
Productivity Paradox 
Episode: 043 

 Welcome to Productivity Paradox from inkWELL Press. A podcast focused on 
finding true fulfillment and happiness through the power of productivity. To get your 
free checklist, five minutes to peak productivity, simply sign up at inkwellpress.com/
podcast. Now here's your host Tonya Dalton. 

 Hello, hello everyone. Welcome to Productivity Paradox. I'm your host, Tonya 
Dalton owner of inkWELL Press and this is episode 43. Today we are talking about 
analysis paralysis and how it may actually be you that's holding you back from your 
big goals and dreams. But first, I want to make sure you know that today's episode is 
brought to you by FreshBooks. If you are an entrepreneur, FreshBooks is the simplest 
way to be more productive, get organized, and more importantly, get paid. I'll be 
sharing a little bit more about FreshBooks a little bit later in the show.  

 Let's go ahead and get started by talking about what do I mean by analysis 
paralysis. Analysis paralysis is the act of over analyzing or overthinking a situation so 
that a decision or an action is never taken. In effect, you're paralyzing the outcome. 
You're becoming your own obstacle, your own roadblock on your path to your big 
goals and dreams. Why do we do this? Why do we overanalyze and overthink our 
situations? Well, with access to Google right at our fingertips, we can now research 
every option available to us to no end and we can spend hours and hours doing this 
only to find ourselves later on feeling more confused than when we started. Then we 
don't know what the right choice is. What's the right decision? What should you do 
next? The phrase paradox of choice was coined by psychologist Barry Schwartz to 
describe his findings that while increased choices allows us to achieve objectively 
better results, it also leads to greater anxiety, indecision, paralysis, and dissatisfaction. 
Instead of helping us make better choices, our unlimited access to information often 
leads to a fear of making the wrong choice, which then leads us to, you guessed it, 
analysis paralysis. 

 This is just us spinning our wheels while we go nowhere on these important 
projects. It's really easy to get stuck in the thinking and planning phase of your goals 
and your action items. There's so much information, it's easy to overload yourself 
with information on how to do something or what you need to do next. Information 
isn't scarce, but the will to get something done with that information is. That's the 
analysis paralysis we're talking about today. You've noticed that over the course of 
the past couple of episodes, we've talked a lot about fear and fear is really at the 
heart of analysis paralysis. You've heard me say the phrase take the thinking out of it 
a lot in this podcast. You've probably heard me say it if you've listened to my setup 
videos or if you're in my course. I'm always encouraging you to take the thinking out 
of it. The reason I say that is not because I don't want you to be smart and use your 
brain, it's because overthinking actually lowers the quality of your work on these 
mentally tasking activities.  

 We have what's called a working memory, which is a short term memory that 
keeps all the information we need for the task we're working on. This working 
memory has limited space. It can easily be overloaded and filled with lots of 
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information. Now repeatedly, studies have shown that anxiety greatly lowers your 
performance on cognitive tasks that rely on your working memory. The higher 
pressure you feel and the more you want to perform well, the worse your working 
memory suffers. Researchers believe that this is because anxiety and pressure 
generate distracting thoughts about the task. These take up so much extra space in 
your working memory when this space could really be used instead to actually 
complete the task. Remember in the episode about failure a few weeks ago where we 
talked a lot about how our thoughts are useless at times? These thoughts are not 
only useless, but they actually negatively impact our performance. Overthinking is a 
creativity killer.  

 Grace Hawthorne, a professor at Stanford University Institute of Design, 
teamed up with behavioral scientist Allan Reiss to scientifically measure creativity 
and the brain function connected to it. Through a series of MRIs, they found that the 
less a participant in their study thought about what they were drawing, the more 
creative they were. Let me repeat that because I think that's really important. The less 
the participant thought about what they were drawing, the more creative they could 
be. Their findings suggest that the more you overthink a creative idea, the harder it is 
to actually be creative. Isn't that crazy? If that's not enough evidence that over 
analyzing is not helpful, listen to this. Your decision making style has a big impact on 
how happy you are. There are actually two types of decision makers. Maximizers and 
satisficers. Yes, with a C, satisficers.  

 Satisficers make a decision once their criteria's been met. When they find the 
rental car or the piece of fruit that has the qualities they want, they're satisfied. They 
don't stand in the grocery store and overanalyze and try to figure out if there's 
something else better out there. It doesn't mean that they don't think through their 
decisions, it just means they know what they want, they find it out, and then they act. 
Now in contrast, maximizers want to make the best possible decision. They 
painstakingly analyze all the options. Even if they see a car that meets all the 
requirements, they can't act on it until they've examined ever option. This causes 
them to sit and have analysis paralysis.  

 Swarthmore College carried out four different studies on the psychological 
effects of these two decision making styles and here's what they found. Maximizers 
are significantly less satisfied in life. They are not as happy, they have lower optimism, 
lower self esteem, and significantly, more regret and depression than the satisficers. 
Maximizers were more likely to engage in social comparison and counter factual 
thinking. Which means, basically, what if I had chosen option number two instead of 
option number one? They experience more regret and less happiness after making a 
decision. Now, when they didn't perform as well as their peers, maximizers 
experienced a greater increase in a negative mood. Philosopher William James once 
said the greatest weapon against stress is our ability to choose one thought over 
another. From that philosophical tradition of pragmaticism comes the idea that the 
mind is the tool that you can master. You need to decide, do you really want to be a 
maximizer or do you want to be a satisficer? You could be a combination. On certain 
things, you might be a maximizer, on others, a satisficer. That's okay. There's needs to 
be a little bit of harmony in this. 
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 You have the ability to decide what you think or you can choose not to think. A 
vast majority of your thoughts throughout the day aren't really that useful and you 
can actually ignore most of them the ones that are useful, are when you are thinking 
about how you can solve problems or understanding and internalizing knowledge. 
Awareness is the key to stopping these useless thoughts. When you find yourself 
drifting into random thoughts, just become aware of it and observe your thoughts. 
Don't judge it, don't judge your thoughts, don't judge yourself, just be aware of them 
and get back to more useful thoughts.  

 This is very similar to the practice of meditation. I'll tell you from my personal 
experience, when I first starting practicing meditation, it was difficult because there 
are so many thoughts bombarding my brain all day long. To try to really be mindful 
about it, pushed those useless thoughts to the side so I could really focus my 
thinking. It was difficult at first, but now that I've been meditating for quite some 
time, it's become a little bit easier. What we really want to do is stop overthinking, 
stop the analysis paralysis because we want to be happy. We want to make decisions 
that make us feel fulfilled. I've got five ways to stop the analysis paralysis cycle. I'm 
going to go through them here but don't worry, if you're driving in your car or 
working out, there's no need to take notes, I'll make sure to write them down and 
include them in the show notes. You can just go to inkwellpress.com/podcast and 
look under episode 43 and I'll have all five of these tips written out for you. 

 Tip number one, I want you to start by remembering in our episode on 
automations. That was episode 35. We discussed decision fatigue and we talked 
about how our brain gets so overloaded with decisions it just wears itself out and 
that's what happens with analysis paralysis. Structuring your day in a way that allows 
you to have those most brain power when you need it really can be to your benefit. 
Automate when you can and try to tackle the important tasks in the morning so you 
have the most willpower and you are able to make better decisions. If you find 
yourself in an analysis paralysis rut in the afternoon, set aside any decisions that 
could be made for the next morning. Then you can come back with a fresh 
perspective and replenish brainpower. That can really make a big difference. 
Famously, there have been people like Steve Jobs and Mark Zuckerberg who've worn 
the same outfit every single day. They do this to eliminate decision fatigue. They don't 
want to have to make a decision about what to wear and they don't want to use that 
mental energy on that choice. They use constraints, they contain their choices so they 
focus their decision making in the things that really matter to them. Eliminating 
decisions by turning them into habits is a great way to reserve some of your mental 
energy. 

 Now, I am not suggesting we all start wearing uniforms. This may not be for 
everyone. If you truly enjoy the process of picking out your clothes, then don't 
automate it but figure out the tasks that do tax your brain with decisions that don't 
make you happy to decide and see if there's a way to make that easier. Try to 
automate it. You can turn these into habits. Remember we talked about cultivating 
habits back in episode 31? You can make it part of your routine so that you take the 
thinking out of it. With the clothing decision we just talked about, maybe you don't 
necessarily have to wear the same thing every day, you could have some sort of 
rotation or you could pick out your outfit the day before to save your morning mental 
energy. There's lots of ways to look at it. Don't just think about it with just your 
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clothing choices, think about it with any task that you find to be a little bit mentally 
taxing.  

 My second tip is to actively limit the information you're consuming. With the 
flood of information available, we can easily drown in it. Read with a specific goal in 
mind so you're able to consume a large amount of information without getting 
overwhelmed. This is really important when you're doing research. Set a limit on the 
number of resources you have open while you're researching. This could be a tab limit 
on your web browser or just reading specific chapters in a book. Set a time constraint 
on when you need to make your decision by. In other words, give yourself a deadline. 
Parkinson's Law states that tasks and work will expand to fit the time you give them. 
Create a container for the decision. Similar to how we've talked before about creating 
a container for a task, set a deadline for when you need to make the decision and 
then, since we know that self imposed deadlines are hard to stick to, find an 
accountability partner. Tell them about your deadline, ask them to hold you to it or 
you could even do something drastic like post it on social media and ask your whole 
network to hold you accountable. Curiosity and the desire for more information 
contribute to analysis paralysis. Set parameters on what you need to know now and 
what you'd like to know in the future. If the information you have now answers what 
you need to know, it's time to make a decision.  

 The third tip is to know your objective to guide you in your decision making. 
What's really important to you when you're making this decision? Psychologist Gerd 
Gigerenzer argues that we're designed to make smart, snap decisions based on 
limited information. Often, when you have a lot of information, there's really just one 
piece of information that's more important than the rest. That one piece is often 
enough information to make the decision while the rest of the information often just 
complicates things and wastes your time. Now, he's demonstrated this in a laboratory 
and what he did was he asked a large number of parents to consider a scenario in 
which their child wakes up after midnight short of breath, wheezing and coughing. 
They're told that a doctor could make a home visit in 20 minutes. It's a physician they 
know but they don't really like that much because he never listens to their viewpoint. 
Alternatively, they could take their child to a clinic 60 minutes away. The doctors 
there are unknown but are good listeners by reputation. Which one should the 
parents choose?  

 He found that in the end, almost all of the parents based their decision on just 
one key piece of information. Whether or not the doctor was a good listener. 
Considered in this light, the wait time and the other factors were just not that 
important. When you're making your decision and you're choosing the guidelines for 
what you really need to know, figure out what is the most important part of the 
research and that will help you make your decision faster. I've got two more tips on 
how to stop the analysis paralysis but first, let's talk about FreshBooks for a second. I 
love their accounting software. We're talking all about analysis paralysis, accounting 
is one of those areas where it can be very complicated and it can contribute to some 
of your analysis paralysis. FreshBooks has designed their program so it's ridiculously 
easy to use. It helps make you more productive. You can even create professional 
looking invoices in less than 30 seconds or set up online payments with just a couple 
of clicks. Make the decision making easy so it takes a lot of the stress out of it. What I 
love about FreshBooks is they've generously offered a free unrestricted trial for my 
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listeners. Just head to freshbooks.com/paradox and in that section that says how did 
you find us? Type in Productivity Paradox and they'll be sure to set you up with your 
free trial. Okay, I have two more tips left to share. 

 The fourth one is talk over your decisions with someone else. Studies have 
actually shown that we're terrible predictors of our own happiness, while other 
people, even complete strangers, are better are predicting our future satisfaction with 
a decision than we are ourselves. Next time you're stuck in a rut of paralysis, schedule 
a meeting with a friend, a coworker, a supervisor, or a mentor and present your 
choices to them. There are actually two benefits to doing this. First of all, it forces you 
to synthesize the information you've collected in a clear way to someone else. 
Sometimes doing that is enough to really help you make the decision. The second 
thing is having the validation of your decision from someone else can be exactly what 
you need to overcome your self doubt and your fears and you can begin to take 
action. Sometimes we get so deep into the rabbit hole, we really can't look at it 
objectively anymore at all. It's really nice to have a sounding board. Many times you'll 
find just by talking about it without them even putting in their input, it can really help 
you come to a decision. 

 My fifth tip for stopping overthinking is to treat each decision as an 
experiment. An experiment that can be approved upon later. This approach allows 
you to make quicker decisions because you know that your decision may not be the 
perfect solution but again, it can be improved upon later. Nothing is perfect and few 
things are truly permanent. Why not make a series of small, experimental decisions 
that might lead you to a better final outcome. Rather than looking at your decisions 
as one big time leap, consider if you could make a series of smaller decisions leading 
up to your big decision. A small shift of momentum can snowball or domino into a 
larger shift, which can bring you out of your paralysis and take away the thoughts of 
making it the perfect big leap. You have to recognize that nothing will ever be 
perfectly aligned. There will always be more information to learn and no decision will 
ever be perfect. Remember that just because you arrive at one conclusion doesn't 
mean you can't ever adapt to a new one. The productivity paradox here is that 
learning to make better decisions means you have to become comfortable with a 
little sense of doubt. 

 Here's what I want you to take away from this episode. Results come to those 
that act. While others are analyzing the right way to generate results, you want to 
act. You want to act by making the good choice, by making the choice that's best for 
you without overthinking it, without paralyzing yourself with too much information. 
Ray Kroc, the businessman who made McDonald's what it is today, once said the two 
most important requirements for major success are first, being in the right place at 
the right time and second, doing something about it. Actions however big or small 
slowly alter things around you, like ripples in a pond. It's not about the big actions, it's 
about the small steps you take to create those ripples. Start before you feel like 
you're ready. It's tempting to collect a lot of information and to analyze each and 
every step you'll take but the truth is, the most successful people did things before 
they were truly ready and they learned along the way.  

 Here's what I want you to walk away from this episode thinking, start now. It's 
possible for you to stop overthinking and start making steps in the right direction 
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towards your goals and your dreams. This Friday, in my episode of The Weekender, I'll 
be talking about big goals, small actions. How you can really start moving towards 
these big goals with just a few small actions. I hope you'll tune in for that mini 
episode on Friday. Next week, I'll have an ask Tonya episode so if you have any 
questions about productivity or about chasing your big goals and dreams, feel free to 
submit those questions at inkwellpress.com/question and I'll answer as many as I can 
on the show. One last thing, if you are enjoying the podcast and I really hope you are, 
I would love for you to leave a five start review for me on iTunes along with a review. 
It really means a lot to me to read your comments. All right, until next time, happy 
planning. 

 Thanks for listening to Productivity Paradox from inkWELL Press. To get free 
access to Tonya's checklist, five minutes to peak productivity, simply register at 
inkwellpress.com/podcast.
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