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Read Me First

Welcome to Take Control of Shortcuts, version 1.0, published in December 2019 by alt concepts inc. This book was written by Rosemary Orchard and edited by Joe Kissell.

This book gives you all the information you need to get started with Shortcuts. After reviewing core concepts, the book shows you how to build shortcuts, and explains exactly what to do to achieve specific results you can use immediately.

If you want to share this ebook with a friend, we ask that you do so as you would with a physical book: “lend” it for a quick look, but ask your friend to buy a copy for careful reading or reference. Discounted classroom and user group copies are available.

Copyright © 2019, Rosemary Orchard. All rights reserved.


Updates and More

You can access extras related to this ebook on the web (use the link in Ebook Extras, near the end; it’s available only to purchasers). On the ebook’s Take Control Extras page, you can:


	Download any available new version of the ebook for free, or buy any subsequent edition at a discount.


	Download various formats, including PDF, EPUB, and Mobipocket. (Learn about reading on mobile devices on our Device Advice page.)


	Read the ebook’s blog. You may find new tips or information, as well as a link to an author interview.




If you bought this ebook from the Take Control website, it has been added to your account, where you can download it in other formats and access any future updates. However, if you bought this ebook elsewhere, you can add it to your account manually; see Ebook Extras.








  
Introduction

Shortcuts is an app built into iOS and iPadOS that allows you to create automations, or programs, without actual code—connecting apps on your device to each other and beyond.

Shortcuts allows you to run a shortcut—a series of actions that can communicate with one another and pass data to each other as well as deliver it to you. This allows you to do anything from change to a different camera app every time you open the camera, to creating complex templates for documents and expanding them with data on the fly.

In this book, I teach you the core understanding you need, so you can build shortcuts by yourself. I also walk you through plenty of sample shortcuts, which help you understand the application of the core concepts as well as being intrinsically useful. These include Meeting Time (to create a meeting notes template and automatically turn on Do Not Disturb), a shortcut to control the noise cancelling mode of AirPods Pro, and even one to add the currently playing song to a special playlist.

As well as learning how to build shortcuts, you will also learn how to use them with web services, and discover apps with excellent automation support which can improve your workflows.

Even if you are already familiar with Shortcuts, or programming in general, there are lots of tips and tricks throughout the book to help you improve your understanding and techniques.

This book teaches you more than how to use Shortcuts—it also shows you examples of ways automation can make your life easier without adding complexity or difficulty to the tasks you do.







  
Shortcuts Quick Start

If you’re new to Shortcuts, it’s best to read the book in order. If you have already used Shortcuts or know how to program, you may want to jump ahead in this book and then come back to the beginning later to fill in any gaps you think you have.


Get to know Shortcuts and important concepts:


	Get a quick overview of Shortcuts as you Explore the User Interface.


	Find out how to Run Shortcuts.






Learn the fundamentals:


	Learn how to Build Shortcuts.


	And of course you will want to know how to Install and Sync Shortcuts too.






Build shortcuts:


	See some Productivity Shortcuts.


	Have fun with the Media Shortcuts.


	Geek out your residence with Home Shortcuts.


	Or find a few other curiosities in Other Shortcuts.


	And finally, expand your Shortcuts experience with Complementary Apps.











  
Explore The User Interface

Before we start building shortcuts, let’s explore the user interface. First, find the Shortcuts app on your iPhone or iPad and tap its icon. Then we can explore the various areas of the app, and everything in them.


The Shortcuts Tabs

There are three tabs in Shortcuts, which you can switch among by tapping the icons at the bottom of the screen (Figure 1). First is My Shortcuts, which I, and others, sometimes refer to by its former name, the Shortcuts Library. The next tab is Automation, where you can configure shortcuts to run automatically. The final tab is Gallery, where you can download and install prebuilt shortcuts as well as create one-action shortcuts suggested by your apps.


[image: Figure 1: The three panes in Shortcuts.]Figure 1: The three panes in Shortcuts.

In My Shortcuts is a tile representing each of your shortcuts (once you have added some; until then, you’ll see just a Create Shortcut tile). In the top-left corner of each shortcut is its icon, and at the bottom is the shortcut’s name and the number of actions in it (Figure 2). Tap the icon to run the shortcut, or tap the More  icon in the top-right corner to edit and inspect it. (If you touch and hold the tile, you can rename the shortcut, share it, or open Details—the edit and inspection mode.)


[image: Figure 2: A shortcut button in My Shortcuts.]Figure 2: A shortcut button in My Shortcuts.



The Shortcuts Editor

The editor interface in Shortcuts (Figure 3) has two main sections, the actions list and the shortcuts editor. On the iPad, the action list displays on the left and the shortcuts editor on the right. On the iPhone, the main view is the editor, and the action list is at the bottom—drag the search area upward to view it.


[image: Figure 3: The interface to build or edit a shortcut.]Figure 3: The interface to build or edit a shortcut.

The More  icon in the shortcuts editor displays a Details view that lets us control where the shortcut appears and more (Figure 4). Here we can rename the shortcut, set its icon, and control whether it should appear in the Today View or the activity view (formerly known as the Share sheet, a term Apple still uses here), and if so, which kinds of files or data it can accept.


[image: Figure 4: The Details view for a shortcut.]Figure 4: The Details view for a shortcut.



Install and Run Your First Shortcut

Before we wade too far into all the details, let’s have some fun and see an example of what Shortcuts can do:


	Open the Gallery in Shortcuts.


	Search for Word of the Day.


	Tap the Word of the Day shortcut and then tap Add Shortcut (Figure 5).


[image: Figure 5: Install the shortcut from the Gallery.]Figure 5: Install the shortcut from the Gallery.


	Switch to the My Shortcuts tab, and tap Word of the Day.




When you do this, the shortcut shows you a Quick Look view (a quick preview) of the current word of the day from Merriam Webster’s online dictionary.








  
Run Shortcuts

There are lots of ways to run shortcuts, and I would be remiss if I didn’t tell you how to do so! You can run shortcuts manually or automatically (with per-device or HomeKit triggers, as I explain later).


Run Shortcuts Directly in the App

One way to run shortcuts is directly inside the Shortcuts app. There are two ways of doing this. From My Shortcuts, the primary tab in Shortcuts (Figure 6), you can tap any individual shortcut and it runs. This hides the inner workings of the shortcut as much as possible during the execution. It also means you see dialogs where you can select something or input data, and you see the results of your shortcut—if it is programmed to show them to you!


[image: Figure 6: The My Shortcuts tab.]Figure 6: The My Shortcuts tab.

Inside the shortcuts editor (refer back to Figure 3), found by creating a new shortcut or editing one (tap the More  icon in the top-right corner of a shortcut tile), you also have a Play button to let you run the shortcut. (If you have a keyboard attached, you can also press ⌘-R to run the shortcut.)



Run Shortcuts in the Today Widget

The Today View appears when you swipe right on the Home screen and, on an iPad, can optionally be set to stay on the left side of the Home screen. It contains a customizable list of widgets, one of which belongs to Shortcuts (Figure 7). All new shortcuts appear there by default, though you can remove any shortcut from the widget it you like. You can run any shortcut here by tapping it.


[image: Figure 7: The Shortcuts widget, with the expanded view.]Figure 7: The Shortcuts widget, with the expanded view.

To control whether a shortcut should appear in the widget, tap the More  icon in the shortcuts editor or tap and hold a shortcut and open the Details view. Then turn Show in Widget on or off. The order of shortcuts in the Shortcuts widget is the order of shortcuts in the app.



Put Shortcuts on Your Home Screen

You can also add any shortcut to your Home screen. In the Details view of your shortcut (refer back to Figure 4), tap Add to Home Screen. Now you can set a display name—the name that appears below the icon—and tap the icon to customize it. Tap Add in the top-right corner (Figure 8) and when you close Shortcuts, you can see the shortcut on your Home screen. Now when you tap the icon of the shortcut on your Home screen, it runs!


[image: Figure 8: Configure a shortcut to add it to your Home screen.]Figure 8: Configure a shortcut to add it to your Home screen.



Run Shortcuts from Automations

An automation is a way to run a shortcut automatically. This is brand new in iOS and iPadOS 13. There are two kinds of automations, personal automations and home automations. Each automation uses a trigger—a piece of magic that tells your shortcut to run. The different triggers available depend on which kind of automation you use.


Personal Automations

A personal automation is an automation for the device you create it on. So an automation you set up on your iPhone stays on your iPhone. You can create as many automations as you like, and even use the same trigger multiple times. Depending on which trigger you use, your shortcut may run entirely automatically; or, if the trigger is passive (like when your device connects to a Wi-Fi network), then you get a notification to run your shortcut. Let’s look at the different trigger types for personal automations.


Events

Event triggers are, unsurprisingly, linked to when things happen. We can’t create a time machine with them, but there are plenty of useful options:


	Time of Day: This works almost exactly how it sounds: at the times you specify on the days of the week you choose, a notification pop ups to prompt you to run your shortcut. I use a shortcut at 9:30 P.M. to help me prepare for the next day.


	Alarm (automatic): Whether you stop or snooze your alarm in the morning, it can be handy to have something happen at the same time. For example, if you snooze then you could have a HomeKit-enabled light by your bed turn itself on dimly, but when you turn off your alarm, have that same light turn on more brightly—and have your iPhone also prompt you with a list of events and reminders that are planned for today.


	Apple Watch Workout (automatic): Starting your playlist and a workout from your Apple Watch involves more than a few taps. With the Apple Watch Workout trigger, you can set up a shortcut to automatically start a particular playlist when you begin your workout. You can also run actions when you stop a workout—which lets you log your workout straight to a Day One Journal, for example.






Travel

I find I have to do multiple things when I leave the house or arrive home—control my lights, play or pause music, check reminders, and more. With travel triggers and shortcuts I can make these things happen mostly automatically! Here is a summary of the different travel triggers available in Shortcuts:


	Arrive & Leave: These are two separate triggers that allow you to be prompted to run a shortcut when you arrive at or leave a location. You can also limit these triggers to time ranges—for example, your office triggers might be best limited to 8 A.M.–6 P.M., reminding you to start and stop tracking time.


	Before I Commute: Most of us follow some kind of routine. Siri can guess when things will happen—and it uses these to prompt us to run shortcuts through automations. So for example, if you usually leave to go to work at 8:30A.M., a notification from Shortcuts can pop up on your screen to prompt you to run it.


	CarPlay(automatic): If you have a car with CarPlay then you can use connecting to it or disconnecting from it to run a shortcut automatically, ideal for starting your navigation and favorite playlist.






Settings

This collection of triggers allows us to use changes to our device to make things happen:


	Airplane Mode (automatic): Everyone who travels a lot and has a plane routine can take advantage of this—you might want to set your playback destination to your headphones, start a playlist, and be reminded to change the time on your phone.


	Wi-Fi: Wi-Fi networks can be used similarly to a location trigger, but usually with more accuracy—for example, if you live in an apartment then when you connect to the Wi-Fi network there, you will usually be closer to home than a GPS trigger would indicate. I like to use this for triggers I should run when I get home rather than in the vicinity of my home.


	Bluetooth: If you have ever wanted Music to open when you connect your AirPods to your device, you can use the Bluetooth trigger to prompt you to do just that.


	Do Not Disturb (automatic): Turning Do Not Disturb on or off can run a shortcut. You can use the Bedtime mode, or the Schedule feature found in Settings to toggle Do Not Disturb on and off automatically, or control it manually. All these events trigger your shortcut.


	Low Power Mode (automatic): Usually when we get into low power mode, it’s at the most inconvenient of times—when we need to stay in touch with people. I like to use the trigger of low power mode being enabled to send a message to those who usually need to know, so they are aware that if I stop answering messages it’s because I ran out of battery!


	NFC (automatic): NFC (Near Field Communication) is a passive data storage system that uses the proximity of specially designed objects to trigger sending and receiving data. NFC is commonly used for wireless payment systems (including Apple Pay), but has many other uses as well. NFC stickers, which you can apply to any object, are an easy way to use this technology as a trigger for Shortcuts. (In general, it should be possible to use any kind of NFC tag, or even card such as a work ID, debit or credit card with contactless payment, or even some car keys.) For the best experience you want an empty tag—one that doesn’t prompt your iPhone to do something when you scan it. Shortcuts does not write to the tag; it just scans it and registers the ID on your device to know which automation to run.

To use an NFC tag of any kind, scan or hold your iPhone near the tag and it will recognize the ID of the sticker, which triggers the automation. You don’t need to tap your iPhone on the NFC tag. (Note that the reader is right next to the camera at the top of your device.)

This trigger is available only on the iPhone Xr, Xs, Xs Max and 11, 11 Pro and 11 Pro Max. Earlier iPhones from the iPhone 7 and onwards are capable of reading NFC tags, but as you must use an app to read them, they cannot use them as triggers.

NFC triggers work only when your screen is awake, but your iPhone does not have to be unlocked for them to be read.


	Open App (automatic): Have you ever wanted Do Not Disturb automatically enabled when you open Books or Kindle? Or screen brightness and volume set to 100% when opening something to watch a video? These are all possible if you use the trigger Open App to run a shortcut. Even if you toggle off “Ask Before Running,” Shortcuts sends you a notification to inform you that your Shortcut is running (Figure 9). If you leave “Ask Before Running” on, the notification looks the same, but you must tap it to confirm that you want the shortcut to run.


[image: Figure 9: A prompt to ask if you want to run your automation—in this case when 1Password opens.]Figure 9: A prompt to ask if you want to run your automation—in this case when 1Password opens.






Make Your First Shortcut with a Personal Automation

It’s time to have some fun! Here’s how to create your first personal automation:


	Open the Automation tab. If you’ve already created at least one automation, you’ll see a plus  icon in the top-right corner—tap it.


	Tap Create Personal Automation.


	Tap Time of Day and change the time to a few minutes after now.


	Tap the Search box, and search for Speak Text. Tap this to add it to your shortcut.


	Tap Text in the Speak Text action and type Rosemary says hello (Figure 10).





[image: Figure 10: The speak text action set up for our automation.]Figure 10: The speak text action set up for our automation.

Now, at the time you selected, a notification (similar to the one shown in Figure 9) will pop up and ask if you want to run your shortcut. If you open the notification, your device will say “Rosemary says hello”!




Building Shortcuts on the Automation Tab




While it is possible to build an entire shortcut in an automation, I would advise you not to do this. It means that you can run your shortcut only through your automation, and if you want to use multiple triggers to run your shortcut, you can’t.

A better idea is to build your shortcut on the Library tab, and use the Run Shortcut action to trigger it from an automation.





Home Automations

The purpose of a home automation is to control your home—lights, thermostat, and other HomeKit devices. Home automations are available to anyone in your family via iCloud Family Sharing, and even if they never use the app themselves, automations you create will be available to them. Like automations in the Home app, home automations in Shortcuts let you automate your home—but you have more control over what actions happen and if they happen. If you want to learn more about home automation then I highly recommend Take Control of Apple Home Automation by Josh Centers.

When you first create an automation with a Home trigger, it prompts you with the same things you see in the Home app—buttons to toggle lights on and off, temperature and fan controls, and more (all of this requires you to have the right devices in your house). Besides buttons you also have scenes, which control multiple accessories. We won’t use these; instead, scroll to the bottom of the screen and tap Convert to Shortcut (see Figure 11). The shortcut pre-populates with an action to set a HomeKit scene for you. You can delete this action and search through the available actions to build a shortcut that meets your needs.


[image: Figure 11: Convert a Home automation into a shortcut.]Figure 11: Convert a Home automation into a shortcut.




Actions in Home Automation Shortcuts




Unfortunately, as you will no doubt see when exploring Home automations, not all of the actions covered elsewhere in this book are available. This does limit the things we can do, but it also means that you’re unlikely to set something up that controls someone else’s device in a way they are not expecting (for example, you can’t set the playback destination of a device to a HomePod).

This does mean that the more geek oriented of us are protected from getting into trouble with our families though!


Home automations, just like the home automations in the Home app, run entirely automatically.

There are five triggers available in this section:


	People Arrive


	People Leave


	A Time of Day Occurs


	An Accessory is Controlled


	A Sensor Detects Something




These, combined with the actions available to us in Shortcuts, allow us to control our home more precisely. It is lovely when your lights turn on automatically when you get home, but imagine combining this with checking the light levels through a HomeKit sensor and turning on different lights for the first person versus when the next person arrives home.



Edit, Delete, or Disable an Automation

You probably won’t want a prompt every day to run a shortcut that speaks “Rosemary says hello.” (Though if you do, I will pass no judgement!) On the Automation tab, you can tap an automation to edit it.

At the top, you flip the toggle to disable or enable the automation, and you can tap the trigger (in Figure 12 this is When) to modify it. This gives you the same options as when you first choose your trigger.


[image: Figure 12: The automation editor.]Figure 12: The automation editor.

If you want an automation gone forever, then from the list of automations, swipe left and then tap Delete.




Run Shortcuts from the Activity View

You can also share something to a shortcut—such as a photo or text. In the Details view of a shortcut, you can toggle on Show in Share Sheet (Apple now calls this the activity view, but Shortcuts hasn’t caught up yet with the new terminology). When this is enabled, you can tap Share Sheet Types and select what types of input your shortcut takes (including almost everything; files, photos, webpages, and more), which in turn determines the contexts in which it will be available.

Now, when you tap the share  icon in one of the contexts you enabled, such as a photo, your shortcut is an option in the bottom half of the list (Figure 13).


[image: Figure 13: A shortcut to share as PDF in the activity view.]Figure 13: A shortcut to share as PDF in the activity view.

There are lots of uses for this—for example, you can make a PDF and then share the new PDF, or can take Photos and resize all of them, rotate them, zip them, and then email the archive.

A shortcut can accept one or many types of input (Figure 14). This allows it to appear in the activity view everywhere or just in selected apps—for example “Safari web pages” means the shortcut would be accessible only through Safari’s activity view—and not through, say, Photos.


[image: Figure 14: Input options shortcuts can accept.]Figure 14: Input options shortcuts can accept.

Shortcuts that can accept input can also be run with other methods—such as from Shortcuts itself, so you may want to design these to check for input and then ask for it if none is provided (see Convert and Share Image for one example).

To control whether the shortcut should appear in the activity view (Share sheet), tap the More  icon in the shortcuts editor or tap and hold a shortcut and open the Details view. Here you can enable or disable the shortcut in the activity view, as well as specify that it should accept only images, or that it can accept files and PDFs. If your shortcut accepts input, you can also adjust the types in the shortcuts editor.




Run a Shortcut from the Activity View and Elsewhere




You may find you want to create a shortcut that you can run from the activity view as well as in Shortcuts, from the widget, and more. For example, if I am in Photos and want to share my photo, then I can start here, but if I am not in Photos I can open Shortcuts and run my action there instead. You can do all this with the If action, which I discuss in more detail later, in If and Otherwise. The If action lets us detect whether a variable has any value—if it does, Shortcuts ignores the If and passes on the input, and if not, Shortcuts prompts us to select photos (in the example in Figure 15).


[image: Figure 15: Detect whether a shortcut has input and prompt if it does not.]Figure 15: Detect whether a shortcut has input and prompt if it does not.

To make this work, we use If [Shortcut Input] [does not have any value] and add an action in the If to select the right type of input. The “otherwise” section of the If is unnecessary, so we can delete it (tap the delete  icon on the right side of Otherwise).




Run Shortcuts from Spotlight

Spotlight search also reveals your shortcuts in the results (see Figure 16) and asks for confirmation before running your shortcut. Spotlight allows you to use fuzzy searching, so you might type document pages but your shortcut “New Pages Document” will show up too.


[image: Figure 16: A shortcut in a Spotlight search.]Figure 16: A shortcut in a Spotlight search.



Siri Triggers

To use Siri to run a shortcut, give Siri the shortcut’s name (for example, “Hey Siri, Daily Agenda,” where Daily Agenda is the name of your shortcut). If the shortcut requires input or selections (such as choosing from a menu), these are presented to you in the new to iOS 13 Conversational Siri format—for example, Ask for Input asks you your question and allows you to respond with your voice. Menu items aren’t read out; instead, the prompt is read and you must either read the screen or remember the options and say the name of the correct entry (Figure 17).


[image: Figure 17: Providing input to a shortcut through Siri.]Figure 17: Providing input to a shortcut through Siri.

This is also how you can run Shortcuts on your Apple Watch—though this does not work on older Apple Watch models.




Shortcut Crashing or Not Working?




Shortcuts that do not run within the app itself have a memory limit. If you find that a shortcut is not running as expected when being run through your widget or Siri, add a “Continue in App” action to the start of your shortcut to make it switch to Shortcuts and run there.


If you want to have multiple Siri triggers for one shortcut, create other shortcuts with the alternative names and use the “Run Shortcut” action in them to run the original Shortcut—you could duplicate your shortcut, but then if you make any changes, you have to make them everywhere.








  
Build Shortcuts

Building shortcuts is not unlike creating a project with Lego—there is a series of actions (blocks) and we need to put them together in a way that fits (aligning the bumps), as well as creating the end goal we want (the model). This chapter outlines the key concepts you need to understand to be able to do this. Don’t feel that you need to read and understand everything here before you can build a Shortcut; you can jump ahead at any time and come back later to “fill in the gaps” as you see fit!

Before you do any of these steps, go to the My Shortcuts tab in Shortcuts and tap the plus  icon in the top-right corner or tap Create Shortcut. On an iPad, the action pane (list of actions you can add to your shortcut) appears on the left, and on the right is the shortcuts editor. On an iPhone, the main view is the shortcuts editor and there is a search bar at the bottom which when tapped reveals the action pane.


One-Step Shortcuts

Many of the shortcuts demonstrated in this book are of the longer and more complex variety, to really give you a feel of how to combine the different actions to achieve powerful results. That said, the most powerful automation is one you can create and use. Inside the Gallery, the section Shortcuts from Your Apps has a whole host of one-action shortcuts you can create with just the tap of a button. Explore these and look at combining them. You don’t need to worry about Input & Output for something as simple as “Play playlist” and “Set HomeKit Scene.” Here are a few ideas for one action shortcuts you can create right now:


	Play Playlist: Use this to play your favorite playlist with just one tap.


	Toggle Alarm: Make sure your 7 A.M. alarm is on.


	Show Directions: Just one tap to get directions home? Yes!


	Set Playback Destination: Send the music playing on your device to a HomePod quickly.






Actions

An action in Shortcuts is a block; it can accept input and provide output (but doesn’t have to), and it should do something. Tap the icon in the top-left corner of the action (Figure 18), or tap the Info  icon in the action list. A popover appears that should tell you what the action does (though the explanations for some are not the best).


[image: Figure 18: The details of the Set Volume action.]Figure 18: The details of the Set Volume action.

To add an action to a shortcut, find it in the action pane (either by using the search field or by navigating through the available categories), and then tap it. When you do so, the action appears at the end of your shortcut. If you want to add it to a specific place, you can drag it to that position—either from the end of the shortcut or from the action list. Any input the action requires is shown as light blue bubbles (see Figure 19). Many actions have optional extra information, which is shown when you tap Show More and then provides fields for further information you can enter.


[image: Figure 19: The Add New Event action with required and optional inputs.]Figure 19: The Add New Event action with required and optional inputs.

We also need to be able to delete an action! To do this tap the delete  icon in the top-right corner. Some actions, like If, have settings that sometimes appear (the If action has settings only if you delete Otherwise). This is the action settings  icon, and appears next to the delete  icon.


Native Actions vs. Actions From Apps

When you start to create a shortcut you have a variety of actions available to you. Native Actions are actions that are built into Shortcuts and available for every user. Apps can also offer their own actions—these are Actions from Apps or App Actions.


Native Actions

Native actions—those found on every device—are divided into six categories: Scripting, Media, Location, Documents, Sharing, and Web. These actions are available on almost every device (see the sidebar just below) regardless of other apps installed, and without them we couldn’t make shortcuts! I encourage you to scroll through the lists of actions on your device, and tap the Info  icon on any action to find out what exactly what it does.




Almost Every Device?




Not every device can do everything—at least, not according to Apple. A good example of this is the cellular data control action. If you have a Wi-Fi only iPad then this action is not available on it. As well as hardware restrictions, Apple chose to make some features iPhone- or iPad-only—Low Power Mode is only available on iPhone, not iPad.


Some actions appear multiple times under different sections—this is because the sections work more like tags than folders. The search field at the top of the list of actions is extremely useful when you know what action you are looking for, or which app provides it.


Scripting

Scripting actions form the framework that really hold everything together. These actions are considerably less self-explanatory than the others, so I’ve broken down the groups of actions within the scripting category for you:


	Apps: This includes the action Open App, which does what it says on the tin.


	Control Flow: This includes actions like Choose from Menu, Continue in Shortcuts, If, Repeats, and Waits.


	Device: If you want to get information about your device or change a setting then this section has plenty of actions you can choose from. This includes battery level, screen brightness, and playback destination (for AirPlay).


	Dictionaries: This contains actions related to dictionaries, by which I’m referring to a programming term, not the books that give you definitions of words. For more information, see Lists, Menus, and Dictionaries.


	Files: This includes actions to Base64 Encode a file or to generate a hash—these actions can be used on files or text.


	Items: Much like the info popover in Files or the Finder’s Get Info window on a Mac, these actions help you to get the details of a file or variable.


	Lists: With these actions you can create a list, present the list as a menu, or get a specific item from a list.


	Math: All the actions we need to calculate something.


	Measurements: Like Math, but for measurements!


	Network: If you need your current IP address or want to control the different radios on your device, the actions in this section serve your needs.


	No-ops: A fun name for actions that don’t do anything, but still help us, this includes Comment and Nothing.


	Notification: We have multiple kinds of notifications available, Alerts, banner Notification, vibration, playing sound, and even Ask for Input, which is like an alert with an input field.


	Numbers: These actions work with both the Math and Measurements actions, or independently.


	Shell: If you need to Run a Script over SSH, this is the action for you. You can use this to control a Mac or other server via the command line—for example, to make it sleep—or even to control a Raspberry Pi computer. It also supports SSH keys; these are created and stored on your device.


	Shortcuts: There are two actions here, Get My Shortcuts and Run Shortcut.


	Variables: This includes the actions for Set and Add to Variable; for more detail see the Variables section below.


	X-Callback: A URL in the browser starts with http(s)://; this tells your device to open it in Safari (or whichever browser is your default). An X-Callback-URL works the same way, except it tells your device to open an app and do something instead. shortcuts:// tells your iPhone or iPad to open Shortcuts, and shortcuts://x-callback-url/run-shortcut?name=Calculate%20Tip would open Shortcuts and run a shortcut named Calculate Tip, if you happened to have one. URL schemes on iOS are still alive and kicking, though Shortcuts has a new method for its actions. The URL encode action can also be handy if you want to Work with REST APIs.






Location

Where in the world are you? How do you convert a street address into longitude and latitude? These questions and more are answered by the actions in this section.

The first four actions are the core actions related to a location. Use these to filter a list of locations, get our current location, get details of a location, or specify a location. In addition, we have weather and map related actions here.


Tip: The Get Current Location action takes a while to run—even longer on older devices. You may want to check the name of your Wi-Fi network to see if you’re at home instead.




Sharing

A good number of shortcuts only make sense if we get the data back out of them again, and that’s what this section is dedicated to. You can do everything from setting your clipboard to sending a message or even creating a note.



Media

The media actions are ones we can use to get creative with. Whether you want to get the details of an App Store app, take a photo, record audio, edit images, or play music, there are plenty of actions here to keep you entertained for hours.



Documents

A document is text or a file, and we have a whole host of actions available to let us automate many elements of them. These actions include zipping and unzipping files, saving to iCloud Drive and Dropbox as well as retrieving files from there, and working with Notes.

There are a couple of special actions with reviewing:


	QR Codes: Whether you want to generate a QR Code of a link to put on a flyer or read a QR code, these shortcut actions are standing at the ready.


	Translation: If you need to quickly detect which language something is written in, or translate it, then these actions, which use Microsoft’s Bing translator, are here for you.






Web

The web actions cover more than just Safari pages. If you want to get the article from a web page (like the Reader view in Safari), or get the latest entry from an RSS feed, this is the area to look.




Shortcuts from Your Apps

On the Gallery tab is an area called “Shortcuts from Your Apps” (see Figure 20). This is a selection of actions from different apps representing actions you have recently or frequently taken.


[image: Figure 20: The Shortcuts Gallery.]Figure 20: The Shortcuts Gallery.

Tapping See All in the top-right corner of this section reveals actions grouped by app (see Figure 21), and depending on your device and its orientation, you can either swipe across the group of actions to reveal them or tap another “See All” to reveal all the actions from an app. Tapping the  icon creates a shortcut with just this action and allows you to name it.


[image: Figure 21: Shortcuts from Your Apps.]Figure 21: Shortcuts from Your Apps.

Before Shortcuts was Shortcuts, the team built in support for lots of popular apps, such as Drafts and OmniFocus. Since September 2019, developers can now build these actions into their own apps, and have them show in Shortcuts! This is much better for you and me, the users, but also for the developer who doesn’t have to wait for Apple to fix things. Except for those poor popular apps who were added by the Workflow team. These actions are still in Shortcuts, so you might see some actions twice, or two very similar actions. There is no easy way to tell which action is which, so if this happens to you then I recommend looking in the app (e.g., Drafts) for the help or support documentation to see which action the developer wants you to use.




Favorite Actions

There are some actions you will use more frequently than others, and you can add these to your favorites. Tap the icon in the top-left corner of an action in the shortcuts editor, or tap the Info  icon in the action list, and then tap Favorite. Favorites are another top-level category available at the top of your action list.




Name

Although the name of your shortcut is usually one of the last things you set, it has several implications you should know about. You may see several shortcuts in the app already, and the names of these shortcuts are how you can call them using Siri. Just as with any document or file, you should also name it so you can recognize it and find it later.




Renaming Shortcuts




You can easily rename your shortcut at any time. Tap the More  icon and then edit the name of your shortcut. In iOS 13.2, changing the name of your shortcut breaks any “Run Shortcut” actions for that shortcut, so I recommend not renaming any shortcuts you use in multiple locations (else you will run into slightly odd errors).




Variables

A variable is a temporary place to store one or more values. They allow you to get data in one part of your shortcut and use it in another part. For example, anything you share to a shortcut is in the variable Shortcut Input, so you can retrieve this anywhere you want or need to in your shortcut to use.

Shortcuts has both explicit and implicit, or magic, variables, and both are useful in their own ways. Let’s look at these!


Setting vs. Adding to a Variable

An explicit variable is one you deliberately create. Shortcuts has two actions for explicit variables, Set Variable and Add to Variable. Both these actions create explicit variables, with a name you choose, but the two actions work in different ways. Set Variable overwrites whatever value your variable has, while Add to Variable adds another value.

If you start with a variable Animals and set it to Dog, then later set it to Cat, when you go to use it, Animals gives you the value Cat. However, if you Add to Variable every time, when you use Animals later, you have two values, Dog and Cat. (We don’t get DogCat—Shortcuts doesn’t glue anything together for us!)

If you use the Set Variable or Add to Variable actions, these variables are shown above your keyboard, making it easy to access them.



Magic Variables

Most actions in Shortcuts give us output, and the outputs of these actions are automatically made available as magic variables. When you tap a variable field in an action, the option to choose a Magic Variable is represented as a magic wand  icon above the keyboard on the left; recent actions are also listed here (see Figure 22).


[image: Figure 22: The extra keyboard row in Shortcuts.]Figure 22: The extra keyboard row in Shortcuts.

So if you have an Ask for Input action, you can choose Provided Input as a magic variable, while Add to Calendar gives us a New Event variable.

When you tap the magic wand  to select a magic variable, your keyboard disappears, your actions fade, and variables appear between them with small icons representing their type (Figure 23).


[image: Figure 23: Selecting a magic variable.]Figure 23: Selecting a magic variable.

You can also rename a magic variable. To do this, select it in an action and then tap Rename on the menu that appears. This pops up a dialog (Figure 24) where you can type the name—then, wherever you use the variable and whenever you open the selector for magic variables, this name will be shown. I recommend renaming magic variables you work with to avoid confusion; otherwise, you may end up with six Provided Input variables and it will be bothersome to keep them straight.


[image: Figure 24: Renaming a magic variable.]Figure 24: Renaming a magic variable.




Can’t Choose a Variable?




Sometimes you may tap something and want to choose a variable (magic or muggle), but you can’t—at least, not when you tap it. Some actions appear not to offer the ability to set a variable as the input. One example of this is the Repeat action (see Figure 25).


[image: Figure 25: Set the count of a repeat action.]Figure 25: Set the count of a repeat action.

Touch and hold on the field and then the option to select a variable, magic or otherwise, should appear.




Persistent Variables

There are some variables that always appear in the keyboard row; we call these persistent variables:


	Ask Each Time: Every time you run your shortcut, this field is shown for you to fill out. Some fields let you add your own text or another variable as well.


	Clipboard: This contains whatever is currently on your clipboard.


	Current Date: This is the current date and time when the shortcut gets to it. If you have a long shortcut with a Current Date at the beginning and another at the end, they will have slightly different values.


	Shortcut Input: For any shortcuts that accept input, this allows you to get it and manipulate it.






Getting Variables

Every action that accepts input has a spot where you can select which variable it should work with (see Input & Output). By default this is filled with the last output provided—usually from the action above it.


Note: In older versions of Shortcuts and Workflow there was an action called “Get Variable”—this no longer exists.




Variables as Programming Data Types

Just as in a programming language, variables have types, by which I mean a variable could be a number, text, a file, a song, or even an app. A variable’s type dictates what you can do with it. Just as we wouldn’t try to multiply two words together, Shortcuts can’t either—so we need to understand types to know how some of these actions work best.

Most items are objects, which means they are collections of parts, each of which can have a different type. Examples are calendar events, apps, music, and photos. A calendar event is an object, but the start time is a Date, what we think of as date and time. Lots of object types have actions, such as Get Details of Calendar Event, to let us extract different properties of this object. A dictionary is also an object that we can define ourselves; it pairs keys, what we use to look something up, and values—what we get when we look up the key. There are dictionary actions to get and set properties.

A list is an array, which is an ordered collection of items. The array’s index, or what we use to find something in it (like the key in the dictionary above), starts at 1 (whereas in some programming languages it starts at 0). So if we have a list with three items; Cat, Dog, Parrot, then Cat is at index 1, Dog at 2, and Parrot at 3. If you want to process every item in a list or a collection (a list of objects, such as multiple calendar events from Find Calendar Events) we can use two actions. Repeat With Each gives us every action in our list or collection in turn, so we can process them in the same way. Get Item from List lets you specify an index, and get the item at that index—so if we Get Item from List at Index 1, we get Cat. If you use Add to Variable you build a collection, and the Split Text action gives us a list. You can work with them the way I detailed here.



Formatting Variables

Usually when I say “format” I am talking about text in a document (like this one!) where I can apply font formatting. Formatting a variable does more than change what it looks like; it changes how it acts and reacts—specifically it changes the type (typecasting in programmer-speak). To see what type a variable is, tap it where you have used it. An editor pops up (Figure 26), and you can see the name of the variable with as [Type], this tells you which type your variable is.


[image: Figure 26: View the format of a variable.]Figure 26: View the format of a variable.

For example, the Ask for Input action usually provides the output as text, but if you set it to accept a number or date, you will want to work with it in the same format. Tap the variable to see what format something is, and tap the as ___ > text to choose from a range of formats.




Ask for Input Formats




If you use Ask for Input as a variable before changing the kind of input it asks for, the type will be text. Try to match the format of the variable to the kind of input you ask for as it makes life easier later—you can’t use the calculate action easily with text, and the Adjust Date action will often throw you surprises too!




Formatting Dates

Dates are a whole other ballgame when it comes to formatting. Shortcuts has a specific action to format a date, or you can format it when you use it the same way I detailed above. Shortcuts has an action, Format Date (Figure 27) which, I’m sure you’ll be surprised to know, can format dates!


[image: Figure 27: The format date action in Shortcuts.]Figure 27: The format date action in Shortcuts.

The app has several built-in formats for both date and time, and you can set these independently. What these formats deliver changes based on the region your device uses. This is what the different formats produce:


	Short: 12/9/19, 9:18 AM


	Medium: Dec 9, 2019 at 9:18:00 AM


	Long: December 9, 2019 at 9:18:00 AM GMT+1


	Relative: in 3 weeks


	RFC 2822: Mon, 09 Dec 2019 09:18:00 +0100


	ISO 8601: 2019-12-09T09:18:00+01:00




These formats are always available to us whenever we want format the date. You can also set the date or time to none if you just want one of the parts.

You can build nearly any date or time format using letters that represent part of the date/time, sometimes with different meanings assigned when you repeat the letter:


	Year y: Repeat this twice for a two digit year, and four times for a four digit year.


	Month M: Repeat this once or twice for a one or two digit month, and three or four times for a short or long word format.


	Day of the week e: Like the month output, repeat this three or four times to get the short or long format of the day as a word.


	Hour h or H: Use the lowercase to get a 12-hour date format, or uppercase for 24-hour. One instance produces a single-digit format, and two produces a two-digit format!


	Minute m: A single m becomes a single-digit minute, and two is the double-digit version.


	Second s: This works the same way as minutes.


	AM or PM a: a single a outputs either am or pm, based on the date in question.





Tip: Month and minute share the same letter (but with different cases), so if you confuse them you will get unexpected results.


So, if you put EEEE, MMM d, yy. h:mma in the custom format, you get Wednesday, December 4, 2019. 9:18AM (assuming this correlates with the date you provide).

For the full breakdown on the magic code to format dates, you can review the ICU User Guide—the standard Shortcuts uses.




Input & Output

Two crucial concepts in Shortcuts are input and output. Input is what you provide to an action and how you provide it, and output is what you get out. For example, the Make PDF action accepts anything as input (seriously, it says anything), and the output is a PDF. (Five points if you guessed the output!)

To see what input an action accepts, check the action information by tapping the icon in the top-left corner of any action (the same way we check what our Actions do). Input is integrated into the action—highlighted in blue (Figure 28). If you add an action below another one, the second action will automatically have its input set to the output of the previous action. This is the same way Automator on the Mac works. You can tap the variable there and remove it to select another variable, or type in your own text instead (if the action accepts text as input).


[image: Figure 28: An action with a variable spot.]Figure 28: An action with a variable spot.

Actions (usually) deliver output. This is our result and is then available to all subsequent actions as one of our Magic Variables. So the Make PDF action gives us a PDF we can use as the input to (for example) a Share action.

Some actions, like Choose from Menu, say “This action passes input through as output,” which means they does not accept input or provide output and instead execute an action independently of everything else.



If and Otherwise

It’s nice to be able to use logic within a shortcut (or every day life) to decide what to do in different situations. We humans are pretty good at figuring out “if it’s raining, take an umbrella, but otherwise, leave the umbrella at home.” In order for a Shortcut to do this we can add an If action. If doesn’t come alone; it brings Otherwise along with it, as well as End If to indicate where the conditional statement ends.

The first block in If is If [input] [condition], which alone sounds rather…fuzzy. First we have to give it input. Shortcuts does this automatically if we have another action before the If; otherwise, we must add an action. If gives us a lot of choices, and these depend on what we give it! For example, let’s start with a Select Photos action before our If. Now when we tap Condition we have two choices: has any value and does not have any value (Figure 29).


[image: Figure 29: The options for the Condition of an If action with a photo as input.]Figure 29: The options for the Condition of an If action with a photo as input.

But, if we tap Photos and select Width, the Condition gives us a lot more choices. Width is a number, so we can compare it to another number—either exactly, or relatively (Figure 30).


[image: Figure 30: The options for the Condition of an If action with the Photo Width as input.]Figure 30: The options for the Condition of an If action with the Photo Width as input.

Please note: I am not responsible if you program your shortcut incorrectly and get rained on! ;)



Repeat Loops

A Repeat Loop is a way to do the same actions time and time again. Shortcuts has two kinds of repeat loops—Repeat and Repeat With Each.

Repeat lets you input a number to set how many times the action happens. If you touch and hold on the repeat count, you can set it to the value of a magic variable rather than to a fixed number.

Repeat With Each takes input, such as every line from Split Text, and goes through each item. If you want to send someone a copy of your calendar events for today, you would use Repeat with Each after you have the calendar events to produce a list of the name of the event with the start and end times. Or, if you want to add a task to read each chapter of a book, you can use a plain Repeat action, with the count set to the number of chapters for the book. For both of these examples you need to use the Repeat variables: Repeat Index and Repeat Item.

In Figure 31 you can see an example of how these two variables work.


[image: Figure 31: The repeat variables.]Figure 31: The repeat variables.

Repeat Index is a magic variable created by both repeat loops; it starts at 1 and increases every time the repeat loop runs—so with the example of the chapters, you can use the Repeat Index to specify the chapter number.

Repeat Item is available only in the Repeat With Each loop. It gives you the content you are working with—so if you have calendar events, your repeat item is one calendar event.




Delete a Repeat




If you try to delete a Repeat (or an If), Shortcuts asks you if you want to delete the actions in the repeat block (Figure 32).


[image: Figure 32: The warning you see when you try to delete a repeat action.]Figure 32: The warning you see when you try to delete a repeat action.

You have three options: Keep Actions (and discard just Repeat and End Repeat); Delete Actions, which deletes the Repeat block and everything inside it; and Cancel, which does not delete anything.




Lists, Menus, and Dictionaries

Adding choices to your shortcuts is something you will find extremely useful. There are three ways to do this, depending on what result you want:


	List: A list gives you what you choose, so if I have a list with “Haircut,” “Cinema,” and “Dinner” as the options, followed by a Choose from List action, I will get whichever option I have chosen (see Figure 33). If multiple options are enabled I will be given all of the options I choose (and can work through them with a repeat loop).


[image: Figure 33: A list in Shortcuts.]Figure 33: A list in Shortcuts.


	Menu: A menu is more like branching. If I have a menu with the same three options, “Haircut,” “Cinema,” and “Dinner,” then choosing one of those allows me to nest actions within it. The simplest example of a menu would be “Yes” as the only the option. Choose from Menu and Choose from List automatically add a Cancel option for us so when we run our shortcut, we see Yes and Cancel (Figure 34).


[image: Figure 34: Choose from Menu.]Figure 34: Choose from Menu.


	Dictionary: A dictionary is a halfway between a list and a menu. A dictionary allows me to choose Haircut and get different data out—just like a dictionary in the traditional sense gives you a meaning when you look up a word. This is extremely useful if we want to choose “Haircut” but instead get the text “Haircut 9 AM Monday” back. In your dictionary Haircut is the key, “Haircut 9 AM Monday” is the value, and the dictionary returns the value (Figure 35).





[image: Figure 35: A dictionary and a Choose from List action.]Figure 35: A dictionary and a Choose from List action.

Dictionaries allow you to store text, numbers, arrays (lists), dictionaries, and booleans (true or false). There’s unlimited nesting, which can become complex, but there are examples later in the book which include them.




Lists and Dictionaries Can Never Be Alone




The List and Dictionary actions alone do nothing; they always need another action to get data out of them. A good candidate is Choose from List, but you can also use the Repeat with Each action.




Debug Shortcuts

For better or for worse, creating shortcuts is programming. This means that things go wrong, so we creators need to find out what went wrong, how it went wrong, and how to fix it. Here are some key tools that should be kept in your virtual toolbox at all times to help you whenever you get stuck or want to break something down.


Quick Look

Quick Look shows you exactly what you’re working with, in the format you choose. This can let you see if your variable is being set in the way you want, or check that an action is returning output as you want. Quick Look launches you into Shortcuts if you run the shortcut from Siri or the Widget. The format of your variable dictates what you see, so a Location defaults to the Address (Figure 36).


[image: Figure 36: The Quick Look action with a Location.]Figure 36: The Quick Look action with a Location.



Alert

Quick Look is great, especially as it can show you a lot more than the Alert dialog, but what if, after seeing something, you want to be able to stop? By default, an alert shows you an OK and a Cancel button (Figure 37). The latter stops your shortcut right then and there—consider it a handy emergency escape hatch you can drop in wherever you want—before you start your shortcut, of course.


[image: Figure 37: The Alert action with default settings.]Figure 37: The Alert action with default settings.




Enhance Your Alert




An Alert action can ask you a question (by default “Do you want to continue?”) and give you the option to stop. If you tap Show More, you can also change the title. This is useful if you have multiple alerts in your shortcut and you want to know which one is which when you run it. Don’t forget that you can put any text (and variables) in the Title and the message areas to help you.




Cheat with Repeat

If you are debugging a shortcut and don’t want to run a section of the actions, but don’t want to delete them either, you can instead put a number action in your shortcut and set it to zero. Then put a Repeat action in, set the count to your number (Repeat can’t be set to zero by itself), and drag the bottom of the repeat down to the end of the actions you don’t want to run.

You can also use Repeat to help you move a whole series of actions at once without losing their order. Drag the repeat into the shortcut and the end of it below the last action you want to move, then drag your whole repeat loop. When you’re done, delete the repeat block—and keep the actions inside it.




Graphical Representation (the Icon)

Most humans identify things by what they look like, instead of the text below or next to something. For this reason we can, and want to, give our shortcuts a good visual representation.

The name of the shortcut is important, but the icon is too. There are three elements to an icon:


	Color: In Shortcuts we can choose from 15 different colors (Figure 38) to represent our shortcut. You could use these to represent different kinds of shortcuts (such as all Music is pink), or to help you identify how shortcuts are usually run (green is Activity View).


[image: Figure 38: Icon colors in Shortcuts.]Figure 38: Icon colors in Shortcuts.


	Glyph: If your shortcut has actions from only one app, it automatically shows the icon of that app in Shortcuts. If you have actions from lots of apps, including Shortcuts actions, it will show the glyph you choose (Figure 39).


[image: Figure 39: Some of the many glyphs available for a shortcut.]Figure 39: Some of the many glyphs available for a shortcut.


	Home screen icon: When you add a shortcut to your Home screen, you can tap the icon and select any image from your photos or files, but this does not change what we see in Shortcuts.






Run a Shortcut Inside Another Shortcut

As with everything in life, at some point or another you will realize you are repeating yourself in Shortcuts. An example that comes to mind is my preferred method for formatting calendar events for display or to be spoken through Siri. Instead of creating these steps manually in multiple shortcuts, and then when you want or need to make a change looking for every shortcut where you did this and fixing it, you can create another shortcut and run it in a shortcut with the action Run Shortcut. You can pass input to it and get output from it—so you are making your own actions as shortcuts!

There’s a neat little trick to prevent all of these function shortcuts from showing up in an activity view—let them accept input, but turn off all the input types. To do this, open the Details view of your shortcut, and tap Share Sheet Types. Tap Deselect All in the top-right corner to uncheck all the options (Figure 40).


[image: Figure 40: Set the Share Sheet Types for a shortcut.]Figure 40: Set the Share Sheet Types for a shortcut.

This lets you use it in another shortcut but means it will never get in your way elsewhere!








  
Install and Sync Shortcuts

Before we dive further into the world of shortcut creation, we should look at how to cheat and let someone else do all the hard work—after all, that’s another step on the rung of the automation ladder.


Install Shortcuts from iCloud Links

Throughout this book, and on the internet in general, there are links to shortcuts you can download and install. Anyone can make and share these shortcuts. However, unlike in the App Store there is no vetting process, so you have to judge for yourself whether something is safe.

Before you can install shortcuts from links, you must enable “Untrusted Shortcuts” in Settings > Shortcuts, and type in your device passcode to confirm your choice. If the option isn’t there, install a shortcut from the gallery (one that shouldn’t interrupt your life too much is the “Word of the Day”) and run it a few times, then try again. Once the setting is turned on, you can install shortcuts from iCloud links and share them in the same way.




Actions from Apps vs. Shortcuts in the Gallery




Inside the gallery tab there are two kinds of shortcuts, “Real Shortcuts” and single action shortcuts created by apps you use. There are two differences: firstly shortcuts in the gallery are made by Apple as demonstration shortcuts, secondly actions from apps contain one action in a shortcut.



Evaluate Actions

Before you install a shortcut, you should evaluate it to see what it does and what it is trying to access. Each shortcut needs your permission to access apps and URLs, but before you get that far you can see what is in a shortcut when you first click the link to install it (Figure 41).


[image: Figure 41: The install shortcut screen.]Figure 41: The install shortcut screen.

On this screen you can see all the actions in the shortcut, exactly what it does, and which apps it accesses. There are two buttons at the bottom of the view, below a disclaimer from Apple. Our gut instinct is usually not to tap the big red button, but in this case that’s exactly what we need to do to install the shortcut. To back out and avoid installing the shortcut, tap the second button (or tap Cancel at the top).




Why Is This Important?




The vast majority of shortcuts we can find on the internet are safe, but unfortunately, there are some people who build things with malicious intent. Here’s a few things you should look at closely:


	Send Message or Send Mail (make sure these actions don’t contain contact details of people you don’t know).


	Lots of Base64 decode/encode actions. (This action can be used in a non-malicious manner, so one instance does not necessarily warrant alarm.)


	File access (specifically, ../ in the path of a file, which means go up a level).




This list isn’t exhaustive, but use your common sense and read through the actions to try and understand what the shortcut does. Read comments from the place you found the shortcut and see what they say.




Review Shortcut App Access

Tap on the More  icon in the shortcuts editor or open the Details view from your Shortcuts Library. Now you can see which apps your shortcut wants to access and whether or not it currently has access to them. You can toggle each app on and off. When the shortcut runs, it asks for any permissions it needs to run. If you do not permit it, then it will exit when it reaches that action.




Sync Your Shortcuts

I personally get really confused when something that is on one of my devices isn’t on another, which is why I recommend that you turn on Shortcuts Sync. This is a toggle in Settings > Shortcuts.

The setting Sync Shortcut Order does what it says on the tin—it keeps the order of shortcuts consistent across your devices. This has a knock on effect because the order of your shortcuts reflects the order of the shortcuts your today widget.



Share Your Shortcuts

You can share your shortcuts with friends, family, and if you want to—the wider internet. First you must enable untrusted shortcuts, if you haven’t already done so (detailed above in Install Shortcuts from iCloud Links). Afterward, when you open a shortcut to edit it the, share  icon will show up in the bottom bar. When your share a shortcut, it generates an iCloud link, which contains a random combination of letters and numbers. Every time you generate a link, it creates a new URL.


Import Questions

When you share your shortcut, you want to remove any personal information, but also make it easy for others to set up. Import Questions are an easy way to do this—when someone installs the shortcut after tapping “Add Untrusted Shortcut,” you walk them through filling in any necessary details, and you don’t have to be there to do so.

To create import questions, tap the More  icon in the shortcuts editor, and then tap Import Questions. Here you can add almost as many questions as there are actions—if that’s necessary. For each question, you can write out your query—providing multiple lines of detail and information if you want to—and you can also specify a default answer. What the import question is for dictates what kind of default answer you can set—text fields need text, and you have to set a toggle to true or false. A good example of an import question would be your home address in a shortcut to get directions home. You probably don’t want everyone to come and see you when they want to go home, they need to go to their home. Anything that needs to be customized for the user is a good candidate for an Import Question.



Security

There is no way to limit who can see a shortcut after you create the link, so give the link only to people you want to be able to access it. Technically anyone can guess and use your iCloud link, but it’s statistically highly unlikely that they will find the needed URL. If you delete the shortcut from your device(s), the iCloud link will still work, so if you keep it somewhere safe, you can reinstall at any time.

You can stop sharing a shortcut if you want or need to, though the steps are not the most obvious:


	Share the shortcut again.


	Copy the link to the shared shortcut.


	Open the link (you can paste it into Safari to do this).


	Tap the Open to open the shortcut in Shortcuts.


	Tap the More  icon in the top-right corner.


	Tap Stop Sharing.





Note: These steps work only if you either have the link of the shortcut, or it’s still installed on one of your devices.





Back Up Your Shortcuts




Technically sync isn’t backup, but turning on iCloud Sync is an excellent first step in the game of “Keep Your Shortcuts Safe.” Sharing, as detailed above, is another way to back up your shortcuts.

Unfortunately, Shortcuts doesn’t have a real backup option, so we have to make do with a combination of syncing and exporting iCloud links—see Share Your Shortcuts in Bulk later in the book to automate sharing everything.










  
Productivity Shortcuts

Automation with the goal of being productive is extremely logical, and this section is dedicated to making and explaining shortcuts with exactly that purpose. There is a download link for each shortcut provided at the end of its section, but I also explain how to build each one manually yourself.


Tip: I highly recommend you build the shortcut as you read, as this lets you see how everything works and connects together. Find the action with the Search box or look for it in one of the groups, and tap it to add it to your Shortcut.



Share PDF

This shortcut takes anything you give it, makes a PDF with it, and shows you the sharing options for a PDF. Here’s what we need to do to build the shortcut:


	Add the Make PDF action.

You don’t have to do anything to this action, just add it to your shortcut. As the name says, it makes a PDF.


	Add the Share action.

When you add this action, it should automatically say “Share PDF”, and if you tap PDF, you can tap Reveal Action to see that the PDF comes from the Make PDF action.


Tip: The Reveal Action doesn’t always look like it has done something—you have to really look at your screen to see that one action has more shadow than the others—that action is the source of your magic variable!



	Tap the More  icon and toggle on Show in Share Sheet. Then tap Done.


	Tap Next in the top-right corner, set the name (“Share PDF”), and optionally tap the icon to change its color or glyph. Then tap Done.




That’s it! You just built a really useful shortcut in four steps! Let’s test it. Go to Safari and open a webpage (such as TakeControlBooks.com). Tap the share  icon, and scroll down in the list of actions until you find Share PDF—tap it. The shortcut makes a PDF of the webpage and opens another share menu to let you share it.




Install the Shortcut




Tap the link below to install the shortcut on an iPhone or an iPad. When you do, Safari opens briefly and then Shortcuts opens and asks you to review the shortcut and install it. If you get an error message, go back and read the section on Share Your Shortcuts.


Install Share PDF shortcut: https://alt.cc/shsp



Meeting Time and Notes

Usually as we walk into a meeting (whether that be a meeting room or clicking on a link to join a teleconference) there are plenty of things running through our heads—everything from “Is Bob’s cat back from the vet?” to “I need to check who is on holiday in two weeks and see if it affects our deadlines.” This leaves precious little space for the small but important things like creating a new meeting note and making sure Do Not Disturb is enabled. This shortcut is designed to help us tackle the little things with just a tap.

This shortcut gives you a list of events from your calendar today, asks you to choose from them, and turns on Do Not Disturb until the end of the event. Then it formats the data from your event into a usable format and creates a note with it. Finally, it searches for that note and opens it.

Here are instructions to build this shortcut:


	Add a Find Calendar Events action.

Change variable to the right of Start Date from is in the next to is today. Then tap Add Filter, which defaults to Calendar is Home (or another calendar on your device.) Tap Calendar and choose Is Not All Day. Then change Sort By to Start Date and set the Order to Oldest First (the default). (When you’ve done this the action should look like Figure 42).


[image: Figure 42: The Find Calendar Events action filled out.]Figure 42: The Find Calendar Events action filled out.


	Add a Choose from List action.

Shortcuts auto fills the List with Calendar Events, so you don’t have to do any more work.


	Add a Set Do Not Disturb action.

Tap the Off variable to change it to On, and then tap Turned Off. Tap Event Ends, and then tap Event. Tap Select Magic Variable and then tap Chosen Item (which appears below the Choose from Calendar Events action).


	Add a Text action.

Alone this action does nothing, so we have to put in the content. Tap the text field and tap Chosen Item in the row above your keyboard. Shortcuts now shows you a list of elements of your Calendar Event. Tap Title (the default). Add a return to the text box, and tap Chosen Item again, this time selecting Start Date. After another return, tap Chosen Item, and this time select Attendees. Add two more returns. Finally, add yet another Chosen Item and select Notes. Tap Done. (See the first action in Figure 43.)


	Add a Create Note action.

This fills out the with section to use the Text action above.


[image: Figure 43: Steps 4 and 5 from this shortcut.]Figure 43: Steps 4 and 5 from this shortcut.


	Add a Find Notes action.

Unfortunately our Create Note gives us the content of the note, not the note itself. We could open Notes and find it, but where’s the automation in that? Instead we can use the Find Notes action. Tap the Text variable and press Delete to clear it. When it prompts you, select All Notes. Tap Add Filter and then change the anything in Body contains anything to use a magic variable (Figure 44), and select the Text action from above.


[image: Figure 44: Change the variable in the Find Notes action.]Figure 44: Change the variable in the Find Notes action.


	Select All Notes in the Find Notes action.


	Add a Show Note action.

This action automatically uses the magic variable output of the Find Note action.







Don’t Want to Choose the Event?




You can use the Get Upcoming Events action to find the next event in your calendar instead—the disadvantage is it either searches all your calendars or just one calendar. I find this doesn’t work for me as I have around 15 calendars and another five I can see, but only some of my calendars have relevant events on them.



	Tap Next, give the shortcut a name and icon, and tap Done.






Grant the Shortcut Permissions




When you install the shortcut above, Shortcuts asks you to grant it access to the calendar, reminders and notes. This is normal and indeed a good thing! This was covered in Install and Sync Shortcuts (feel free to pop back to check it out).


Install Meeting Time shortcut: https://alt.cc/shmt



Event Templates

We all have events we add to our calendar semi-regularly, but they’re not recurring events—haircuts, quiz nights, dinner with friends, and trips to the cinema. This is something we can easily have Shortcuts handle for us: we choose the event and set the start date and it can do the rest of the work for us. (Figure 45).


[image: Figure 45: Event Templates: Choose from Menu.]Figure 45: Event Templates: Choose from Menu.

Follow these steps to create the shortcut:


	Add a Choose from Menu action.

Rename “One” and “Two” to Haircut and Dinner, and then add three more menu options for Quiz Night, Cinema, and Event from Today. Each menu item you add also appears as a separate block beneath the menu, so you can specify different actions for each choice.


	Beneath the Haircut option add an Ask for Input action.

Set the Question to Start Date, and in the Show More area, set the Input Type to Date and Time.


	Directly below Ask Start Date, add an Adjust Date action.

Set this to [Add] [45] [minutes] to Provided Input (the output of the Ask for Input action).


	Right after [Add] [45] [minutes] to Provided Input, add an Add New Event action.

Set the Event Title to Haircut, From to Provided Input (a magic variable from the Ask for Input action in step 2), and To to Adjusted Date. Tap Show More and set the Location to the address of your hairdresser.

The whole Haircut section should look like Figure 46.


[image: Figure 46: Event Templates: Haircut.]Figure 46: Event Templates: Haircut.


	Under the Dinner option, add an Ask for Input action.

Set the Question to Start Date, and in the Show More area, set the Input Type to Date and Time.


	Below Ask Start Date, add an Adjust Date action.

Set this to [Add] [2] [hours] to Provided Input (the output of the Ask for Input action).


	Under [Add] [2] [hours] to Provided Input, add an Add New Event action.

Set the Event Title to Dinner, From to Provided Input (a magic variable from the Ask for Input action in step 5), and To to Adjusted Date. Tap Show More and set the Location to Ask Each Time.


	Under the Quiz Night option, add an Ask for Input action.

Set the Question to Start Date, and in the Show More area, set the Input Type to Date.


	Below Ask Start Date, add a Date action.

Set this to [Specified Date] [Provided Input] [7 PM].


	Under [Specified Date] [Provided Input] [7 PM], add an Adjust Date action.

Set this to [Add] [2] [hours] to Date (the output of the Date action).


	Right after [Add] [2] [hours] to Date, add a List action.

Add Quiz Masters and Ultimate Quiz Showdown as list items (these are definitely real places!).


	Below List, add a Choose from List action.

Make sure that list is set to List (from the above action).


	Under Choose from List, add an Add New Event action.

Set the Event Title to Quiz Night, From to Provided Input (a magic variable from the Ask for Input action in step 8), and To to Adjusted Date. Tap Show More and set the Location to Chosen Item. Check Figure 47 to make sure everything looks right.





[image: Figure 47: List, Choose from List and the resulting choice are used to set the location.]Figure 47: List, Choose from List and the resulting choice are used to set the location.


	Under the Cinema option, add an Ask for Input action.

Set the Question to Start Date, and in the Show More area, set the Input Type to Date and Time.


	Below Ask Start Date, add an Adjust Date action.

Set this to [Add] [Ask Each Time] [minutes] to Provided Input (the output of the Ask for Input action).


	Under [Add] [Ask Each Time] [minutes] to Provided Input, add an Add New Event action.

Set the Event Title to Cinema, From to Provided Input (a magic variable from the Ask for Input action in step 15), and To to Adjusted Date. Tap Show More and set the Location to the address of your cinema.


	Under the Event from Today option, add a Find Calendar Events action.

Set the Start Date to is today.


	Beneath Find All Calendar Events where, add a Choose from List action.

This should automatically select Calendar Events from step 17.


	Right after Choose from Calendar Events, add a Get Details of Calendar Events action.

Set Detail to Duration and Calendar Event to Chosen Item (the second should be set automatically.)


	Below Get Duration from Chosen Item, add an Ask for Input action.

Set the Question to Start Date, and in the Show More area, set the Input Type to Date and Time.


	Under Ask Start Date, add an Adjust Date action.

Set it to [Add] [Duration] [seconds] to Provided Input.


	Below [Add] [Duration] [seconds] to Provided Input and just above End Menu (which will be the final block), add an Add New Event action.

Set the Event Title to Chosen Item (from step 18), and then tap Title. Set From to Provided Input (a magic variable from the Ask for Input action in step 20), and To to Adjusted Date. Tap Show More and set the Location to Chosen Item (from step 18), and then tap Location as the part of the calendar event.


	Tap Next, give the shortcut a name and icon, and tap Done.




After the marathon of 23 actions, you have built an extremely powerful shortcut! We’re not quite done yet though! Tap the More  icon and then Import Questions. Tap Add New Question and find the Location element of Add Calendar Event in Haircut, and type a suitable prompt (e.g. “Type the address of your Hairdressers”). Repeat this with the cinema. This means when you share your shortcut with someone else, they have to fill in the address of their hairdresser and cinema, instead of following you to yours!




Import Questions Revisited




When you tap the link below to install this shortcut, after you tap “Add Untrusted Shortcut,” your device asks you to input two locations (as in Figure 48).


[image: Figure 48: Import question to add the address of your hairdresser.]Figure 48: Import question to add the address of your hairdresser.

The first question wants you to type the address of your hairdresser, and the second your favorite cinema. To do this, tap in the Location field (where you may see the placeholder “optional”), enter the address of your hairdresser, tap Continue, and then do the same with the address of your favorite cinema.


Install Event Templates shortcut: https://alt.cc/shet



Add Tasks in Bulk

Usually when I think of something I need to do, as soon as I start to write it down I think of another 10 things to do. This shortcut is intended to solve this problem. When you run this shortcut, you can write down multiple tasks without lots of taps, and then process them afterwards (Figure 49).


[image: Figure 49: The dialogs you see when you run this shortcut.]Figure 49: The dialogs you see when you run this shortcut.

Let’s build this Shortcut together:


	Add an Ask for Input action.

Add this action to your shortcut, and then change Question to something helpful—I used Task List.


	Add a Split Text action.

This automatically updates to “Split Provided Input by New Lines”. Provided input is the output of the Ask for Input action.


	Add a Repeat with Each action.

This uses the Split Text action, one repeat for one line.


	Just after “Repeat with each item” (so it’s within the Repeat with Each loop), add an Add New Reminder action.

Set Reminder to Repeat Item. Tap No Alert and then tap Ask Each Time. Tap Show More, and set Reminder to Repeat Item. Tap List followed by Ask Each Time. Then Tap in the Notes field and again, tap Ask Each Time.

The beauty of this is you don’t have to fill out any field when this runs. If you want to add more details you can, and you tap Done when you are happy to add the task to Reminders. If you want to always save the tasks to a specific list then you can remove Ask Each Time from the List field and set your preferred list.


Tip: If you run this on a device when you have a physical keyboard connected, you must press Option-Return to insert a line break, as Return is the equivalent of tapping OK.



	Tap Next, give the shortcut a name and icon, and tap Done.




Install Add Tasks in Bulk shortcut: https://alt.cc/shtb




Reminders Alternative




If you prefer a different to-do app to Reminders, you can modify the shortcut above to work with it—as long as it has Shortcuts support (which is true of, for example, OmniFocus, Things (see Figure 50), Todoist, and Trello).


[image: Figure 50: The action to add a reminder was replaced with the Add Things To-Do action.]Figure 50: The action to add a reminder was replaced with the Add Things To-Do action.

To “translate” this, add the action to add a task to your task manager of choice, and make sure to set the task name or title to Repeat Item. Everything else can be set to Ask Each Time. Run this Shortcut a few times and remove Ask Each Time from the sections you don’t need.




Daily Overview

This shortcut gives you an overview of your day—a list of events on your calendar, any reminders, and the weather forecast. But before we get to it, I must insert a giant disclaimer:


Warning! In version 13.3 of iOS/iPadOS, there is a bug that will prevent you from following parts of steps 8 and 9, which in turn means you can’t create a working version of this shortcut yourself. Because I expect this bug to be fixed in a future iOS/iPadOS update, I’m leaving the instructions here so you can follow them once that happens. For the time being, though, your best bet is to install my version of this shortcut, which still works despite the bug, and use these instructions simply to understand how the shortcut works.


I created my daily overview shortcut to use in two ways, one when I turn off my alarm in the morning, and the other through Siri. It makes use of the Show Result action, when you run this through Siri the text in Show Result is spoken and shown, and when you run it from the Today Widget or the app then the text is shown.

I always start these shortcuts with the most important information first; that way, if your attention wanders, you probably got the “good bit.”


Tip: If we give the Speak Text action a large block of text it doesn’t sound natural when it’s talking—in fact it all sounds like one big run-on sentence. That is why throughout this shortcut the action Show Result appears multiple times. The small pauses, while shortcuts processes actions, makes this sound much more natural and is much easier for us to understand!


Here are the step-by-step instructions to build this Shortcut:


	Add a Find Calendar Events action.

Tap is in the next and change it to is today—this limits the events to those today. You may also want to add another filter (tap Add Filter) to focus on a specific calendar, or to find events not on a specific calendar. Set your Sort by to Start Date to make sure the result is ordered by time.


	Add an If action.

When you add this, it automatically changes to If Calendar Events, but change the condition to has any value. Now we can give ourselves different information if we have events versus when we don’t.


Tip: Drag, don’t tap! Make sure to add the actions from here on with drag and drop. This makes sure you put them in the right place, and that Shortcuts fills out the right variables for us.



	Below the If action, but above Otherwise, add a Text action.

Here, type Calendar events for today:.


	Below Text, add a Show Result action.

This shows the Text from above.


	Below Show Text, add a Repeat with Each action.

When we add this, it automatically uses Text from the first action beneath our If. Tap this, press Delete to clear it, and then tap Select Magic Variable followed by Calendar Events—this is from the very first action in our shortcut.


	Directly beneath Repeat with each item in Calendar Events, add a Get Details of Calendar Events action. Set Detail to Is All Day and Calendar Event to Repeat Item. This tells us if our event is an all-day event or not.


	Below Get Is All Day from Repeat Item, add a second If action. This should automatically become If Is All Day, which translates to “if this is an all day event.”


	Inside the newly added If Is All Day action, but above the Otherwise, add a Text action. Tap the text field, and tap the variable Repeat Item. Then tap that and change the as Text to as Calendar Event. (Note: As mentioned in the warning above, this is the specific thing you can’t do at the moment.) Now you can tap Title to get the title of the calendar event.


	Fill in the Otherwise statement, which was automatically added as part of the If action. (If you accidentally deleted it, tap the action settings  icon next to the delete  icon, and choose Put Back “Otherwise” to fix it.) Just below Otherwise, add a Text action. In the same we added the Title in step 8, add “Start Date to End Date - Title” here. (Again, this isn’t possible as of publication time.)


	Skip ahead past the first End If statement and the End Repeat statement that follows it, and add a Show Result action (just above the second Otherwise statement—you can delete that as we don’t need it).

This should automatically set Repeat Results as its variable.


	At the very bottom, right after the End If statement, add a Find Reminders action.

Tap Add Filter, tap List, and choose Due Date, and then change is exactly to is today. Set Sort by to Due Date, which sets the order to Oldest First. This means the reminders we get from this are sorted from earliest to latest due in the day.


	Add another If action.

Set the condition to has any value, and delete the Otherwise action in this.


	Below the newly added If Reminders has any value but above End If, add a Text action. Type something like Reminders due today:.


	Below Text, add a Show Result action. This automatically changes to Show Text, and the Text is the action immediately above this.


	Below Show Text, add another Show Result action. Tap Text, press Delete to clear it, and use a Magic Variable to select the Reminders from step 11.


	After the End If, add a Get Weather Forecast action.

This automatically chooses the Daily forecast at Current Location, perfect for our needs.


	Add a Get Item from List action.

This also changes automatically to Get First Item from Weather Conditions.


	Add a Text action.

Type “The weather for today is” followed by a space and then add the Item from List Magic Variable.


	Add another Show Result action.

This shows the text in step 18.


	Add another If action.

Tap Text and press Delete to clear it, then set Input to Item from List (through the magic wand ). Tap it again so you can select Precipitation Chance. Then tap Condition (in the If) and tap is greater than. In the number field, type in 0. This now tells us if there is some chance of rain. Delete the Otherwise section.


	Add a final Text action.

First let’s input the variables we need. Tap Item from List and select Precipitation Chance again, and then insert a second Item from List and change it to Precipitation Amount. Now we can type in the text around this:

There is a Precipitation Chance% chance of precipitation. Precipitation Amount inches are forecast.


Note: If your device is somewhere where inches are not the default measurement, you will need to change the text. You can also tap the Precipitation Amount variable and set the unit to a specific unit instead of “default” which changes based on the region of your device.



	Tap Next, give the shortcut a name and icon, and tap Done.




Voilà, Siri is now like Jarvis from Iron Man!

Install Daily Overview shortcut: https://alt.cc/shdo








  
Media Shortcuts

Shortcuts can do a lot with media, which includes music, images, and more. Here are a few examples of what you can do with the media-related actions.


Convert and Share Image

By default, photos we take on our devices are in HEIC format—and they’re extremely large. If we want to share them, some of our apps convert them automatically for us and even resize them. For consistent results, though, we can use a shortcut:


	Right after creating the Shortcut, tap the More  icon, and enable Show in Share Sheet. Change Share Sheet Types and Deselect All before you select Images.


	Add an If action and delete the Otherwise section.

The first part of this is set to Shortcut Input, and we need to change Condition to has any value.


	After the If but before End If, add a Select Photos action.

This runs only if you don’t use your shortcut from the Activity View (so if you don’t share an image to it). It outputs either what you shared to the shortcut, or what you just selected.


	After the End If statement, add a Convert Image action.

This should automatically update to Convert If Result to JPEG. Tap Show More and slide down the Quality to an appropriate level (see Figure 51). Preserve Metadata tells Shortcuts whether it should keep data like the location attached to the image.


[image: Figure 51: Convert and set the quality of an image.]Figure 51: Convert and set the quality of an image.


	Add a Share action.

This is automatically changed to Converted Image.


	Tap Next, give the shortcut a name and icon, and tap Done.




Install Convert & Share Image shortcut: https://alt.cc/shci



Play Audio

I use this shortcut with two automations: when I connect to CarPlay, and when I connect to bluetooth devices (my AirPods). With just a few taps, I can tell my device to play music or a podcast.

Here’s how to build this shortcut:


	Add a Choose from Menu action.

Change “One” and “Two” to Music and Podcast and add a third option Cancel.


	Under the Music option, add a Get Current Song action.


	Under “Get current song,” add an If action and delete the Otherwise.

Make sure your If uses Current Song as the input and set the condition to does not have any value.


	Right under If [Current Song] [does not have any value], add the action to Get Playlist.

Choose a playlist to get the songs from.


	After End If (but before Podcast), add a Play Music action.

This should automatically use If Result as the song to play. Because we deleted the Otherwise step, if there is a current song that is passed through, and if not then a song from our playlist is played.


	Under the Podcast option, add a Get Podcasts from Library action.


	Beneath Get Podcasts from Library, add a Choose from List action.

Set the List to Podcasts if Shortcuts doesn’t set it automatically.


	Below Choose from Podcasts, add a Play Podcast action.

Set the Podcast to the Chosen Item (from step 7), if it isn’t set automatically.


	After Cancel but before End Menu, add an Exit Shortcut action.


	Add Set Playback Destination as the very last action, after End Menu.

Tap the type of your device (e.g. iPad) and change it to Ask Each Time.


	Tap Next, give the shortcut a name and icon, and tap Done.





Note: If you use this with an automation for when you connect to Bluetooth devices, you cannot set a toggle for “Ask Before Running,” but this is a good thing—otherwise, every time your devices connect, your iPhone would open Shortcuts.


Install Play Audio shortcut: https://alt.cc/shpa



Set AirPods Pro Noise Cancelling

When I want to change the noise cancelling on my AirPods Pro, the last thing I want to do is to dive into Settings, Bluetooth, etc. If your devices are set up to change when you press and hold the stems, this shortcut may be less useful, but you can still include the primary action in other shortcuts—such as the audio playback example above.

There are two ways to approach this, and I detail both here.

Let’s look at the one-action version first:


	Add the Set Noise Control Mode action.

Set Route to your AirPods Pro if Shortcuts doesn’t do this automatically. (You may need to open your AirPods Pro case and hold it open near your device to be able to do this.) Set the Noise Control Mode to Ask Each Time.


	Tap Next, give the shortcut a name and icon, and tap Done.




Install Set AirPods Pro Noise Cancelling (menu) shortcut: https://alt.cc/sham

This shortcut works perfectly, but it opens Shortcuts every time you run it. If you prefer, you can change the shortcut to use a menu instead (Figure 52 illustrates the difference).


[image: Figure 52: Ask When Run vs. a Menu Action.]Figure 52: Ask When Run vs. a Menu Action.

Using a menu instead of Ask Each Time offers multiple advantages:


	Shortcuts does not open when you run the app from the Today widget.


	You can choose your option with Siri, and don’t need to touch your device to control it.




To make the menu version of this shortcut:


	Add a Choose from Menu action.

Change “One” to Transparency and “Two” to Noise Cancelling.


	Right under Transparency, add a Set Noise Control Mode action.

Set the Route to your device (if not done automatically) and the Noise Control Mode to Transparency.


	Under Noise Cancelling, add a Set Noise Control Mode action.

Set the Route to your device (if not done automatically) and the Noise Control Mode to Noice Cancelling.


	Tap Next, give the shortcut a name and icon, and tap Done.







Why Use Shortcuts Instead of the Hardware Button?




There are several reasons why you might not want to use the touch control buttons on the AirPods Pro to control noise cancellation. For example, lots of gloves aren’t touch-sensitive, and even if they are, gripping the stems correctly is trickier with gloves and likely a hat. Secondly, you can use this in conjunction with automations—for example, when you open the Music app.


Install Set AirPods Pro Noise Cancelling (ask for each) shortcut: https://alt.cc/shaa



Add Current Song to Playlist

I have been exploring Apple Music’s playlists recently and keep finding great songs I want to listen to again, but I’m much too lazy to add these to my playlist My Music Library by hand, so I built a Shortcut to do it for me!

Here are the two actions we need:


	Add a Get Current Song action.


	Add an Add Song to Playlist action.

This should automatically select the Current Song from step 1, and then choose an appropriate playlist (Figure 53).


	Tap Next, give the shortcut a name and icon, and tap Done.





[image: Figure 53: Add current song to playlist.]Figure 53: Add current song to playlist.

Install Add Current Song to Playlist shortcut: https://alt.cc/shcs








  
Home Shortcuts

This selection of shortcuts is for use with the home automation triggers. If you previously created any home automations in the Home app, they appear in the automation tab in Shortcuts, and are available in the Home app. This area has a limited number of actions, which means that you are unlikely to do something to upset anyone you share a home with, but also that you need to be creative to achieve all the results we want.


Note: There are download links for the shortcuts in this section, but they are just for reference, not for use. Unfortunately, you cannot run a shortcut as part of a home automation, nor import one to it—you will have to recreate all of these yourself.



Make a Button a Toggle

It astounds me that I cannot make a button a simple replacement for a light switch directly in the Home app. The good news is that Shortcuts is perfectly equipped to handle this! For this to work you need a physical HomeKit button, such as a Logitech Pop (or you can make a Shortcut to toggle your light).

To create this shortcut:


	Open the Home app—not Shortcuts.

A button must be configured in the Home app. I don’t know why and it seems like a strange limitation, but if you try to do it in Shortcuts, you get an error that it must be done in “Settings” (which translates to the Home app).


	Find a button or switch and touch and hold to open the settings.


	Tap Add next to one of the actions.


	Scroll to the bottom and tap Convert to Shortcut.


	Delete the Set Scenes and Accessories action.


	Add an If action.

Tap the Input and then tap Select a Home Accessory (Figure 54). If you have multiple homes, choose one, and then select the light you want to toggle. Tap Done.

Tap the Name bubble that is now in your If and choose Is On.


[image: Figure 54: Check the status of a home accessory with an If action.]Figure 54: Check the status of a home accessory with an If action.


	Under the If, add a Control Home action (where Home is the name of your HomeKit Home).

Tap Scenes and Accessories and scroll down to find your light, tap Next, and then touch and hold the light tile to change the settings. We want the light to turn off here.


	Just beneath Otherwise, add a Control Home action.

Tap Scenes and Accessories and scroll down to find your light again. This time we want the light to turn on so set the brightness (and color) appropriately.


	Tap Next, and tap Done.




Install Toggle Button shortcut: https://alt.cc/shbt



When I Get Home and…

I don’t know about you, but for me, a flat rule for when I get home seems boring. Why do that when instead, I can convert my automation to a shortcut and have different actions on different days of the week? Let’s see how to do that:


	Go to the Automation tab. If you’ve already created at least one automation, you’ll see a plus  icon in the top-right corner—tap it.


	Tap Create Home Automation.


	Tap People Arrive, and then tap Next on the When People Arrive screen.


	Scroll to the bottom and tap Convert to Shortcut.


	Delete the Set Scenes and Accessories action.


	Add an If action.

Set Input to Current Date (one of our persistent variables). Tap Current Date, and then change the Date Format to Custom. Now in the Custom Format delete the current content and set it to EEEEE. This is the first letter of the day of the week. Tap OK and then tap Done.

Change the Condition to is and then set Text to S. (This works in English-speaking countries and a few others, as Saturday and Sunday are the days of the week that start with S. If your device is set to French then unfortunately this will not work, because Dimanche, Sunday, does not start with an S.)


Tip: If you want to check out all the date formats you can go back to the section on Formatting Dates.



	Under the If, add a Control Home action beneath the If section.

Set a HomeKit scene to something fun. This runs on Saturday and Sunday.


	Below Otherwise, add a Control Home action.

Set an appropriate HomeKit scene for weekdays here.


	Tap Next, and then tap Done.




Install When I Get Home and… shortcut: https://alt.cc/shgh




Make “When People Arrive” Automations Just for You




The home automations run without extra approval—but there may be some cases where you do not want them to run for other people, just for you. If you tap the info  icon in the Anyone Arrives/Leaves row, you can then choose who it should apply to (Figure 55).


[image: Figure 55: Choose who the action triggers for with home location automations.]Figure 55: Choose who the action triggers for with home location automations.

If you uncheck the other people then the Anyone text changes to I.





Easier than Shortcuts




As much as I love Shortcuts, if you want to create a lot of Home automations I must instead recommend the Home+ app. It looks very similar to the Home app, but allows you to set as many conditions as you like for triggers, something that can become unwieldy in shortcuts where you need to nest If statements.









  
Other Shortcuts

These shortcuts don’t fall into the category of productivity, media, or Home shortcuts, but that doesn’t make them any less useful!


Share Your Shortcuts in Bulk

If you want to share all your shortcuts, or just some of them, all at once, I have a shortcut to do just that. Here’s how you make it:


	Add a Get My Shortcuts action.


	Add a Choose from List action.

This should automatically set the List to My Shortcuts from step one. Open Show More and toggle Select Multiple on.


	Add Get Link to File.

This becomes Get link to Chosen Item.


	Add Repeat with Each.

The Repeat action is automatically set to use the Link to File magic variable.


	Right under Repeat with each item in Link to File, add Get Item from List.

Tap First Item and change it to [Item at Index] [Repeat Index], then tap the Repeat Item after from, clear it, and use the magic variable Chosen Item (from step 2).


	Below Get [Item At Index] [Repeat Index] from Chosen Shortcut(s), Add a Text action.

Set the text as follows (see Figure 56):

- [Item from List](Repeat Item)


[image: Figure 56: The text action in Bulk Share Shortcuts.]Figure 56: The text action in Bulk Share Shortcuts.


	After Repeat with Each, add a Combine Text action.

This automatically selects the Repeat Results and combines them with New Lines.


	Add a Share action.


	Tap Next, give the shortcut a name and icon, and tap Done.




Install Share Your Shortcuts in Bulk shortcut: https://alt.cc/shsb



Log Expense

I don’t know about you, but I struggle to stay on top of my expenses—especially on work trips. Thankfully I can make my life much easier with shortcuts. Here are instructions to build this:


	Add an Ask for Input action.

Set the Question to Date and tap Show More so you can change the Input Type to Date and Time. This defaults to the current date and time when you run the Shortcut, which should make life easier.


	Add an Ask for Input action.

Set the Question to Amount, and under Show More, change the Input Type to Number. This adds a 0 you can’t delete, but when you run the shortcut and start to type a number, it disappears.


	Add another Ask for Input action.

Set the Question to Details. The Input Type is already Text so we don’t have to make any changes there.


	Add a Text action.

This is where we format the data. First tap the magic wand  and select the Provided Input from our Date action. Then tap Provided Input and rename the variable (refer back to Magic Variables for details). I chose Date and Time as my name. Next we need to add a comma, space, and a $ (, $). Then we can insert another magic variable and this time select Provided Input from our step 2 action, the Amount. We should rename this to Amount as well, to avoid confusion later. Add another comma and space (,) and then add our final magic variable—Provided Input from step three. Rename this to Details. Now your text action should look like Figure 57.


[image: Figure 57: The Text action with all the magic variables renamed.]Figure 57: The Text action with all the magic variables renamed.


	Add an Append to File action.

The action should automatically choose to [Append] [Text]. Tap Show More and set the File Path to Expenses.csv. Make sure Make New Line is toggled on.


	Tap Next, give the shortcut a name and icon, and tap Done.




Install Log Expense shortcut: https://alt.cc/shle



Tip Calculator

Calculating a tip can be tricky business, and I personally hate it when I give the wrong amount, so I end up pulling out a calculator to make sure I get it right. Shortcuts has built-in actions that can do calculations, and we can take advantage and get a little nerdy with our dining out. I’ve stretched the boundaries here of what you might desire from a simple tip calculator, as this is a great shortcut to show off some cool features. Here are the instructions:


	Add an Ask for Input action.

Set the Question to Amount and tap Show More so you can set the Input Type to Number.


Tip: The Today widget does not support a full keyboard, but it does support a numeric keyboard, so this shortcut can be run outside the app.



	Add a List action.

Replace “One” with 20 and “Two” with 25, add a new item and set this to 30.


	Add a Repeat with Each action.


	Right under “Repeat with each item in List,” Add a Calculate action.

Set this to divide the Repeat Item by 100.


	Next, still within the repeat loop, add another Calculate action.

Set this to multiply the Provided Input (from step 1) by the Calculation Result (from step 4). To do so, first, tap Calculation Result, tap Select Magic Variable, and then tap Provided Input. Tap Number and set it to Calculation Result. Then rename Calculation Result to As %, and rename Provided Input to Amount so you don’t get confused later.


	Right after that, add a Round Number action.

Use a magic variable to set this to round the Calculation Result(from step 5) to Hundredths. Then rename the Calculation Result to Rounded Tip.


	Next, add another Calculate action.

Set this to add the Rounded Tip (a magic variable from step 6) to the Amount (from step 1).


	Add a Text action beneath Rounded Tip action and above the End Repeat. Set the Text to:

Repeat Item%: $Rounded Tip (Total = $Total)

Rounded Tip is from step 6. To get Total, tap Variables, then Select Magic Variable, and tap Calculation Result from step 7—then rename Calculation Result to Total.


	Immediately after End Repeat, add a Choose from List action.

This list uses Repeat Results—the text action at the end.


	Add a Match Text action.

This action uses a regular expression. Replace [0-9a-zA-Z] with \$(\d+\.{0,1}\d*)\)—this looks in the Chosen Item (from step 9) for a dollar sign followed by an amount (with optional decimal places).


	Add a Get Group from Matched Text action.

This should automatically set itself to Get [Group at Index] [1] in Matches.


	Add a Round Number action.

This should automatically set itself to Round Text to Ones Place, so we can give a whole dollar amount. If you tap Show More, you can change the rounding method to always round up or down (I left mine as Normal).


	Add an Alert action.

Replace Do you want to continue? with Rounded: $[Rounded Number] (the rounded number comes from step 12). Tap Show More and turn Show Cancel Button to off.


	Tap Next, give the shortcut a name and icon, and tap Done.




Install Tip Calculator shortcut: https://alt.cc/shtc




Regular Expressions




Regular expressions are a magic way to find and replace—but you don’t need to use specific words. Instead we use combinations of letters and punctuation to specify what to look for. The regular expression I used in the shortcut is \$(\d+\.{0,1}\d*)\).


	\$ This looks for a $, because this is a special character in regular expressions it is escaped with a backslash before it.


	( This starts a group.


	\d+ This looks for one or more digits.


	\.{0,1} This finds 0 or 1 periods, like the dollar the period needs to be escaped.


	\d* This looks for any number of digits (zero or more).


	) This ends the group.


	\) This finds a closing parenthesis.




The text we feed into the regular expression is something like 30%: $30 (Total = $130), so our whole regular expression returns $130), and the group in our regular expression gives us 130. If we use 25%: $24.75 (Total = $123.75)then our regular expression gives us $123.75) and the group result is 123.75.

A useful website to learn and test regular expressions is Regex101. It has a list of what the different letters and characters represent, and a place for you to paste sample text and try your regular expression and see what it matches as well as why.









  
Work with REST APIs

Thankfully for us, most developers have quickly caught onto the power that is Shortcuts. But there are some web services for which developers haven’t (yet) added Shortcuts support, there is no app, or that enable you to do more by working directly with the service through its REST API. An API (Application Programming Interface) is a way we can talk to (web) applications and get information or send them commands, and a REST (Representational state transfer) API is a common, standardized format for web services. This means that with the right skills and actions, we can enhance Shortcuts ourselves.


An Introduction to API Calls with Shortcuts

We talk to these APIs primarily using one action, Get Contents of URL. This action does let us get the content of a regular webpage, but it also allows us to make requests with specific parameters (options we send to the server), authentication tokens (also known as API keys) to prove who we are, and different kinds of requests.


Make the Request

In there are five kinds of calls you will can make to a URL for an API request:


	GET: This kind of request is used to look things up.


	POST: This request can create new items, or replace content in them—if you use this for updates, then in many cases it will delete any data you do not send to the API again. (For example, if you get data that has a title, and content, and an author, but only send author back, then the title and content will be deleted.)


	PUT: Use this to update a resource and send all the fields.


	PATCH: You can use this to update an item without sending all the data again.


	DELETE: As the name implies, this deletes something—you must specify what will be deleted for this to work.




Not every API uses these actions in the same way (whether or not it is correct to do so), so the answer to “Which HTTP method do I use?” is unfortunately “Read the documentation.” To make this easier, I’ve chosen three different APIs below and will walk you through each one.



Use Authentication

Lots of APIs need you to verify who you are. In some cases this is because the provider wants to charge you, or because you want to access data which is not available to everyone. There are two common methods to do this:


	Specify an API key in the URL: For example, the URL https://api.darksky.net/forecast/[key]/[latitude],[longitude] calls the Dark Sky API for the weather forecast, gives it your key, and then provides the longitude and latitude of a the location you want the weather forecast for.


	Send an Authorization Header: See Figure 58. Some keys must be specified as Bearer [key] or Basic [key]; this is dependent on the type of authorization used, and should be clearly detailed in any REST API documentation.





[image: Figure 58: Get Contents of URL with an Authorization Header.]Figure 58: Get Contents of URL with an Authorization Header.




Where Do You Store API Keys?




An API key is like a password and should be treated like one—as far as is possible. Unfortunately there are no Shortcuts actions for the Keychain, so it is difficult for us to store them truly securely without a workaround such as Scriptable (an app for iOS that lets us write code in JavaScript to control our devices).

A reasonable solution to this problem is to make a folder in your Shortcuts folder in iCloud Drive, and store the API keys there. I have a shortcut to Manage API Keys with Shortcuts, which you can use in conjunction with the Get File action and then use the resulting file as your API key. (Turn off the “Show Document Picker” option and paste in the result of the Copy Reference option from the Manage API Keys.)

If you do store an API key in a shortcut, be very careful if/when you share it and use Import Questions to make sure you don’t share it with anyone else.



Note! Shortcuts cannot natively use OAuth, an open protocol that is quite commonly used, to authenticate to an API. For a workaround, see the Zapier section below.




Work with the Result

In general we get two formats of data back from an API request, JSON or XML. JSON stands for JavaScript Object Notation, and is a data format with keys and values. It works like a dictionary: you look up Aardvark (the key) and get “The aardvark is a medium-sized, burrowing, nocturnal mammal native to Africa.” (the value). XML is another format that supports keys and values, and allows you to add extra properties.

Here is some sample XML Data:

<step number="3">Connect A to B.</step>

Here is an equivalent in JSON format:

{ "steps":{ “3”: "Connect A to B." } }

The advantage of XML is that you can define the number of the step in the step property. With JSON, you have to define steps and then give it a series of values, but this also means you can easily get all the steps in one go.

XML can be more complex, and for that reason I focus on JSON data here. (You may want to review an introduction to JSON to learn more, if you are not already familiar with it.)

Shortcuts can use JSON as a dictionary with no extra work necessary, but with XML we must use the action Get Dictionary from Input. It coerces the data into the correct format for me and saves a lot of taps later, as I don’t need to convert the data to a dictionary every time I want to access it.




Get JSON instead of XML




In the modern world it is rare that an API will not provide data in JSON format, but it may not be the default. In most cases you can find how to request a different format in the documentation—this is often with a URL parameter (?format=json at the end of the URL), or sometimes in a header.


To see more on working with dictionaries, reference the Lists, Menus, and Dictionaries section.


Note: The date format most APIs return is ISO 8601—see Formatting Dates to find out how to convert this to a friendlier format, and for how to convert dates to this format so you can send them (back).




Send Data Back to an API

You can send data back to the API with the same Get Contents of URL action, and change the Method to POST, PATCH or PUT—depending on what action it is you want to do, and which API you are working with.

Once the Method is set to something other than GET, a new section appears at the bottom of the action. This is the Request Body action, and we can use it to send JSON, Form (encoded), or File data. JSON works the same way as a dictionary action, Form lets you add text or file fields and specify the name of each, and File lets you choose a file to upload. In my experience, the majority of the time you will find JSON to be the format you need to use.

As the best way to understand all of this is to actually play with it, I’ve selected a few APIs to model for you here. This covers a variety of use cases, and will hopefully give you a few ideas to play with yourself.




Dark Sky

Weather data varies greatly around the world. and for that reason I can’t recommend Dark Sky as the best weather service for everyone, but it has a well-documented API and lots of data which makes it an excellent source to learn with. You do need to sign up to get a free developer account, which lets you call Dark Sky 1000 times per day—more than enough for us here.

If you want weather data that is more accurate than what is available in the weather app, or simply isn’t available there, Dark Sky probably has it. To ask Dark Sky for the weather, we use the Get Contents of URL action, and call the URL (https://api.darksky.net/forecast/[key]/[latitude],[longitude]). Figure 59 shows an excerpt of the data it returns.


[image: Figure 59: Sample output from a Dark Sky call.]Figure 59: Sample output from a Dark Sky call.

When you make a call to Dark Sky, by default you get a lot of data back, which includes everything from cloud cover to ozone levels. You can use this data to build a much more comprehensive weather forecast—and even include it in your Daily Overview.



Zapier

Zapier is a web automation platform that integrates with hundreds of services from BaseCamp to Slack, FreshBooks, and even Discourse. You can use a webhook, Zapier’s term for an API call (GET, POST, PATCH, etc.) as a trigger for your Zapier zap, and then make this call this with a shortcut. This is a good workaround for APIs that require authentication not possible through Shortcuts, closed APIs, or even things which would be too time consuming to build in Shortcuts itself. For example, if I want to create a Message in Basecamp as part of a shortcut, I can use a webhook to POST to Zapier, and when Zapier receives my POST, it can send the right data to Basecamp for me. You can also use this to replace things you could do in Shortcuts, but don’t need to interact with. Zapier runs in the cloud so you can use your device for anything you like while it does the magic.



Airtable

Airtable is a cross between a spreadsheet and a database. It’s user-friendly, but also extremely powerful. It is also an ideal tool for automation as you can use it for everything from project management software to an inventory tracker or even a recipe manager. Airtable creates documentation for every one of your bases, so it should be easier to understand what you need to send it and how.

I frequently create Airtable records as part of a shortcut—for example when I have an idea for an article to write—as well as creating a draft for it in Drafts. I also save it to Airtable so I can keep track of the status. From Airtable I can then go back to the Draft using the magic of URL schemes (I talked about these in the section on Actions). I also get Airtable records as a starting point for several shortcuts. For video production, I can get all the records where I need to do something for setup, such as create a MindNode document (a great app I use to mind map a lot of projects), and work through each of them to do those actions before I update the record at the end.

Here’s an example with Airtable’s template Gift Ideas Tracker base. Check the documentation for the exact URLs you need to call, but here’s how to set this up:


	Sign up for Airtable.


	Open the Gift Ideas Tracker and tap “Use template,” then import it to your bases.


	Go to https://airtable.com/api and find the Gift Ideas Tracker in the list, open it.


	Open the Authentication link, and copy the URL after curl—it should look something like this: https://api.airtable.com/v0/app[base_id]/Gift%20Ideas.


	Create a new shortcut.


	Add an Ask for Input action.

Change the Question to Item.


	Add another Ask for Input action.

Change the Question to Notes.


	Add a URL action.

Paste the URL from step 4 into it.


	Add a Get Contents of URL action.

Tap Show More and change the Method to Post.


	Tap Headers in the Get Contents of URL action and then tap Add a New Header.

Set the key to Authorization, and the value to Bearer [Your API Key] (there’s a checkbox on the Airtable API page to show your API key).


	Still in the Get Contents of URL action, under Request Body, Add a new Field, using the Format Dictionary.

Set the key to fields (lowercase—this is important!), and tap 0 items. Add a new item, and select the Text type. Set the key to Item and the value to a magic variable, the Provided Output from step 6. (Don’t panic; after you select the variable, you are not in the fields anymore.)

Add another new item, also of type Text. Set the key to Notes and again set the value to a magic variable, the Provided Output from step 7.




Now, run your shortcut! It should ask you for the item, and then notes, and then save everything to Airtable. If you don’t believe me, open the Gift Idea Tracker in Airtable and see!

Install Add Gift Idea To Airtable shortcut: https://alt.cc/shgi


Note: The shortcut you can download here has an extra action, so that when you import it, you can input your API key. (The Header section of the Get Contents of URL action can’t be part of an import question.)




Manage API Keys with Shortcuts

Now comes the time to get ahead of ourselves and prepare for the next chapter, Work with REST APIs. An API key needs to be available in multiple shortcuts, otherwise if/when you change it you will have a lot of work to do. For this to work, we need to be able to take multiple actions here:


	Save a key


	Copy a reference to a key


	Update a key


	Delete a key




Because we will want to do one of these command at a time, and each command executes different actions, this is another perfect use case for a menu.

When you install the shortcut, you answer an import question, which replaces the content of the first Text action with the name of the folder you input. I renamed this to Folder Name and reference it in all of the Get File and Save File actions. Below this is a Create Folder action. After you run the script for the first time you can delete this—but Shortcuts will not overwrite the folder if the action remains.

The first menu option, Save, asks you for the key, defaulting to the clipboard, and then the name of the service. It saves the key in a file with the name of the service—so in a shortcut where you need the API key, you can run Get File and use a reference to the file.

The next menu option copies a reference to the key to our clipboard—a fancy way of saying the file path. It uses a trick to get all the files in the API key folder, Get File and give it just the name of the folder. With a Choose from List action we choose our file, construct the file patch in a text action and copy it to our clipboard.

Update key works similarly to Save a key, but instead of the step to enter a service name we replace it with the same Get File and Choose from List actions as in the Copy Reference. We can then use the name of the File result to set the name of the API key and in the Save File action we toggle the Overwrite If File Exists option on.

The final menu option, Delete Key, uses the same pairing Get File and Choose from List again, and we follow it with a Delete File action.

Shortcuts can and will delete one item without confirmation—though for Delete Files, Confirm Before Deleting defaults to on. Shortcuts always asks you to confirm the deletion of 10 or more files—three times (Figure 60).


[image: Figure 60: Shortcuts alert to prompt before it deletes]Figure 60: Shortcuts alert to prompt before it deletes

You can work around the confirmation requirement and use a “Repeat With Each” action to delete items one at a time, but don’t forget to turn off Confirm Before Deleting!

Install Manage API Keys shortcut: https://alt.cc/shma








  
Complementary Apps

Thankfully for us, Shortcuts is popular—this means there are several apps out there that give us more actions, and those in turn let us automate more things. I’ve listed these apps in order from “easiest to use” to “most complex.”


Toolbox Pro

Toolbox Pro exists to add actions to Shortcuts. With it you can set and retrieve global variables—to use in more than one shortcut, check if your device is on charge, find emoji, and more. If you can’t find an action in Shortcuts that you think ought to exist, there is a good chance this app has it. You don’t need to configure anything, or write a script to use this app—just install it, look at the samples, then open Shortcuts and use the actions!

For example, if you want to check whether audio is playing, you can use the Toolbox Pro action Is Audio Playing (see Figure 61).


[image: Figure 61: Hand playback to your HomePod if audio is playing.]Figure 61: Hand playback to your HomePod if audio is playing.

You can also Get Connection Status, an action that tells you whether you are connected to the internet.



Pushcut

Similar to automations, Pushcut sends notifications to let you run shortcuts. Alone, this doesn’t sound impressive, but combined with other services and the unique triggers, it is very powerful. For example, you can extend the Meeting Time & Notes to send you a notification at the scheduled end of the meeting—and when you open that notification, it can run a shortcut to send the notes to the attendees.

Pushcut also integrates with Zapier and Integromat. These are web services which integrate with a lot of other web applications and allow you to hook them to one another. With these connections you can set up web-based triggers, and in the app itself you can create location-based triggers. So for example, when a record changes in Airtable, Zapier can tell Pushcut to send you a notification, and you can use this to run a shortcut—perhaps to provide more input, or to send a customized email.

Another trick you can perform with Pushcut is using a shortcut to schedule a notification. When I clock in at work in the morning (which I do with Shortcuts!), I tell Pushcut to send me a notification to clock out in eight hours. When this notification arrives I tap it, and Shortcuts opens and runs my Clock Out shortcut for me.

You can also trigger Pushcut in the same way as an API—with Get Contents of URL (see Work with REST APIs for more details on how this works). This lets you trigger it a part of a Home automation (so when you arrive home, Pushcut notifies you instead of Shortcuts). You can use this approach to give yourself a menu of HomeKit scenes to choose from instead of the lights always doing the same thing.

Create a notification in the Pushcut app and copy the URL. In your shortcut (any kind), add a get contents of URL action, and paste in the link from Pushcut. Now when the shortcut runs it will send a call to the Pushcut servers which in turn virtually “poke” your device and your notification will show up!



Jayson

Jayson is a play on the word JSON. It is a service designed to help you view anything in a JSON format, and gives you a much easier way to view and understand these.

If you create a complex dictionary or work with APIs, then you need to be able to see the data in a clear and easy-to-use format. I find with Jayson and Shortcuts in split-screen on my iPad, I can work with dictionaries and JSON files much more easily.



Scriptable

If you are hankering for an action that you can’t find anywhere else, then Scriptable probably has the functions to let you script it. It is an app that lets you write JavaScript to control your device—the scripting itself is beyond the scope of this book, but between good documentation and the user forums even a novice scripter can accomplish many simple tasks. A good example of something Scriptable can do that Shortcuts cannot is creating a Reminders list.

Here is a script for Scriptable to find (and create if not found) a Reminders list with a specific name:

Calendar.findOrCreateForReminders(args.shortcutParameter);
Script.complete()

Two whole lines of code! I called this script “Find Reminder List,” and in Shortcuts I can use the Scriptable action Run Script to run it, and set the Parameter to the name of a reminders list (Figure 62).


[image: Figure 62: Run a script in Scriptable with a variable (args.shortcutParameter) as the input.]Figure 62: Run a script in Scriptable with a variable (args.shortcutParameter) as the input.



Drafts

When you hit the limitations of what you can automate with Shortcuts and Notes, take a look at Drafts. Drafts was originally designed as “the place where text starts”—back in the days where our iPhones (there were no iPads) didn’t even have Copy and Paste actions. Nowadays this is less of a problem, but Drafts is still an excellent note-taking app and has evolved significantly. It has functions such as unlimited dictation (the dictate button on your keyboard stops after a minute or so), and a whole directory of actions. You can install these actions in Drafts and then through Shortcuts use them on text or a note you create in Drafts. In addition, the core functions are wider reaching than those of Notes. We can prepend to a draft, as well as append (the latter is available in Notes). One of my favorite features is the ability to open a specific Draft. Use the Open Draft action, and then tap the Draft variable to open it—much easier than the “Find Note” and “Open Note” combination I showed you in the Meeting Time and Notes shortcut.



Toggl

Time tracking has had a recent surge of popularity in certain circles, and it is something that definitely works best if you can automate it. A handy web service where we can do this across all platforms is Toggl. Combine the actions to start and stop timers with your existing shortcuts, such as Meeting Time and Notes, and use them with automations like the Open App trigger.




Want Better Time Tracking Shortcuts?




Toggl is a web service, and it has an API. We have two choices beyond the Toggl app—use the API, or use a third party app with better support, Timery. Other services like Timing also offer an API.




PCalc

Shortcuts can do a lot of calculations and conversions itself. However, if you want or need more, such as currency conversion, or to calculate a formula you frequently use, PCalc is your app. This is much more convenient than a 20-step shortcut to “Round to Nearest,” and we can save numbers to a Register in PCalc to access again later, either in Shortcuts or directly in the app.
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