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People often feel that their long to-do lists are the cause of their overwhelm. I maintain that your to-do list 

isn’t the cause of your overwhelm, but a symptom. If your to-do list is filled with things that don’t line up 

with your values or how you want to feel, it’s going to feel overwhelming, whether the list is short or 

long.  

My client Penelope had a to-do list and schedule filled with items that made her unhappy but that 

she had agreed to because she felt like she should or because it never crossed her mind to come up with 

another option. I had her do the exercise I am giving you here, which included (1) looking at whether 

each to-do was or was not something that she really needed to do and whether it lined up with her values, 

and (2) how she could either get items off her list (crossing out, doing, or delegating) or could schedule 

herself so she didn’t feel so burdened. 

Going through the boxes of her twenty-three-year-old son’s belongings that he’d left in her 

basement when he went to college? He could do that himself. Organizing the tool shed—a project she had 

been putting off for over a year and a half? Scheduling an hour per weekend to work on it would have it 

finished in a few months. Taking care of dozens of admin items for her at-home business, including two 

months of client billing? She decided it was time to hire a virtual assistant.  

Penelope’s list also included many items that would be quick to just do and cross off, but because 

they were low priority, they kept getting pushed off. I had her make a list of these items and call it her “hit 

list.” She then added a one-hour time block on her schedule each week to work on her hit-list items. That 

first week she did this, she accomplished so much that she put aside a few additional hours the following 

weekend to wrap up all of her hit-list items. I knock items off my own hit list when I find myself with an 

unexpected chunk of free time, such as when a patient doesn’t show up or when another parent offers to 

drop my kid off after soccer.  
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As you get items off your to-do list, and as you wrap up existing commitments that don’t line up 

with what you want, the new things that go on your list will tend to be much less upsetting, frustrating, 

and daunting. There will always be things you don’t want to do, but if they line up with your values 

(soccer carpool, anyone?), you’ll feel much better about taking the time to do them. Organizing my office 

and keeping it organized became much less painful for me, for instance, when I realized that looking 

around and seeing clear and clean surfaces (core value: beauty) made me feel more relaxed (emotional 

feeling: fluid).  

In short, the process of selecting what does and what doesn’t need to be on your list has to be 

based in a deep understanding of who you are, what is most important to you, and how you want to feel. 

Once you have that, then there are apps, books, courses, even week-long seminars that address how best 

to approach and manage the tasks on your list. Each person has a different approach that works best for 

them. 

A few years ago I was using a paper to-do list, and I lost it. I spent the next month in a panic 

about what I was forgetting to take care of. I would wake in the middle of the night with a feeling of 

impending doom. It was awful. But losing that list ended up being an amazing piece of good fortune. The 

things on it that weren’t really important simply disappeared into the ether. The things that were 

important, either I remembered and put on my new list, or someone eventually reminded me about. Doom 

did not descend.  

Sometimes I think I should just throw away my entire to-do list once a year. But I realize that’s 

probably overkill. So I keep my to-do list on the computer and write out my daily list at  

night before bed—both to brain dump and to make sure I prioritize early on the next day what needs to be 

done. Ultimately it doesn’t matter how you organize your to-do list, but if you want to feel less 

overwhelmed, it’s important to make sure you have a system that works for you. Carrying all of that in 
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your brain or spread out in many different places will always make it difficult to prioritize that which is 

most important.  

True North your List 

1. Gather up all of your to-dos in one place. If you don’t already have them organized into one list (or 

several lists), please type them or write them in one centralized place.  

2. Make sure your list contains just concrete things, rather than more abstract items such as “Make a 

better relationship with my brother-in-law.”  

3. Underline or highlight anything that does not line up with your True North. These are tasks, 

responsibilities, and commitments that you want to get rid of, delegate, or prioritize finishing so your 

to-dos line up with what is important to you.  

4. Cross out anything on your list that you think you could reasonably just take off without actually 

doing it or having someone else do it. Tip: anything you have been continuing to put off for over a 

year can likely just go away. 

5. Create a new document and title it “To Delegate.” List any items that you can delegate and note 

who you want to delegate them to. If you are not sure, just note that you want to pass it off. Think 

outside the box. Can you hire someone? Ask your kids to help? Do you have a friend who you could 

trade some tasks with?  

6. Take out another new document and title it “To-Do Hit List.” Anything on your to-do list that you 

can do in less than five to ten minutes should be added to this page.  


