
your selected activities. Execution then allows 
you to plan your day to carry out the selected, 
organised tasks. 

This Productivity Funnel system enables 
“effective, results-driven” work because it forces 
you to be intentional and proactive, rather than 
haphazard and reactive. Many people feel they 
have too many priorities today, complaining of a 
never-ending ‘to do’ list. The first step is to 
admit the day will never come when we’ve 
finally accomplished everything, and be at 
peace with that. The writer Oliver Burkeman 
calls this facing the “limit-embracing attitude”. 
There’s no hacks or shortcuts. We’re not a 
faulty system. We’re human. Once we’re 
comfortable with that, I offer three 
recommendations to get the most from a limit-
embracing attitude so we’re focusing on those 
things most meaningful.

Primarily, pay yourself first. Make sure you set 
aside time for you every day as the top priority. 
If you love to run, run. If you love to read, read. 
Make those habits daily and try to do them at 
the beginning of your day. These are intrinsic 
motivations - things we do just because we 
enjoy doing them. Intrinsic motivations are 
closely linked to a fulfilling life so we must 
prioritise them.

Secondly, resist the temptation of middling 
priorities. Warren Buffet once asked people to 
rank the top 25 most important things to get out 
of life. As people looked over their lists, he told 
them to circle the top five, and strike a line 
through the remaining 20. His view was if the 20 
weren’t the most important, why put any focus 
on them.

PRIMARILY, PAY YOURSELF 
FIRST. MAKE SURE YOU SET 
ASIDE TIME FOR YOU EVERY 
DAY AS A TOP PRIORITY. 

RESIST THE TEMPATATION OF 
MIDDLING PRIORITIES.

As human beings, we’ve always fought 
against distraction. The ancient Greek 
philosophers debated it 2000 years ago. Our 
current digital age, and in particular 
attention-grabbing social media with its 
intended dopamine hits, has intensified this 
distraction. But never being distracted isn’t a 
worthwhile goal. Otherwise we’d never see a 
beautiful sunset or the warm smile of a 
stranger. It’s part of our evolution. Our 
immediate alertness to both danger and 
opportunity.

If we accept that distraction is simply an 
unavoidable human trait, with both positive 
and negative benefits, it becomes even more 
essential to ensure we're focused on the most 
important things when we're not distracted. 
What's most significant to someone will differ 
from one person to the other. But there is a 
system we can use to help us called ‘The 
Productivity Funnel’. 

The Productivity Funnel is a powerful system 
that helps us navigate from a large collection 
of possible activities we could be doing, to the 
actual execution of a smaller number of 
activities we deem most important. There are 
three levels - Activity Selection; Organisation; 
and Execution. 
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Lastly, embrace the concept of slow 
productivity. Cal Newport coined the term 
‘slow productivity’ as a way to get us back to 
our more natural rhythms of work. The core 
principles are doing fewer things, doing them 
at our more natural pace, and obsessing over 
quality. He recognises that as human beings 
we are wired to feel good when we 
accomplish meaningful things. So we need a 
more considered and longer-term approach - 
slow productivity.

I don’t believe we can ever truly master 
ourselves or our time, and I’m not sure we 
should have that as a goal. The 
unpredictability of life often provides our 
most profound moments. Technology has 
advanced us as a species, but there is still an 
“analogue” heartbeat at our centre. As much 
as Zoom meetings help us connect with 
colleagues for example, nothing can replace 
real human interaction. Tools help us 
navigate life, but it’s all about balance, taking 
the best of digital and traditional methods. 
These systems are often referred to as 
“second brains” and are a great way to 
document important conversations, ideas and 
knowledge that could be useful to your future 
self. 

Today’s smartphone has come a long way from 
the smartphone Steve Jobs first proudly held 
aloft. Back then these devices were about 
making our lives a little easier, and having our 
music collection in our back pocket. Today they 
have morphed into distraction magnets, largely 
due to the prominence of attention-grabbing 
apps. We need to be more intentional with our 
phones as a result. A good start is muting all 
notifications and agreeing a process with those 
closest to you for anything urgent e.g. call don’t 
text. 

Gretchen Rubin, one of today’s most influential 
authors says “the happiest, healthiest, most 
productive people aren’t those from a 
particular Tendency, but rather they’re the 
people who have figured out how to harness 
the strengths of their Tendency, counteract the 
weaknesses, and build the lives that work for 
them.”

Ultimately, we need to move beyond the 
‘joyless urgency’ of getting things done. 
Peaceful acceptance of our limits is the 
liberating first step. But I think there’s 
something deeper at work here too. In our 
search for a deep and meaningful life we often 
add things to our lives, but the reverse may suit 
us better, especially as we age. 

Cal Newport coined the term ‘slow 
productivity’ as a way to get us back 
to our more natural rhythms of work.

I don’t believe we 
can ever truly 
master ourselves or 
our time, and I’m 
not sure we should 
have that as a goal. 
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The social psychologist Arthur Brooks talks 
about our lives as art. We begin life as a blank 
canvas, with colour and texture added to the 
canvas as we age and accumulate things and 
experiences. But there comes a point when the 
canvas is full. Brooks suggests as we age, we 
move from the canvas to the sculpture - 
chipping away, not adding - in order to reveal 
our true, fulfilled selves. 

In reality this means making more time to 
think, read and love. Those are intrinsic 
motivations, connected to purpose and values. 
And stepping away from voluntary duties and 
responsibilities. 

We can only ever experience a tiny sliver of 
what the world has to offer. The more we fail 
to do the things on our bucket list - because of 
the sheer size of all possible experiences - the 
more dissatisfied we become. Create reverse 
bucket lists instead. Ask yourself honestly 
what truly matters, just like Warren Buffet’s 
top 25 approach. 

Research shows on average people get 
psychologically healthier after 30. Maybe it’s 
because we realise now is all we ever get. And 
spending it on a few things that matter most 
to us, right now, in the moment, is the only 
way to get the most out of our cherished 
window of life.

Gretchen Rubin, one of today’s most 
influential authors says “the happiest, 
healthiest, most productive people 
aren’t those from a particular 
Tendency, but rather they’re the 
people who have figured out how to 
harness the strengths of their 
Tendency, counteract the weaknesses, 
and build the lives that work for them.”
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