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From Curious Investigator to 
Accomplished Doer

An evidence-based guide to managing many good things with presence, 
clarity, and purpose

“Teach us to number our days, that we may gain a heart of wisdom.”
— Psalm 90:12

How to use this reading

This is an optional Go Deeper reading. It pairs best with Session 13: The Essential Few and 
First Steps, where you choose what stays in your knapsack, set your rhythms, and take your 
first steps. It also speaks to the Rule of Life work you began in Session 4 and the transition 
map of Session 3.

The session gives you the decisions. This reading gives you the research behind them and a 
set of tools for the months after the program ends. Read Parts 1–3 for the why. Keep Parts 
4–8 at hand as a toolbox, and use only what helps. You do not need all of it. That, in fact, is 
the point.

Your Unique Position at This Life Stage

If you are reading this, you have probably stayed intellectually engaged, curious, and 
committed to growth all your life. You may have gathered many meaningful pursuits: fitness 
routines, financial planning, family legacy projects, volunteer commitments, relationships, 
creative interests, and ongoing learning. This abundance is a gift. It can also create a particular 
challenge: feeling scattered, frazzled about “what else I could be doing,” and stuck in what 
researchers call the implementation deficit: having more wisdom than you are able to deploy.

Here is the surprising good news from recent research: you are well positioned, right now, to 
make this transition. Studies show that older adults demonstrate strong habit formation, 
better self-regulation, and a greater ability to delay gratification than younger adults. You have 
decades of accumulated wisdom to draw on. The transition is not about becoming a different 
person. It is about applying systems that use the strengths of this season.
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This guide draws on findings from gerontology, cognitive psychology, productivity research, and 
studies of successful aging, with one aim: helping you feel present, calm, and clear about your 
priorities.

Part 1 · The Exploration–Exploitation Shift

What is happening in your brain

Research shows that cognitive aging involves a steady, adaptive shift from exploration (seeking 
new information) to exploitation (using what you already know). This is not decline. It is 
wisdom. By your sixties and seventies, your brain holds forty to sixty years of expertise. Staying 
in constant exploration mode works against that design.

KEY FINDING

The Synapse Project (Park et al., 2014) found that sustained engagement of about 15 hours 
a week in productive activities, learning to make something such as digital photography or 
quilting, produced greater memory gains than receptive activities such as listening, 
watching, or socializing alone.

The cost of endless investigation

Working memory holds only a handful of items at once, and older adults reach overload sooner 
when information piles up. Every unread book, every “interesting article,” every research rabbit 
hole leaves what researchers call attention residue: a cognitive tax that builds through the day.

Clutter, conceptual or physical, adds to that tax. Princeton neuroscientists found that multiple 
items in the visual field compete for the brain’s attention and limit its ability to focus (McMains 
& Kastner, 2011). A UCLA study of family homes found that people who described their homes 
as cluttered showed less healthy daily cortisol patterns (Saxbe & Repetti, 2010).

THE 37% RULE

From optimal-stopping theory: spend roughly 37% of your available time or resources 
exploring options, then commit to the best option you have found and shift to doing. 
Exploring beyond that point brings diminishing returns and rising costs: decision paralysis 
and less capacity to act.
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Part 2 · Selection, Optimization, and Compensation

The SOC model, developed by Paul and Margret Baltes, is among the most tested frameworks 
for aging well. A 2017 study found that older adults who kept high wellbeing despite low 
physical function used SOC strategies far more often than struggling peers.

Component What it means What it looks like

1 · Selection Choosing where to put your 
life. Elective selection chooses 
by present values; loss-based 
selection trims in response to 
an honest look at your 
resources.

Keeping commitments that fit 
who you are now, not ones 
that preserve who you used to 
be.

2 · Optimization Investing your best resources 
to do well in the domains you 
selected.

Going deep in a few domains. 
No one can optimize across 
eight or more at once.

3 · Compensation Using other means to reach a 
goal despite losses: tools, 
systems, and structures.

Calendars, lists, and routines 
that carry what memory used 
to carry.

Selection: identity or alignment?

Research on retiring executives draws a sharp line between identity-preservation activities 
(commitments kept mainly to sustain a past self-image) and genuinely aligned commitments 
(motivated by meaning and present values).

ASK YOURSELF

“Is my work what I do, or who I am?” If the honest answer is “who I am,” there is identity 
work to do, and it is the work of Sessions 2 and 3: moving from the provisional self to the 
true self.

A working number: three to five meaningful commitments seems to be the sweet spot for 
life satisfaction. Seven or more can feel like a full-time job.

Optimization: the window is now

Research by Alexandra Freund suggests that optimization strategies become harder to sustain 
in later old age. That makes the years just after retirement the best window for setting patterns 
that will last.
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Compensation: systems over rescue

A nuanced finding: accepting help from other people can lower wellbeing by highlighting lost 
autonomy, while tools and external systems tend to preserve it. The answer is not handing your 
work to others. It is building systems that compensate for normal age-related changes in 
working memory.

Part 3 · The Commitment Portfolio

For each current commitment, score it from 0 to 100 on two things: its impact, and its 
alignment with your Essential Intent (below). Then let the score decide.

Score Decision

Above 90 Protect it. This is what your yes is for.

70 – 89 Do not renew when the current term ends.

Below 70 Plan a graceful exit within six months.

Greg McKeown’s 90% rule

From Essentialism: score every new opportunity 0–100. If it is below 90, the answer is no. A 
clear rule removes the “what else could I be doing” anxiety, because the decision has already 
been made.

THE ESSENTIAL INTENT

One statement that makes one decision and eliminates a thousand later ones.

“In the next 90 days, my single most important contribution will be ______________. This 
takes precedence over all other opportunities.”

Time-bounded commitments

Every board or advisory role should carry a set term, two or three years, with an explicit 
renewal decision. Open-ended commitments create the “where did my life go?” feeling 
because they never close. The Zeigarnik effect describes how unfinished tasks keep occupying 
mental space.
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Part 4 · Systems That Turn Thinking into Doing

Implementation intentions: if–then planning

Peter Gollwitzer and Paschal Sheeran’s meta-analysis of 94 studies found that if–then plans 
have a medium-to-large effect (d = 0.65) on closing the gap between intention and action.

THE FORMAT

If situation X arises, then I will do behavior Y.

 “If I feel the pull to research more about [topic], then I will schedule one specific action 
for this week instead.”

 “If it is 9:00 after breakfast, then I will work on my [priority project] for 45 minutes.”

If–then plans remove moment-to-moment decisions and move you automatically from planning 
to doing.

The habit-formation advantage

Older adults are often better equipped for habit formation than younger adults: stronger self-
regulation, more patience for delayed rewards, and steadier routines to anchor new habits to.

BJ FOGG · TINY HABITS

B = MAP: Behavior happens when Motivation, Ability, and a Prompt come together. You 
already have the motivation. So:

 Start ridiculously small. “After morning coffee, open the project file,” not “work two 
hours on the project.”

 Anchor to an existing routine. Your exercise routine, meals, and morning coffee are 
ready-made prompts.

 Celebrate immediately. A small “Yes!” after the tiny behavior wires it in through 
positive emotion.
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Getting Things Done as compensation

David Allen’s central insight: your brain is for having ideas, not holding them. Working memory 
capacity declines with age, so trying to track many projects, commitments, and ideas in your 
head is a recipe for feeling scattered.

Step What you do

1 · Capture Get everything out of your head into a trusted 
system.

2 · Clarify Decide what each item means and what, if 
anything, to do about it.

3 · Organize Put each item where it belongs.

4 · Reflect Review the system regularly. The Weekly 
Review is the keystone.

5 · Engage Act with confidence, knowing nothing is 
slipping.

A tip for this season: keep Research/Planning projects (with completion criteria set in advance) 
separate from Creation/Doing projects (with deliverables and deadlines).

The eight steps of finishing well

Many people treat completion as simply handing over the deliverable. Real closure takes eight 
steps:

1. Define “done” before you start.
2. Hand off the final deliverable.
3. Run a completion checklist.
4. Hold a short look-back: what worked, what didn’t.
5. Celebrate completion. Analytical people skip this one most often.
6. Archive the project materials.
7. Release the mental space.
8. Take a pause before starting the next project.

GOOD ENOUGH

Done is better than perfect. By the 80/20 rule, about 80% of the value comes from 20% of 
the effort.
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Part 5 · Structuring Time for Presence and Calm

Managing an abundance of time can be as hard as managing a shortage. Freedom from a fixed 
schedule liberates, and it can also produce the “where did the day go?” feeling. The answer is 
structured flexibility: containers for kinds of activity, with clear rhythms and room for the 
unexpected.

Time of day What it is for

Morning

9 a.m. – noon

Deep work on your primary projects. Many 
older adults think most clearly in the morning, 
so give your best hours to your most important 
work. Set aside two or three mornings a week 
for specific priorities.

Afternoon

1 – 4 p.m.

Social commitments, exercise, errands, and 
lighter project work.

Evening Flexible, unscheduled time.

The principle: reserve your best energy for your most important work.

Daily anchors, not rigid schedules

Choose three to five anchor activities that give the day shape without a straitjacket:

 A morning routine that includes your project-work trigger
 A midday walk or exercise session
 A 15-minute afternoon review of what you captured
 An evening wind-down

Time-use writer Laura Vanderkam suggests a weekly rhythm along these lines: two or three 
days of primary project focus, one or two days for social and volunteer commitments, one day 
for planning and logistics, and one day completely unscheduled. Rest is not optional.

Single-tasking is non-negotiable

The research is clear: switching between tasks is costly for the brain, and more so as we age. 
For presence, calm, and clarity:

 One thing at a time.
 Finish small tasks on the spot with the two-minute rule.
 Batch interruptions: check email two or three times a day, not continuously.
 Close the day with a ten-minute review to shut open loops.
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Part 6 · Quieting “What Else Could I Be Doing?”

Research on decision-making points to five structures that calm this particular anxiety.

1 · Pre-commit to a limit

Set a maximum number of active commitments (three to five for most retirees). When you are 
at capacity, a new yes requires an existing no. This is not negotiable; it is a rule that removes 
the decision.

2 · Review on a schedule, not constantly

Cycle What gets decided

Weekly Review Tactical: what to work on this week.

Six-Month Review Strategic: which commitments to keep.

Between reviews, the question “what else could I be doing?” already has an answer: “I am 
working the plan I set at my review. My next evaluation is on [date].”

3 · Write an Essential Intent

One statement that settles a thousand later decisions. Every invitation, opportunity, and 
interesting tangent is weighed against it.

4 · Run 90-day experiments

Frame new approaches as 90-day experiments rather than lifelong commitments, with an 
explicit evaluation on day 90. A built-in decision point removes the fear of missing other 
options.

5 · Keep an opportunity log

When you decline an opportunity or resist another book, write it down with the date and your 
reason. Review the log quarterly. This simple record dissolves most fear of missing out, because 
it shows your selection process at work.

Part 7 · Clutter and the Mind

Psychologist Joseph Ferrari’s research links clutter with procrastination and lower life 
satisfaction. Your garage, attic, and accumulated belongings are not separate from mental 
overwhelm; they feed it. Every glance at clutter registers a dozen unmade decisions.

Why this gets harder with age

 Sentimental attachment grows. Objects carry identity and memory.
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 Decisions get harder. Changes in executive function make discard decisions more taxing.
 The reminiscence bump. Objects from adolescence through early career carry outsized 

emotional weight.

SWEDISH DEATH CLEANING · DÖSTÄDNING

Margareta Magnusson’s approach reframes decluttering from loss to gift: you are sparing 
the people you love from making these decisions after you are gone.

The core question: “Will anyone be happier if I save this?”

It works in this season because it aligns with generativity, our concern for the next 
generation; gives a concrete frame that reduces decision fatigue; opens the door to 
storytelling with family; and invites needed conversations about aging while you are well 
able to have them.

A realistic timeline: three to six months

Weeks Focus

1 – 4 Easy wins: obvious trash, duplicates, expired 
items

5 – 8 Clothing and linens

9 – 12 Books and papers

13 – 16 Hobby supplies and collections

17 – 20 Sentimental items. Save these for last, once 
you are practiced.

Work fifteen minutes a day, or two- to three-hour blocks twice a week. For couples: nothing 
goes without the other’s permission, celebrate small wins together, and make it a relationship-
builder rather than a relationship-strainer.
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Part 8 · A 90-Day Starting Plan

Treat this as a menu, not a mandate. In keeping with Session 13, choose your first steps and let 
the rest wait.

Phase What to do

Weeks 1–2

Foundation

Set up a capture system: a physical inbox, one 
digital tool, and a calendar.

Do a brain dump: list every project, next 
action, waiting-for item, and someday/maybe 
idea.

Define “done” for each active project, using 
good-enough standards.

Score your commitments 0–100 and note 
what to transition out of within six months.

Schedule a Weekly Review (Sunday 6 p.m. or 
Monday 8 a.m.) as a standing appointment.

Weeks 3–6

Tiny habits

Morning connection: after morning coffee, two 
minutes of undivided attention with your wife 
(or someone close). Celebrate. Grow it toward 
15–20 minutes.

Morning project: after breakfast, open your 
priority project file for two minutes. Just open 
it. Celebrate. Build from 2 to 5 to 10 to 30 to 45 
minutes over the weeks.

Daily close: after dinner, five minutes 
reviewing the day and capturing open loops. A 
relationship touchpoint that also closes mental 
loops.

Weeks 7–12

Rhythm and completion

Keep the Weekly Review faithfully (60–90 
minutes at first): calendar, next actions, 
projects, waiting-for, someday/maybe.

Set a weekly structure: for example, Tuesday 
and Thursday mornings for Priority A, Monday 
and Wednesday mornings for Priority B, Friday 
morning for planning, weekends flexible.

Finish one small project completely using the 
eight steps, celebration included.
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Phase What to do

Week 13 and beyond

Optimize and declutter

Add if–then plans for your most common 
detours.

Begin Swedish death cleaning: 15 minutes a 
day or two sessions a week, following the 
timeline in Part 7.

Track your research-to-action ratio: each 
Weekly Review should show at least two parts 
action to one part research.

Your Advantages in This Season

The research points to something that may surprise you: you are well positioned for this 
transition right now.

What you bring

 Strong habit formation through self-
regulation

 Decades of wisdom to put to use
 Self-awareness from life experience
 Greater emotional steadiness
 Motivation from within, less from 

applause

What remains is simpler than 
you think

 Capture outside your head to free your 
mind

 Tiny habits anchored to existing routines
 Research with a hard stop
 Completion rituals that honor finishing
 A Weekly Review that keeps it all running

Presence, calm, and clarity do not come from having fewer interests or becoming less curious. 
They come from channeling curiosity through systems that bring things to completion, that 
use the strengths of this season, and that follow the natural shift from exploring to applying.

You are not learning to “just do it.” You are designing a life in which doing becomes the natural 
next step after thinking. That is not a small behavior change. It is the sort of adaptation the 
research shows works best for people in this season.

“But one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead, 
I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me 

heavenward in Christ Jesus.”
— Philippians 3:13–14
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For Reflection

Take ten minutes with these. Bring one answer to your triad if it helps.

1.  Which of my current commitments would score below 70? What would a graceful exit look 
like?

2.  What is my Essential Intent for the next 90 days?

3.  Where am I still exploring when it is time to apply? What is one thing I will finish?
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