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GTD List Managers for Mac OS X: 
 
For anyone who uses a Mac and utilizes the GTD method, you may eventually look into what software you can use 
to help manage your project and next action lists.  Currently on the Mac, the leading apps to help manage your 
lists are OmniFocus and Things.  Each app covers four of the five steps of the GTD workflow: Collect, Process, 
Organize, and Review.  (Sorry, but you still have to do 'Do' on you own.)  Here is a comparison of how each 
application handles these four steps. 
 
Things: 

 
Things is a pretty straight forward list manager.  The layout closely matches OS X's Finder with the source list on 
the left side showing the different ways to look at your next actions and projects.  The application has four main 
areas: 
 

Inbox: A general storage spot to collect next actions before they are processed or refined.   
Focus Area: A breakdown of how next actions can be reviewed.  
Active Projects: A grouping of next action lists by a project. 
Areas: A method to arrange projects as a higher area of focus grouping.  

 
Things has very few options to modify the layout of the application, which can keep some people from fiddling 
with the app rather than just using the app.  This is a good thing.
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Collect: Entry of tasks in Things is pretty straightforward.  You can enter next actions with the Quick Entry button 
to pop-up a quick entry form and then use the form to save the task in the appropriate place.  If you just enter the 
next action and save the record, it will be saved in the Inbox for further processing during your weekly review.  As 
tasks are entered, you can apply tags to help clarify what the task means (similar to contexts).   A task in Things can 
have multiple tags.  You can also add notes to the task to help clarify the task or keep details of task.  However, you 
cannot add files to your notes for additional reference of task.  A task can also have a due date, so you are flagged 
when a task is supposed to get done on that date. 
 

 
 
Process: After collecting all of your next actions, typically into the Inbox, you can process your collected actions.  
Items that cannot be completed right away can be placed onto a project list for future review.  As items are 
completed, just click the Log Completed button to remove processed actions from your current view.  This will 
place all completed actions into the Logbook. 
 
Organize: This step can be taken as you enter a new task, as the part of your review process or during your weekly 
review.   Tasks that could not be completed right away can be placed into one of five focus areas: 
 

Today:  Shows all actions needing to be done today. 
Next: Lists all next actions from projects.  You can control how many next actions you want to see. 
Scheduled: Lists any next action that has a specific date to be completed. 
Someday: A collection point for all your Someday-Maybe items. 
Projects: Shows a list of all your active projects. 

You can highlight a task and use the File button to move a task around or just drag and drop with the mouse.  A 
task that is scheduled to be completed on a certain date will automatically show up in the Today list the day the 
task is due.   As you get into a more thorough weekly review, you can associate like kind projects into an Areas 
groupings.  This could be as basic as Home and Office, to more personal groupings to match your areas of focus at 
higher elevations. 
 
Review:  This is when you can now take a look at your organized list, like during your weekly review, and refresh 
yourself on actions that need to get done in the upcoming week.  Using the search bar in the lower right, you can 
show tasks based on any word in the task, a keyword in just the task title, a keyword in just the task note, or the 
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tag used on the task.   You can also print your task list, but the output looks like a screen shot from the application 
and may not be useful for an offline weekly review. 

 
Other Features: There are some other features that make Things really easy to use for a beginning GTD'er. 
 

 The logbook shows all completed tasks, just in case you jumped the gun. 

 Tasks can also be assigned to a person in your Address Book.  This would be similar to delegating a task to 
a person.  Each delegate is listed on the left side of the screen, under your focus Areas. 
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OmniFocus:  

 
OmniFocus is a list manager heavily based on the GTD methodology by David Allen.  The application doesn't have 
the graphical elegance as Things, but the flexibility and additional task management options make up for this.  
OmniFocus has four main areas: 
 

Inbox: The common collection point for your next actions.  This is typically where you will collect all your 
tasks during the day or in you weekly review. 
Library: The groupings of your tasks and projects.  Projects can be collected into folders to help manage 
yours project lists. 
Menu Bar: List of common tasks or actions in the application.  
Task List: Shows the tasks for a given project or folder. 

 
Capture: Entering a task into OmniFocus is done through one of three methods:  a quick entry mode, entering all 
tasks in the Inbox, or by adding tasks to an existing list/project.  Tasks can have the following information: 
 

Task Title: Description of the task 
Project: Assign a task to a specific project list 
Contexts: Apply a user generated list of contexts to help organize your tasks. 
Start Date: Date a task needs to begin. 
Due Date: Date a task needs to be completed by. 
Duration: Gives an estimated length of time to complete task 
Flag: An on/off flag to help identify a given task. 
Notes: A free text field to keep additional information or details of a given task.  The notes field can also 
hold an electronic file (PDF, image, etc) that can be used for reference for the next action. 

 
 
 
Tasks entered through the quick entry method end up in the Inbox folder.  Tasks entered in the Inbox can remain 
in the Inbox until further review or you can assign a task straight to a project as part of the task entry.  Any task 
entered in the Inbox with an active project will automatically get moved to that project task list. 
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Process: Similar to Things, the Process step is to take a look at your next actions in your Inbox or project lists.  
Items that cannot be completed right away can be placed onto a project list for future review.  A completed action 
can be checked off as complete.  As tasks are completed, click on the Clean-up icon to clear all completed actions.   
 
Organize: Organizing next actions in OmniFocus is pretty basic, but very flexible.  This flexibility could get new 
GTD'ers overwhelmed and believe the application is too complicated.  All next actions are held in either the Inbox 
(which should be cleared during the Review step) or in a project list.  From there, project lists can be organized into 
folders that are synonymous with the Areas focus grouping in Things.    
 
Another organization step is the use of contexts.  OmniFocus gives you a base set of contexts and allows you to 
add additional contexts.  Contexts can be hierarchal to assist adding granularity to your action lists.  When adding a 
context to a task, OmniFocus uses pre-emptive text recognition to select the appropriate context and reduce the 
chance of having redundant contexts.  So as you type 'comp', OmniFocus will know this actually the context 
'Computer' and fill in the context automatically.    
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Review:  OmniFocus has three main ways to look at your next actions lists: 
 

Planning Mode: Shows tasks grouped by the project and folders. 
Context Mode: Shows tasks based on the context applied (group all @Phone items) 
Perspective View: Allows you to show/hide tasks based certain criteria.   

 
The most powerful Perspective is the Review perspective.  This view shows how long it's been since a project has 
been reviewed.  This way you can easily see any projects or actions you may have missed or that you have been 
intentionally ignoring.  Your tasks can also be printed out for an offline weekly review. 
 
Other Features: These are some key features that make OmniFocus a good list manager for more advanced 
GTD'ers. 

 OmniFocus has the ability to create new actions based on specially formatted emails.  The email header is 
used to create the task description, project it belongs to, context, start/end date, and duration.  The 
message body is placed in the notes section of the task. 

 Tasks in OmniFocus can also have sub-tasks, so on more complicated projects you can roll up tasks instead 
of having them all on the same hierarchal level. 

 File Import/Export: OmniFocus can import outlines from OmniOutliner as a project/task list.  Action lists 
can be exported as a variety of plain text formats as well as a single HTML file that can be posted on a web 
site. 

  
 


