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Episode: 048 

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, 5 Minutes to Peak Productivity, simply sign up at inkwellpress.com/
podcast, and 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 48. 

 Today, we are talking about fighting overwhelm and how to really narrow in on 
an idea, but before we get started, I want to give a quick shout out to today's 
sponsor, FreshBooks. FreshBooks is a cloud-based accounting software designed 
with productivity in mind. FreshBooks is the simplest way to be more productive, get 
organized, and most importantly, get paid, and they're giving you a free trial. I'll be 
sharing more on that later in the episode. 

 One of the things I hear from a lot of creative people is they have too many 
ideas. I understand that feeling. I often say that I have 17 ideas, and each of those 
ideas has about 35 variations. I often joke with John that one of his main jobs is just 
saying one word: narrow. The good news is, I ultimately am able to filter through my 
ideas and make sure it truly fits my mission. That helps me tremendously, but there 
are a lot of things that can make us feel overwhelmed. I think the word overwhelmed 
is the word I hear most often when I hear people talking about their dreams and their 
goals. You've heard me say this time and time again, but overwhelm isn't having too 
much to do, it's not knowing where to start. 

 When you begin to see where to start, it makes it so much easier to not feel so 
suffocated by your own ideas. How do we stop, and how can we push through those 
barriers? There are several reasons why most people allow themselves to feel 
overwhelmed, and I want to go through those with you today. 

 The first thing is your idea doesn't feel complete. It's a glimmer or a spark of an 
idea. These type of ideas can feel really hard to explain to others, because, well, you 
worry that they might not turn into anything at all, or it's really hard for people to be 
supportive of you because, well, they don't quite understand what it is that you're 
thinking about, but all ideas start with a teeny tiny little spark. You have to nurture 
that spark in order for that fire to grow and to become a fully, flushed-out idea. If it 
fails initially, it doesn't mean that it's bad idea. You can still get feedback on it, and 
you know whether you want to keep on pushing through or possibly let it go. 

 Think about that quote I shared a few weeks back about how many times 
Thomas Edison failed at inventing the light bulb. It doesn't mean you have to scrap it. 
You might just need a little bit of tweaking, and trying and failing is better than never 
trying at all. 

 To flush out your ideas, try to really dig in there. Put on your two-year-old 
thinking cap, and by that, I mean start asking why, why, why, and again, why? You get 
an answer? Ask why again. Get an answer? Ask why. That's why kids are so fearless. 
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They aren't afraid to ask questions again and again and again, so don't try to tackle 
complex issues head-on. First, take a little time to dig into the simple ideas. When 
you do that, you'll start to figure out what's really important underneath all of that 
clutter. Be honest about what you know and what you don't know. Fill in the gaps of 
what you don't know by asking that question, why. 

 One good tip is to set a timer for a set amount of time, and then just allow a 
stream of consciousness to flow. This means to clear the mind and clear out the 
clutter. This can help you tap into your intuition and gain clarity about making 
decisions. Albert Einstein once said, "I never came upon any of my discoveries 
through the process of rational thinking." Einstein took breaks from his work to play 
the violin, and he viewed music breaks as an important part of his creative process. 
He was also a proponent of the combinatory play, which is taking seemingly 
unrelated things outside of the realms of science, things like art, ideas, music, and 
thoughts, and blending them together to come up with new ideas. This is actually 
how he came up with E=mc2. I'd say that works, wouldn't you? He called this 
combinatory play an essential feature in productive thought. 

 When we step back and we examine the patterns of ideas, organic synthesis 
can really begin to happen. One of my favorite ways to do this is called the ABC brain 
dump. I write out all the letters of the alphabet, and then I sit for two minutes, and I 
think about what I'm questioning. I think about what it is I'm trying to solve. Then I 
just start writing. Starting with A, I work my way down through the alphabet. I give 
myself one minute for each letter. I don't think, I don't filter, I just write. Then I begin 
to look for things that pop out at me, or themes that I'm seeing again and again. Then 
I go, and I explore that theme. 

 When you need to flush out an idea, give it the time it needs to be uncovered. 
You don't want to rush it. That said, you don't want to give yourself a never-ending 
deadline so it becomes a vehicle for procrastination. Just allow yourself the space 
you need to think. 

 Obstacle number two that people come upon is the idea feels too hard. You 
might remember in the last two episodes when I was talking with Erik Weihenmayer 
and he talked about how climbing a mountain can feel like a struggle, but you have to 
go through that in order to get the gifts. Doing something you love isn't all sun, shine, 
and lollipops. There are days that feel like you're walking on cut glass. It's so hard, but 
if it's something you want to do, you have to be willing to go through that. We 
discussed that back in episode 40. 

 As Dorothy Parker put it, "I hate writing, I love having written." It's the same 
feeling I get when I'm working out. In the midst of the challenging parts, I kind of hate 
it, but I also love it because I love the way it feels afterwards, so you have to just start 
somewhere, anywhere. As soon as you do one thing, the rest begins to flow so much 
more easily. 

 You can also do this with a timing structure of setting aside a block of focused 
time to work out on flushing out the idea. You might find, after that block, you 
actually want to keep going. Instead of trying to refine the ideas in your head, write 
them down. Keeping it all in your brain makes your brain feel cluttered and a little 
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unorganized. Our ideas can sound great in our heads, but writing them down can 
help us work out our thought process and find the flaws. Then you can get out 
another sheet and try again. I often say version one is better than version none, so 
focus on the ideas that excite you most. What can you envision working on for a long 
stretch of time? What can you cross off the list? Commit to specifics, and commit to 
taking action. Write out what needs to be done for your big idea, and then just start. 

 The third obstacle many people find when trying to narrow on an idea is that 
you're too focused on others' ideas. If that's the case, you're not really running your 
own race. You're so busy looking left and to the right to see what everyone else is 
doing, you're not really looking ahead, and if you aren't careful, you'll fall down. You 
can begin to feel paralyzed that all the good ideas are taken and everything's been 
said already if you start looking around way too much. 

 Listen, everything is a remix of something that's already been done. There are 
very few original ideas. Most people are innovators more than they are inventors. 
Think about someone like Steve Jobs. Now, Steve Jobs didn't invent the MP3 player. 
He just took that, and he made it better when Apple launched the iPod. It was not an 
original thought. He just pushed that envelope to make it his own. He was an 
innovator. 

 Best-selling author Seth Godin shared once that each time that he was about 
to submit a book proposal, he discovered there was already a book on that topic. He 
felt that someone had stolen his idea before he'd even had it. The only topics and 
ideas he had that hadn't been published were books that, well, he wouldn't be able to 
sell. 

 Here's the deal: No one expects you to do something so unique and different 
that it's never been conceived of before. As a matter of a fact, if you do that, it's 
actually unlikely that you'll find the support you need to make your idea a success. 
Looking too much at the market, worrying about the competition is really, at its heart, 
doubt. 

 There are two kinds of doubt. There's idea-doubt, doubt that your idea is up to 
standards, and there's a more general self-doubt, belief that you're not really a 
worthy individual. There are a lot of creatives with potential that never make it past 
that phase of self-doubt. Spending too much time worrying about the completion is 
steeped in both idea-doubt and self-doubt. Yes, you do need to know what else is out 
there. Yes, you don't want to copy someone else's work or their designs, but like the 
book Steal Like an Artist says, use things that are on the market as your springboards 
to create your own things. 

 For example, I didn't invent the planner. Those had been around long before I 
was born, but I did take the idea of a planner, and I made it my own. I was the first 
one offer videos to go along with the planner. I was one of the first to offer in-depth 
goal-setting sections. I took the concept, and I made it mine. That's what really what 
ultimately helped me stand out in the market. My idea wasn't off the wall, but it 
wasn't like what everyone else was doing either. Yes, check out the competition, but 
not for too long. Don't get caught up in that comparison game. 
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 I want to continue talking about a lot of these stumbling blocks we have when 
we're narrowing in on an idea, but first, I want to take a minute to talk about our 
sponsor, FreshBooks. I've talked a lot about the importance of tracking your time in 
this podcast, but it's even more important if you get paid by the hour. The 
FreshBooks team has made it really easy to make sure you're getting paid for the 
time you spend working. They have a complete time-tracking feature within the 
accounting software so that it can immediately track the amount of time you spent, 
plus, it seamlessly ties into your clients or customers, so making invoices? Well, it's a 
breeze. I love how this program makes sure that you're spending more time on the 
things that matter most, and less time counting up your minutes. 

 Want to give it a try? FreshBooks has kindly offered a free, unrestricted trial for 
my listeners. Just go to freshbooks.com/paradox, and in that section that says, 
"How did you find us," type in Productivity Paradox. 

 Let's talk about the fourth hurdle we have to get over when narrowing in on an 
idea. That fourth one is, you're too busy. We all have the same 24 hours in a day and 
the same 168 hours in our week. Here's what I would challenge you to do: Instead of 
saying you're too busy, try saying, "It's not really a priority." How does that feel? If an 
idea is truly important to you, you have to treat it as such. Being productive is not 
about doing more things. It's about doing the things that matter most. If building this 
idea is truly what matters to you, that's what you need to make sure you're spending 
your time doing. 

 Many times, we confuse urgent with important. Often, the urgent tasks aren't 
really your priorities. This is where that priority list system that we talked about back 
in episode 33 comes in really handy. Focusing on your priorities is what separates the 
busy from the truly productive. When you spend time in this important area of your 
life instead of the urgent, you can begin to follow that flow of ideas, looking back at 
the origin of where your ideas started and looking ahead to discover where that 
might lead you. Following the flow of small ideas can result in a big payoff. These are 
the basic building blocks of effective thinking. Then you can begin to improve, grow, 
and extract more out of your education and yourself and the way that you want to 
live your life. 

 Build in a buffer of five minutes to each of your tasks and appointments, and 
then bank up that time. You have five tasks and a five-minute buffer. You just bought 
yourself 25 minutes of focus time to work on your idea. Boom. If this idea is a priority, 
treat it like it is, and give it the time it needs to grow. Go on a media fast. Turn off 
your email for several hours or even for a full day, or try going on a fast from news 
and entertainment. Rest the part of your brain that's caught up in the endless work 
obligations and tracking social media or current events. You'll be shocked at how 
much time that adds up to being, and then give that time over to your priority. 

 The next obstacle that we're going to talk about is too many distractions. I get 
it. There's a lot going on, but distractions are always going to be present in today's 
world. Many of these distractions, though, are things you're allowing into your space, 
things like technology with notifications with beeps and pings. That can be shut 
down or turned off or placed in another room if it's too tempting. Technology is 
definitely a shiny object in our day. It makes noises, and we jump to check it. We 
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allow it to be an intrusion. Recognize what's a productive distraction, like walking the 
dog where new ideas can pop into your head, and what's not, like checking social 
media. 

 Exercise to remove your mind from the situation. Your brain can absorb the 
information, and you can take a deeper look at the situation at hand. You'll be able to 
analyze decisions, ideas, and situations from different angles so you can determine 
the best solution. Generating ideas and quality work requires space for our brains to 
stretch. Recent studies show that taking time for silence restores the nervous system, 
allows us to sustain our energy, and conditions our mind to be more adaptive and 
more responsive to the complex environments we live and work in. 

 A study at Duke Medical School recently found that silence is associated with 
the development of new cells in the hippocampus, which the key brain region 
associated with learning and memory. Cultivating silence helps foster creating new 
ideas and information. You can begin to hear those quiet thoughts you might not 
have heard before with all of that mental chatter. When we're fixated on the verbal 
agenda of what to say and write and tweet, it's hard to make room for the different 
perspectives and those really radically new ideas. With silence, we can drop into 
deeper modes of listening and attention. 

 The final thing I want to cover today is the sixth obstacle, which is you feel like 
you don't know what you're doing. Be okay with being a beginner. Zen master 
Shunryu Suzuki says, "In the beginner's mind, there are many possibilities, but in the 
expert's, there are few," so being a beginner actually can be an advantage. As a 
beginner, you listen more and you're more inquisitive and interested in learning from 
people with ranges of experience. 

 Director Mike Nichols shares this advice for first-time directors: You only get 
one chance to not know what you're doing. Don't try to skip ahead to the next step 
because you'll never be so brave again because you don't know what to be scared of. 
You have to remember that you have to fail sometimes in order to succeed. Mistakes 
make great teachers, and they help you uncover unforeseen opportunities and help 
you find those gaps in your understanding. Not being limited by what you know can 
stretch and inspire your imagination, so don't be afraid to ask questions. Don't be 
afraid of what you don't know. Embrace that, and allow that to allow you to grow 
even further. 

 We're about out of time for today, but I do hope this has helped to give you a 
little bit of inspiration to start narrowing in on some of those ideas you've been 
dreaming and thinking about. This week's weekender is a very personal one where I 
share with you how you can't let things you don't know or don't have hold you back. 
I'll be sharing a little bit of information about my own journey that I think might 
surprise you. That episode will be launching on Friday. Next week, I'll be diving in to 
the creative process by helping you become more creative in all the areas of your life.  

 In the meantime, you can connect with me in my Facebook group at 
inkwellpress.com/group, and I do want to remind you that if you're looking for ways 
to become more productive, I've got you covered with productivity tools like 
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planners, priority lists, and more over at inkwellpress.com. All right, until next time, 
happy planning. 

Thanks for listening to Productivity Paradox from inkWELL Press. To get free access 
to Tonya's checklist, 5 Minutes to Peak Productivity, simply register at 
inkwellpress.com/podcast.
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