
 
 

Getting shit done in 2018 
 

You have big dreams for the year ahead: you’re going to launch 
your own business, record label, clothing line or just finish that 
bloody book. And with big dreams come big worries that an all-
too-familiar set of personal demons will get in the way of 
achieving them – chronic procrastination, lack of organisation, 
poor time-keeping – the list goes on. 

Simone Baird introduces you to techniques and systems used by 
people who got loads of shit done, including Richard Branson, 
Edward Enninful, Francesco Cirillo and Pip Jamieson. 
 
 
Before you wake up 
  
Is it a goal or a habit?  
  
There are two ways of getting shit done: making a goal or creating a habit.  
Goal: specific, measurable, you’ve either done it or you haven’t.  
Habit: regular, never-ending.  
Goal: break into as many small parts as you can, and give deadlines to each task.  
Habits: Make as immovable and regular as you can – 20 minutes a day of Spanish, a 
yoga class every Monday and Thursday. 
  
Wake up 
  
Wake up early 
 
“If you win the morning, you win the day,” says Tim Ferriss, author of “Tools for 
Titans”.  
Need more proof? Richard Branson wakes up at 5am.  
www.cnbc.com/2017/04/11/richard-branson-wakes-up-at-5-a-m-each-morning-
heres-his-routine.html 
  
  



Get out of your comfort zone 
 
“It was a question of sink or swim. I remember the fear every night, the fear of 
failure, the fear that things were not going to work out,” said Edward Enninful of 
starting at i-D magazine (he’s now the editor of Vogue). 
www.thegroundmag.com/%E2%80%9Chow-i-started%E2%80%9D-edward-enninful/ 
  
Morning Pages 
 
The morning habit of off-loading from your conscious mind is called ‘The Artists Way 
– Morning Pages.’ (From attendee Nick Hall: Nick works with energetic businesses 
to fire-up their power and potential and super-charge their productivity. Email him 
at nick@nickhall.co) 
juliacameronlive.com/basic-tools/morning-pages/ 
www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2014/oct/03/morning-pages-change-your-life-
oliver-burkeman 
  
Early morning  
  
Schedule habits early 
 
Twenty minutes yoga in the morning, ten minutes mindfulness to start your day, fall 
out of bed, into your running shoes and a cardio workout, write 500 words, or take a 
snappy online course. Do it straight after falling out of bed and it’s done.  
  
Do the thing that’s most unpleasant first  
 
This is known as “eating the frog” – there was a best-selling business book called 
just that in 2017 – and the term comes from this quote by Mark Twain:  
"If the first thing you do each morning is to eat a live frog, you can go through the 
day with the satisfaction of knowing that that is probably the worst thing that is 
going to happen to you all day long." 
  
Do your most important thing first 
 
“Tackle the first item on your list first thing in the morning when you are fresh. You 
need to get the biggest, most important task completed before moving on to 
anything else. It’s important to be proactive rather than reactive. You need to make 
yourself and your goals a priority. This starts by completing your most high level, 
strategic action FIRST, before checking your email or responding to phone calls or 
other requests. People and technology will always be there to distract you. One 
study found that Fortune 500 CEOs averaged only twenty-eight uninterrupted, 
productive minutes a day! To be truly successful, you must be able to set 
boundaries and make your biggest strategic goals your daily priority.” Vanessa 
Loder, Forbes. www.forbes.com/sites/vanessaloder/2014/06/02/five-best-to-do-list-
tips/#27387a48651b 



  
  
Morning  
  
Make a list 
 
Richard Branson says that he has “always lived my life by making lists.” He really 
means it: “These vary from lists of people to call, lists of ideas, lists of companies to 
set up, lists of people who can make things happen. I also have lists of topics to 
blog about, lists of tweets to send, and lists of upcoming plans.” See his top ten tips 
for making lists: https://www.virgin.com/richard-branson/how-i-get-things-done 
  
Break big things into achievable tasks 
 
“Try to split big projects into manageable chunks of maybe one hour tasks. This will 
allow you to estimate the total time involved more accurately. Plus, you’ll see your 
progress as you check off each task.” Amir Salihefendic, CEO of Todoist 
  
Do one minute of a task 
 
Just do one minute of something (and only one minute). Don’t sit on deadlines, start 
something for just one minute and then let it ferment.  
  
Control your meetings:  
  
Try stand-up meetings.  
  
Try a walking meeting. Something we at Clever Boxer do: meetings are so much 
more effective and creative when walking. Perhaps not if there are ten of you, 
though!  
  
Never attend a meeting without an agenda or knowing what the objective is.  
  
Is it a meeting or is a brainstorm – each has its place but be clear before you set foot 
inside.  
  
How long does your meeting really need to be (please don’t say “an hour”).  
  
Are your direct reports, staff or freelancers getting in the way of getting shit done? 
Have them schedule a weekly catch-up in your diary. It’s for them to come to you 
with an agenda (or list of questions or updates) and you can keep it to 15 minutes or 
even an hour. Just knowing they will have that face time with you could stop 90 
percent of the desk-stopping.  
  
  



Don’t have any meetings. Schedule one meeting-free day per week. Dustin 
Moskovitz, cofounder of Facebook and cofounder and CEO of Asana, clears his 
schedule every Wednesday. It's "an invaluable tool for ensuring you have some 
continuous space to do project work," he says. 
  
Lunch  
 
Use holidays wisely 
 
Learn to speak Spanish, go on a writing course, work behind a bar for a week before 
launching your own. Booking the actual thing will mean you’ll be excited then pissed 
off (“why, oh why, did I overcommit myself again?”) and then really glad you did it.  
  
Visualise it 
 
You want to be able to imagine whatever it is you’re going to get done so strongly 
you can smell it, you can see what it is you’re wearing when you succeed. Doing so 
also helps clarify the goal, the dream, the aspiration. Create moodboards. Day-
dream around your goal.  
  
Use your email signature and out of office  
 
Put in your signature when you work – or won’t be working – and let people know 
when you will be available and checking emails. Anything outside of those hours will 
feel, to the recipient, like a bonus. If you’re unable to respond to emails in your 
usual time, use your out of office and give another contact if it’s really urgent. Use 
out of office as a last resort.  
  
Explore 
 
Counterintuitive but reading widely, exploring the city, meeting people, trying to 
see what’s outside of your particular box can be the most effective way to focus 
again and keep yourself sane.  
  
  



Get a mentor 
 
Do you know anyone who has done whatever it is you want to do? Shout them a 
coffee, lunch or – this being the UK – drink and pick their brains. People love being 
helpful.  
  
Tips on getting helpful advice and a strong new member of your network: Ringfence 
it for them by giving a specific time (“I just like 30 minutes of your time”, 15 minutes 
is even better). Describe who you are and what you do (or would like to do) in just 
one sentence. Keep your question to also just one sentence, both of which you’ve 
carefully prepared in advance. This will save them trying to distil your 20 minute-
long stream of consciousness while you work out what it is you really want or need 
to know.  
  
Don’t know what you need to know and therefore what to ask? Try “what’s the best 
bit of advice for someone trying to break into your industry”, “the biggest mistake 
you ever made” and “what would you do if you were me”.  
  
Early afternoon  
  
Sprint!  
 
After lunch crash, not getting anything done? Try the Pomodoro Technique.  
  
In short: 20 minutes on, five minutes off. Set the timer on your phone to 20 minutes, 
put your headphones in and work. The second the buzzer goes off, stop – even if it’s 
mid-sentence, stand up, and walk away from your desk. Go and stand on the roof of 
Shoreditch House and get some (admittedly weak February sunlight!), do jumping 
jacks, dance around your living room, go for a walk or make a coffee. This technique 
was life-changing for me as it given the feeling of deadlines without the burnout. 
Each day where I use this technique are as productive as two where I don’t.  
  
The Pomodoro Technique was created by Francesco Cirillo who has worked at in the 
software industry for twenty years in startups, multinationals and as a freelance 
consultant. In the 1980s he invented the Pomodoro Technique, a renowned time-
management tool used by software developers all over the world. 
cirillocompany.de/pages/pomodoro-technique  
  
Use headphones 
 
Open plan offices can be a distracting nightmare. I once bought my team 
headphones – £9 from Amazon, I think – and work productivity went through the 
roof. You can also have a bit of team etiquette where if you have your headphones 
on, you shouldn’t be interrupted.  
  
  



Struggling with under-promising and over-delivering?  
 
Try ‘Radical Candour’.  
www.radicalcandor.com 
  
  
Afternoon 
  
Not getting shit done?  
 
Ultimately, it will all come to nothing except being angry and resentful if you’re 
working towards things other people want that you really don’t or shouldn’t care 
about. There are a few self-help books on this subject. The best is ‘The Subtle Art of 
Not Giving a F*ck: A Counterintuitive Approach to Living a Good Life’ by Mark 
Manson. 
  
What’s holding you back?  
 
What do you need to learn before you go for that promotion or start that business 
and what’s the quickest way to learn it?  
 
I spent far too long completely reliant on my business partner for Powerpoint to the 
point it was crippling my work output. Rather than actually do a Powerpoint course, I 
just fretted about it for months, maybe a year. Eventually, we created a couple of 
templates that might not be as visually spectacular as Alan’s – he teaches data 
visualisation, for starters, so his are colourful and great to look at. But a simple 
template was all I needed to get my work done. Why aren’t you getting shit done? 
First become of aware of, then deal with those obstacles.  
  
Think you’re done?  
 
Do something else. You might be creatively drained but that doesn’t mean it’s 
Netflix and a glass of wine for you. Process your blitz by taking a walk outside, 
watching the sun set, defrosting the freezer.  
  
Quit 
 
If you really, really want to get shit done, stop talking about it and quit your day job. 
You will find a way or fail. Either way, you’ll know. Not for the faint-hearted. Don’t 
underestimate the power, the effectiveness of having your back up against it. In the 
recent – and excellent – BBC documentary about comedian Mel Brooks called 
‘Imagine’, co-writer Carl Reiner said of Mel Brooks’ method in their sketch creation, 
The 2000 Year Old Man: “a genius mind trapped against the wall, coming up with 
the most brilliant things.” It’s incredible what you can do when you have no other 
choice.  
  
  



Evening 
  
Stop working 
 
“It seems to have become a badge of honour to work all hours, particularly in start-
ups,” says Pip Jamieson, founder of creative network, The Dots. “But this can be 
counterintuitive as more hours don’t always equate to better output. Working smart 
is the key. The below graph has become a staple training tool for my team here at 
The Dots, to ensure that we’re all as productive as possible. What it shows is that as 
you begin to push yourself (taking on a healthy amount of stress), your performance 
per hour increases. This way you can reach a flow state – fully focused and smashing 
through work targets. However, if you over-stretch yourself, fatigue starts to kick in, 
your decision making can be more emotive, you can get sick, and getting ‘into the 
flow’ is a lot trickier. The trick is to recognise the signs of over pressuring yourself 
and to take a break. You may be working six days a week, but in reality you might 
only be productive for four!” 
  
  
Pip Jamieson’s Performance vs Arousal slide.  

 
  
  



Know what burning out feels like 
 
You’ll only know once you’ve experienced it but at least you’ll know the warning 
signs. Several audience members at Shoreditch House described: “feeling 
impatient, snappy, resentful,” “not being able to make simple decisions that I could 
easily make before,” and “losing my sense of humour.”  
www.theguardian.com/society/2018/feb/21/how-burnout-became-a-sinister-and-
insidious-epidemic 
  
Trying to cut things out?  
 
First, replace them with something positive. Nature abhors a vacuum. It’s so much 
easier to, say, not watch Netflix or drink three nights a week if those nights are 
already busy with cardio sessions at the gym or going to the movies.   
  
Put money on it 
 
Behavioural economists at Yale University created Stickk, a free goal-setting 
platform, where you can post your goal and put an optional financial stake against it.  
Credit: www.stickk.com  
  
Stay true to yourself 
 
Says Nick Hall, the really insightful performance coach who attended the talk: 
“Write your 1 year, 5 year (and even 10 year goals) on a record card and then have it 
laminated. Then keep it in your pocket/wallet/purse and refer to it at least once 
every day. This will keep your mind focused on what’s really important and hopefully 
discourage you from fleeting moments of self-destruct or nights-out… that go on for 
days! The card will remind you to stay true to yourself through moments of fear, 
weakness or temptation.” 
  
Night  
   
Make a to-list 
 
The financial demi-god Warren Buffett famously writes a to-do list every night of his 
top 25 goals for the next day, and then he circles (and focuses on) just five of them.   
  
Notebook by your bed  
 
All that one minute starting of things? Ideas will come to you at the strangest times. 
Keep a notebook by your bed and always, always write them down. 
  
  



Turn off, tune out 
 
“Take back control of your tech consumption include turning your phone to airplane 
mode at night and weekends, restricting your home screen to value driving tools 
only and turning off social media notifications.” Pip Jamieson, founder of The Dots 
network which is hugely popular with the 'no-collar creative workforce', has talked 
frankly about burn-out and what it takes to physically and mentally start and then 
scale an international business. Her company just raised £4m investment, for 
instance.  
  
One day a week, Pip does a digital detox (or turns her phone off!), and makes sure 
she regularly takes short juice-detox breaks. In short: you have to keep match-fit to 
stay in the game. 
  
Sleep 
  
Get enough  
 
“The advice I would give to my younger self is very, very simple: get enough sleep 
and you will be more productive, more effective, and more likely to enjoy your life,” 
Arianna Huffington, founder of the Huffington Post and author of Thrive and Lean In. 
“Women have, obviously, made great strides in all areas of society, especially the 
workplace. But our national delusion that the way to be ultra-productive is to cut 
back on sleep is particularly destructive for women. On average, single working 
women and working mothers actually get an hour and a half less sleep than the 
seven-and-a-half-hour minimum the body needs to function.” 
  
Having a problem falling asleep?  
 
Try the Rain Rain app which has a load of ambient noises which you can mix up – 
oscillating fans, fires, melodic chimes, water, and, of course, many different types of 
rain. Coming from the Australian tropics, a mash-up of ‘Thunderstorm’ and ‘Thunder 
cracks’ puts me to sleep and keeps me there all night.  
  
Having a problem sleeping soundly?  
 
You live in the city: get an eye mask and ear-plugs. 
  
  



Give something up 
 
When one gate opens, another has to close (or you’ll break). We are caring for 
parents, Brexit is causing professional chaos, we’re all going through life-trauma and 
change. Dealing with bereavement, divorce, break-ups, redundancies, business 
collapses or bust-ups, moving or selling a house will take a huge amount of your 
time. If dealing with any of these (or any others), allow physical and mental time for 
it. What is going to give so that you can deal?  
  
Being an effective gate-keeper – and therefore able to get shit done – means 
closing some gates when others have to open. Don’t ever take anything on without 
considering how you’re going to fit it in.  
 
We are not machines. (Simone Baird) 
  
 
‘Getting shit done’ was a talk given at Shoreditch House, London, by Simone Baird, co-
founder of Clever Boxer, on Tuesday 20 February 2018. Many thanks to everyone involved 
and to those who came.  
Clever Boxer hosts monthly short talks and workshops at Shoreditch House and Soho House 
76 Dean Street, and we have a complimentary guestlist for non-members for each event. 
See www.cleverboxer.com/events to see the latest upcoming talks and workshops and to 
request a place. We’d love to see you there!  


