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MECHANISM
A Creative System Reset reduces the amount of material, commitments, options, 
or unfinished loops that remain active in the creative system. It aims to restore 
enough throughput for the system to be usable again.
Creative systems drift. That does not mean the system is bad. It means the system 
is being used. Any system that has to hold ideas, projects, commitments, tools, ref-
erences, and changing life conditions needs continuous energy to remain ordered. 
The more complex the system is, and the more cognitive effort maintenance 
requires, the more likely disorder will accumulate.
This happens through small, ordinary lapses. An idea is captured but not put in 
the right place. A finished feature request is not checked off. A project remains 
marked active even though it has stalled. A tool is added for one purpose and then 
keeps presenting options long after it is useful. None of this requires failure or neg-
ligence. It only requires one moment where maintenance was not possible, not 
worth it, or not noticed.
The problem is that small disorder can produce more disorder. If an idea collection 
is no longer quite in order, adding the next idea properly feels less worthwhile. If 
several projects are already half-open, another ambiguous project does not seem to 
make much difference. If the workspace already presents too many possible 
actions, one more tool or pile is easy to tolerate. This is the «broken window» 
effect applied to collections and creative systems — visible disorder lowers the 
threshold for adding more disorder.
Over time, this drift creates load. Dead weight is material that still demands atten-
tion but no longer contributes to current creative movement: ideas that remain vis-
ible but are never used, projects that stay «open» without a next action, tools that 
create options but not output, old foci that still shape guilt or obligation, or back-
log that makes new capture feel pointless.
A system with too much dead weight loses throughput. It becomes slower to 
choose, harder to find, harder to trust, and easier to avoid.
Thus, entropy is normal. Maintenance is normal. Reducing load is normal. A reset 
is not a confession that the system failed. It is a periodic intervention for a system 
that has absorbed more than its active parts can currently move.

This is a supplement to «Organizing Creativity» (3rd edition). It is not included 
in the book because it is more specific and focused, and therefore not relevant to all 
readers. If the topic is relevant to you, it provides additional information. It was 
developed with AI input.

More Information: https://www.organizingcreativity.com/oc3

https://www.organizingcreativity.com/oc3


CREATIVE SYSTEM RESET

4

This worksheet addresses high-entropy situations: remove or quarantine enough 
dead weight that the system can move again while leaving the system running. In 
essence: diagnose the source of drag, reduce the active set, move inactive or low-pri-
ority material into cold storage, and continue creative work while testing whether 
the reset restores flow.
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APPLICABILITY
A reset is indicated when the active system contains more material than it can 
move, decide between, or maintain.
This dead weight in your creative system can show up as, for example:

• too many active ideas,
• too many open projects,
• too many visible but inactive foci,
• backlog that makes new capture feel pointless,
• slow collection/search/navigation,
• maintenance that consumes creative time,
• a major life change that made old structures inaccurate.

Overall, the system feels heavy.
For example:

• choosing what to work on takes longer,
• you avoid opening the collection,
• you recapture ideas because you cannot find old ones,
• projects remain open but untouched,
• you spend more time maintaining the system than using it,
• adding new material creates anxiety or resistance,
• review sessions end with more lists, not fewer commitments.

Poor reset candidates:

• the problem is lack of skill, not load,
• the problem is an external obligation that cannot be removed,
• you are avoiding a difficult project decision,
• you want the emotional relief of a fresh start,
• you repeatedly reset instead of finishing work.

Checking your system for dead weight once a year, for example as a «spring clean-
ing», is good maintenance. But do not start a reset larger than you can close. 
Define a reset unit small enough to finish in one or two sessions. If the reset starts 
creating more drag than it removes, stop at a clean boundary, preserve the current 
state, and redesign the reset.
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INTERVENTION VARIABLES
A successful reset depends on choosing a bounded scope, selecting the right reset 
depth, triaging the material, protecting the live system, and deciding what moves 
into cold storage.
A reset reduces active load while preserving the current system. It changes what 
remains active, but not necessarily how the system works. This is different from 
maintenance, which is small, regular cleaning, such as replacing notepads. It is also 
different from redesign, which changes the structure of the system, such as using a 
different capturing tool, and from rebuilding, which replaces the system.

Diagnostics: Where is the overload?
Which part of the system is overloaded? For example:

• Person: interests, commitments, tolerance limits.
• Environment: surfaces, tools, interruptions, affordances.
• Capabilities: too many improvement fronts, too much learning debt.
• Idea Flow: capture backlog, idea overflow, collection disorder.
• Creative Foci: too many directions competing for attention.
• Projects: too many active, stalled, unreleased, or half-closed projects.

Because your creative system is a system, there are likely side effects and far-reach-
ing effects. The problem might not be where the material accumulates, but earlier, 
where the material is produced or where the conditions are set. Ideas might swamp 
the idea collection, but perhaps capturing or generating too many ideas is part of 
the issue. Or sufficient sleep might appear to be the issue, but sleep depends on 
going to bed on time, which might be postponed because the day felt not produc-
tive enough.
Another frequent issue is that non-events usually draw little attention. You might 
notice that you are trying to realize too many projects at the same time. But it is 
harder to notice that a project has not advanced in three months because adminis-
trative issues or other problems have stalled it. See also the Diagnosis worksheet.
Also define what you want to keep. The desire to change things can tempt you to 
lose sight of what works and must be preserved. During the reset, keep one work-
ing capture path, one active work path, and one place for urgent incoming mate-
rial. Do not dismantle the parts needed for current work.
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Reset Depth: How strong is the intervention?
How strong does the intervention need to be?

• Surface cleanup: remove obvious clutter.
• Active-set reduction: reduce what is currently visible or available.
• Cold storage: preserve material but remove it from daily use.
• Closure sweep: explicitly finish, cancel, or archive stalled items.
• Structural repair: fix a broken intake, naming, storage, or project-status 

rule.
• Escalate to redesign: only if load reduction reveals that the structure itself 

keeps producing the overload.

Keep the System Running: What must not be dismantled?
If the system is clogged, if there is too much drag, you need to remove material. It 
is tempting to do this by stopping the system first: stop capturing ideas, stop 
projects, stop pretty much everything creative. There are at least three problems 
with that approach:

• The system needs to be balanced: The area where you want to reduce load 
is only one part of the system. The rest has to work with the improved part. 
If you stop the creative system, you might optimize one area too much and 
pull it out of alignment with the others. You get a local improvement and a 
weaker overall system.

• It becomes harder to see whether the reset makes a difference: Whether 
you reduce or remove drag is best observed while the system is running. Not 
at full speed, but enough to see the effects. For example, if you put part of 
the idea collection into cold storage, continuing to use the collection during 
that time lets you see whether handling becomes easier. If you stop collect-
ing, you only create a large backlog of captured ideas.

• Restarting the system can become its own issue: If you halt everything, 
you have to start cold again. That can become its own continuously post-
poned problem.

Reducing load is useful because it lets you concentrate on what you are doing. But 
keep the system running.
Define the minimum live system that must continue, for example:

• current capture path,
• one place for incoming material,
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• current active project(s),
• deadlines and obligations,
• review or decision point.

Triage Categories: What happens to each item?
Use a One-Pass Triage. Do not solve every item while sorting. Assign the item to a 
category. Only repair items immediately if the fix is obvious and takes less than a 
few minutes.
For each item in scope, decide:

• Active — remains in the live system.
• Next — not active now, but a near-term candidate.
• Pause — not active now, but intentionally kept as a known commitment or 

candidate; has a review date or reactivation condition.
• Close — done enough, no longer needs attention.
• Cold Storage — preserved, but not visible in daily work.

The difference between Pause and Cold Storage is this: Pause remains visible 
enough that you know it exists, and it has a review date or reactivation condition. 
Cold Storage is preserved, but removed from normal attention. If you cannot 
decide between Pause and Cold Storage, choose Cold Storage unless the item has a 
concrete reactivation condition.

Ways to Reduce Load: Which reset move fits the system 
element?
The way load can be reduced depends on the element, see Table 1.

Cold Storage: How is material removed without deletion?
Cold storage is where material is moved so it no longer interferes with active work. 
It is not deletion, but deliberate removal from the live system in order to restore 
clarity and flow.
For example, in an analog index-card idea collection, you would take the relevant 
cards and put them into another box. Then you would put the box somewhere 
else, away from the active idea collection. The material is still available, but it no 
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Element Load Signal Reset Move

Person Too many interests lead to 
superficial engagement or 
constant switching

Define active, later, and not-now 
interests; pursue later interests 
only when the main interest is 
stable

Environment The workspace presents 
too many possible actions

Clear only the surfaces, tools, 
and cues needed for the current 
active work

Capabilities Too many improvement 
fronts interfere with actual 
creative work

Choose one capability constraint 
to improve now; defer the others

Generating 
Ideas

Input, obligations, or 
unrelated concerns crowd 
out idle time

Protect low-input periods; create 
barriers against non-essential 
input and demands

Capturing 
Ideas

Backlog makes capture 
feel pointless

Keep capturing new material; 
process only a bounded slice of 
the old backlog

Collecting 
Ideas

Adding or finding ideas 
feels slow, avoidant, or 
unreliable

Move old, weak, inactive, or non-
current idea clusters out of the 
live collection

Creative Focus You cannot name the 
current primary direction

Choose one active focus for 4–8 
weeks; move competing foci to 
cold storage

Project 
Realization

Many open projects have 
no next action or recent 
progress

Sort projects into Active / Next / 
Pause / Close / Cold Storage

Project 
Evaluation

Evaluation has become too 
broad, complex, or 
perfectionistic

Reduce evaluation to the few 
criteria needed for the current 
decision

Project 
Release

Finished or nearly finished 
projects remain 
unreleased, half-released, 
or endlessly adjusted

Define release criteria; release, 
archive, or deliberately close 
each project

Table 1: Load Signal and Reset Move
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longer interferes with handling the live collection. You will not be reminded of the 
ideas and projects in cold storage whenever you use the collection.
In a digital collection, cold storage can mean putting idea or project page links on 
a separate page. Digital collections are well suited to this: the material can still exist 
in the collection without constantly interfering. In some cases, a separate collection 
might be more useful, for example a second Obsidian vault, especially if many files 
would interfere with search.
Wherever you put ideas and projects for cold storage, back them up first. Then 
create a cold-storage section and define how it is created, labeled, backed up, and 
accessed:

• What qualifies for cold storage?
• How is it labeled?
• How can it be retrieved?
• Will it be reviewed, and if so, when?
• What happens if it is never retrieved?

Do not make cold storage into a second active system. A periodic review can be 
useful, but it can also reintroduce the load. Prefer retrieval triggers over periodic 
reviews. Example: «Review this box only when starting a project on photogra-
phy», not «review all cold storage every month.»
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TRIAL DEFINITION
If you have encountered dead weight in the system, first diagnose it correctly. 
Where is the actual cause you have to address? Do not begin by resetting every-
thing. Begin by locating the overload.

Diagnose the Overload
The active system is overloaded at: ___________________
The likely source is: ___________________
What observable drag shows the problem?

• choosing what to work on takes longer,
• adding or finding material has become slow,
• active projects do not move,
• the same material is repeatedly reviewed but not used,
• maintenance consumes creative time,
• the system produces more lists instead of fewer commitments.

Bound the Reset
I am resetting: ___________________  
I am not resetting: ___________________  
The live system must continue to support: ___________________
Keep the reset unit small enough to close. A reset should reduce active load, not 
become a second project.

Define the Reset End State
What will be true when the reset itself is done? Examples:

• «All projects have one visible status.»
• «Only current-project notes remain in the live collection.»
• «The desk contains only tools for the current project.»
• «All paused projects are in one dated cold-storage folder.»

Reset End State: ___________________
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Define the Reset Move
What will happen to the material in scope?

• Scope: What part of the system will be reset? Examples: idea collection, ac-
tive projects, creative foci, physical workspace, capture backlog. Do not map 
the whole life/system.

• Load Signal: What observable drag shows the need for the reset?
• Reset Move: What will be reduced, moved, closed, paused, or put into cold 

storage?
• Live System: What must keep running during the reset?
• Success: What will be easier, faster, clearer, or more stable after the reset?
• Abort: What would show that the reset is becoming dead weight?
• Duration: When will the reset end?
• Log: What minimal evidence will be recorded?

Check whether handling improves: adding, finding, choosing, continuing, or clos-
ing should become easier.

Define Stop Criteria
Ensure you have the time and energy available. Otherwise the Creative System 
Reset becomes another form of dead weight.
Clear reset stop criteria help. Stop or redesign the reset if:

• reset work displaces current creative work for more than X days,
• the reset expands beyond the chosen scope,
• you are creating more categories than decisions,
• you cannot explain what will be easier after the reset,
• you are redesigning tools instead of reducing active load.

This keeps the reset bounded: reduce active load, preserve the live system, then test 
whether handling improves.
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Examples
These are only example how a specific reset could look like. Use the � Integration 
Worksheet to set up your trial.

Example 1: Idea Collection Reset
Problem: 4,000 notes, many irrelevant, searching slow. The live collection contains 
current project material, old idea fragments, abandoned directions, outdated refer-
ences, and notes that only remain visible because they were once captured. Adding 
new ideas feels less useful because finding or placing material has become sluggish.
Reset: Sort the collection at the cluster level, not note by note.

• Active: notes directly needed for current projects or current creative foci.
• Next: idea clusters likely to matter soon, but not needed for current work.
• Pause: clusters that still matter but should not shape current attention; each 

gets a review date or reactivation condition.
• Close: notes or clusters that have already been used, integrated, published, 

or otherwise resolved.
• Cold Storage: old, weak, inactive, speculative, or non-current clusters pre-

served outside the live collection.

Keep the current capture path running. New ideas still enter the live system. Do 
not stop capture in order to «catch up» with the backlog.
End State: Current-project notes remain searchable in the live collection. Current 
capture still works. Old clusters are moved into dated cold storage and linked from 
one cold-storage index. The live collection contains only material that can plausi-
bly support current or near-term creative movement.
Success: Adding a new note and finding a relevant current-project note each take 
less than 2 minutes for two weeks. Opening the collection no longer produces 
avoidance or a long detour through unrelated material.
Abort: The reset expands into changing the note-taking structure, redesigning 
tags, choosing new software, rewriting old notes, or reviewing old clusters without 
moving them out of the live system. Also abort if the reset displaces current cre-
ative work for more than X days.
Log: Record for two weeks: time needed to add a new note, time needed to find a 
current-project note, whether capture continued, and whether old material was 
reactivated only through an explicit decision.
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Example 2: Project Reset
Problem: 17 open projects, no clear priority. Several projects have no next action, 
no recent progress, or only remain open because they once mattered. Choosing 
what to work on has become slow, and review sessions produce more lists instead 
of clearer commitments.
Reset: Sort all projects into:

• Active: one core project that receives the main work sessions.
• Next: up to seven central projects that could become active after the core 

project reaches a defined milestone.
• Pause: projects that still matter but should not receive attention now, i.e., 

peripheral projects; each gets a review date or reactivation condition.
• Close: projects that are done enough, obsolete, or no longer worth carrying 

as open commitments.
• Cold Storage: projects preserved for possible future use, but removed from 

the active project list and normal review.

End State: The live project list contains one active core project and up to seven 
central projects. Paused projects are listed separately with review dates or reactiva-
tion conditions. Closed projects are archived. Cold-storage projects are removed 
from normal review.
Success: The active core project receives 4 work sessions per week for 4 weeks. No 
paused or cold-storage project is reactivated without an explicit trade-off.
Abort: The reset expands into redesigning the project system, changing tools, or 
reviewing old material without assigning project status. Also abort if the reset dis-
places actual project work for more than X days.
Log: Record weekly: number of work sessions on the active core project, whether 
any paused or cold-storage project was reactivated, and whether choosing what to 
work on became easier.
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HAND-OFF
Your creative system accumulates drag because it is alive and used. If that drag 
reduces throughput too much, reduce active load. Do not shame yourself. Do not 
rebuild everything.
Do not reset the whole creative system. Do not go for the emotional relief of a fresh 
start. Relief is not the success criterion. Easier handling is.
Choose the one area where active load most clearly blocks movement. Define what 
remains live, what gets moved out, and when the reset ends. Then run it as a 
bounded trial to get your system moving smoothly again.




	Mechanism
	Applicability
	Intervention Variables
	Diagnostics: Where is the overload?
	Reset Depth: How strong is the intervention?
	Keep the System Running: What must not be dismantled?
	Triage Categories: What happens to each item?
	Ways to Reduce Load: Which reset move fits the system element?
	Cold Storage: How is material removed without deletion?
	Trial Definition
	Diagnose the Overload
	Bound the Reset
	Define the Reset End State
	Define the Reset Move
	Define Stop Criteria
	Examples
	Hand-Off

