
Note
This white paper assumes a good working knowledge of Getting Things Done (GTD), a productivity method developed 
by David Allen. Without a fair degree of experience with GTD it is unrealistic to expect productivity gains by implementing 
the suggestions presented in this document. This document is based on my own experiences.

Part 1: Transferring Email-Embedded Actions into Evernote

Introduction
Iʼm using single system to manage the entire life cycle of all my actions regardless where 
they come from.

This system is not my email. Email is an information-exchange tool that isnʼt particularly 
effective as a task (or action) management system. For instance, actions that are brought 
to my attention via email:

• Tend to be embedded in messages along with other information, which is ʻnoiseʼ from 
a to-do point of view.

• Often lack clarity and proper ownership.
• Relate to multiple projects.
• Get on my radar alongside several other information streams with potential actions in 

them, such as face-to-face meetings, phone conversations, text messages, off-line 
thoughts.

Therefore using emails as the ʻunit of measurementʼ, the logical constructs that drive my 
working day, is sub-optimal. I need something else.

What I want is a repository to manage clear-cut, sanitised actions –and nothing else– in 
one place, and relate them to the appropriate projects.

I also need to be able to cut across various projects, and for example instantly pull up all 
actions where I am awaiting feedback from other people. This lets me send out chaser 
notes whenever needed without having to sift through long lists manually.

Email represents an important part of the work streams that many professionals cope with. 
However it should be noted that actions can come from several other sources as well. This 
document mainly addresses the email workflow and what follows on from that.

Setup
The solution presented here is based on Gmail, Google Calendar, and Evernote.

Iʼm going through a typical scenario whereby I receive an email and I want to feed its 
actions into my action management system because they canʼt be executed within a 
couple of minutes. I.e. in GTD terminology this concerns actions of the type ʻDeferʼ.
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Step 1: The email arrives in Gmail.
In this example the subject header says: “Some actions for you”. This step corresponds 
with GTDʼs Collect stage. With email, collection is entirely automated.

Step 2: Processing the email
When I decide to go the next level of the GTD workflow, Process, I open the email and 
assess its contents. In the example below I see that thereʼs some general text as well as 
three actions relating to two projects. I will want to extract the actions and relate them to 
the relevant projects in Evernote, which is my action management system.

Step 3: Forwarding the email to Evernote
Each Evernote account comes with a unique email address. I forward my email with the 
actions to my Evernote email address.

Note that I also include the unique URL of my Gmail email. I copy this from my browserʼs 
address bar and paste it into the email Iʼm about to forward.
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This allows me to quickly navigate back to the original message in Gmail, for instance, in 
case I want to reply to the sender to say that all actions have been completed.

Otherwise Iʼm not adding to the message content. I hit ʻSendʼ and do one more quick thing 
before I turn my attention to Evernote: archiving the email.

Step 4: Archiving the email in Gmail
I archive the original email in Gmail so that itʼs no longer visible in the Inbox. In my view 
thereʼs great psychological value in keeping a lean, zero-size email inbox. Conversely an 
email inbox with hundreds or thousands of unread, partially processed and also fully 
processed emails significantly adds to the perceived workload and consumes mental 
energy needlessly.

Step 5: Accessing the actions in Evernote
Now weʼll turn to Evernote. In Evernote I will find my message in its default folder. In this 
example I have called this folder “In-tray”. This is the in-basket for all my new, 
unprocessed actions. I clear out my in-tray from time-to-time.

Step 5: Processing means sanitising the actions in Evernote
In Evernote I get rid of everything apart from the clear description of the actions 
themselves. So first of all I remove the auxiliary text which isnʼt part of the action definition. 
Should I want to refer back to the original email to review its wider context I can always 
click on the URL of the email which I added earlier. This will bring back the full email 
content in my browser.
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Because in this example the note contains actions relating to two projects (Project X and 
Project Y) I decide to split the note. In Evernote this can only be done via a simple 
workaround: copying the note into its own location. In this case this means copying the 
note into the In-tray. This is easily done by right-clicking on the note.

We now have two identical notes.
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In the second note I would like to remove the actions relating to Project X, so that I can 
manage the remaining action, which belongs to Project Y, separately.

I can do all my edits in-line, and they are saved immediately.
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The second note now only has one action remaining and itʼs related to Project Y.

I follow a similar procedure with the first note. 

And what remains is the two actions relating to Project X.
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So we end up with two entries in Evernote with clear, sanitised actions and a reference 
back to the original email.

Part 2: Organising Actions in Evernote

For those who deal with high volumes of actions at any point in time, it is beneficial to 
categorise actions so that they can be associated with, for instance any of the following:

• Projects
Youʼre meeting the Sponsor of a key project. Youʼll need to quickly produce a list of all 
open actions for this particular project.

• Estimates to complete
You have 10 minutes of spare time before your next meeting. Youʼre keen to tick off 
three easy actions from your list. Youʼll need to be able to identify these quickly.

• Location
You have 30 minutes of travel time without internet access and want to use it 
productively. Youʼll want to easily identify actions that you can do off-line.

And so on.

The great thing about Evernote is that categorisation is not based on exclusivity. An action 
can be part of multiple categories so that the actions can be ʻsliced and dicedʼ in different 
ways. To this end I have organised my Evernote content in two ways (or dimensions if you 
will):

Vertical Organisation: Notebooks
In Evernote a notebook is just that: a collection of information, like in the physical world. I 
find it helpful to have different notebooks for different projects or core activities. For 
instance I have a notebook for the core processes of my business:

1. Business Development
2. Sales
3. Delivery
4. Post-sales

The majority of the actions that I do go through these four notebooks. In addition I have 
notebooks for Branding, Personal Development, and a few more. I treat them as vertical 
ʻsilosʼ. This may sound a bit rigid, but rest assured: actions can be easily dragged / 
dropped from one silo to the next.

Iʼm aware that several GTD / Evernote users have advocated the use of a single notebook 
only. However Iʼve found that this vertical structure based on multiple notebooks lets me 
quickly navigate into different areas of my business. And perhaps more importantly I can 
now easily separate out Work and Private actions, without having to manually label each 
action as either one or the other.

Horizontal Organisation: Tags
With tags I can search my notebooks horizontally. For instance, if I tag an action as  
ʻwaiting forʼ, I can quickly filter it up irrespective of the notebook that itʼs in. Or I can tag an 

GTD in Action: Managing Workflow with Gmail, Google Calendar, and Evernote
By Luc Glasbeek - WorkplaceProsperity.com - 17 August 2011 - Draft 0.1

http://www.WorkplaceProsperity.com
http://www.WorkplaceProsperity.com


action as taking very little time only. Periodically I can block off some time in my diary to 
process such small actions in one go.

What we see is that an actionʼs priority (to use the 
dreaded word) is highly situational. Itʼs pointless 
assigning an action a high priority if it requires 
internet access and weʼre about to board a long 
haul flight. In other words: context is king.

I have built a structure of factors that define the 
context of my actions. This helps me choose the 
right actions under the circumstances. A somewhat 
esoteric approach perhaps, but very powerful if you 
get it right!

This is what it looks like (left). Note how Iʼve 
described Context as that which helps “choosing the 
ʻrightʼ actions”. What is a priority for me depends on 
several factors!

Combining Notebooks and Tags
This is about marrying the vertical and horizontal 
dimensions: where I am, how much time I have 
available, whether itʼs customer-related work, etc.

Some days I only need to progress a particular 
project. Say, I need to dedicate my time to Business Development. I can then, within the 
Business Development notebook, look for actions that are customer-related or can be 
done at my computer; both of these have specific tags. You get the idea; this is where the 
vertical view (notebooks) and horizontal view (tags) intertwine. Finding the appropriate 
actions based on my context and judgement takes very little time with this two-dimensional 
setup in Evernote.

Google Calendar
Time-critical actions can be entered into Calendar to ensure timely follow-up. Managing 
these from Evernote means a slippery slope as date-specific stuff should be managed 
from one place, in situ with all the other time-dependent items such as meetings. That 
means entering time-critical actions in the Calendar. In my experience this takes very little 
extra time. A proper GTD implementation probably means a lot less fire-fighting for most 
people anyways and thus a lot less work of the urgent-must-do-tomorrow kind.

Part 3: Concluding Remarks
So what the approach outlined here essentially does is add a small manual step to the 
Collection phase of actions that come in via regular email in order to transfer them into 
Evernote. Then, in Evernote, thereʼs some additional processing, which will pay itself off 
when there are high volumes of actions.

All in all to me this seems acceptable overhead, especially when considering the clarity, 
control, and mental space one would get back in return.
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