
On Prioritizing 
“Things which matter most must never be at the mercy of things which matter least.”  
  -Johann Wolfgang von Goethe 

Scheduling Priorities 
 

There will always be more tasks that demand your attention than there is time, time that 
is finite and energy that is limited. Therefore, it's important to organize and execute around 
priorities. As a rule, all tasks can be grouped into categories defined by whether they are 
important, urgent or both. What is important is that we try to focus on what is important and 
reduce the urgent (the table below is used in Stephen Covey’s 7 Habits of Highly Effective 
People but is also known as the Eisenhower Method).  
 
 

Urgent and Important 
I. -Crisis 

            -Pressing Problems 
            -Deadlines 

Not Urgent and Important 
    II.   - Prevention 
           - Relationship Building, 
           - New Opportunities 
           - PC Activities 
           - Planning  

Urgent and Not Important 
   III.   - Interruptions  
           - Some Meetings 
           - Popular Meetings  

Not Urgent and Not Important 
    IV.  - Trivia,  
           - Busy work 
           - Time wasters 

 
What is important is defined above as actions that have to do with results. It contributes 

to your mission, your values, and your goals. We react to urgent matters, sometimes they are 
unforeseeable and require immediate attention. But often these events could have been prevented 
in the first place if we had taken the time to study the situation and determined appropriate action 
to prevent it. These preventative actions are Quadrant II activities that  require more initiative 
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and more proactivity; they are opportunities waiting to be seized. Spending more time on 
Quadrant II shrinks Quadrant I.1 

 

 
Quadrant II activities include 

● Building relationships 
● Writing a personal mission statement 
● Long range planning  
● Exercising  
● Preventative maintenance, solving issues at their roots  
● Preparation 

 
In regard to activities in Quadrants III and IV, these are activities that should be avoided 

as much as possible. In the long run they serve no useful purpose and merely eat away at your 
time. Some Quadrant III activities such as meetings are sometimes unavoidable, but if something 
frantically approaches you, ask yourself if you really must do it. Many things may seem 
important during the time where it presses down on you, but many times it is simply not the 
case.2 
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 To say “no” to these unimportant activities, you need a burning “yes” for something else. 
That yes is in the form of a goal that you’ve set for yourself and determining the actions 
necessary to obtain it. Remember that when you say yes to an unimportant activity, you are 
saying no to everything else that could further your objective. The key then, is not to prioritize 
what's on your schedule, but to schedule your priorities.3 
 

Keep Things Focused 
 

In terms of multitasking, the name is quite deceptive. Our minds can only focus on one 
thing at a time. Can you type up a paper with one hand and write another with pen and paper 
with the other hand simultaneously? Not effectively. When you’re multitasking, you are 
semi-attending between tasks, constantly switching between one and the other. It's not very 
effective.4 In order to have extraordinary success, your focus must be narrowed, specialized, onto 
one or very few things. If you try doing too much at once, you end up doing nothing well. Figure 
out what matters most and give it your undivided attention. Extraordinary results are directly 
determined by how narrow you can make your focus.5 
 

Recognize that it is simply impossible for everything to matter equally. Trying to live 
your life in that manner leads to time and energy being dispersed into an infinite number of small 
pieces where no momentum can be gained in any. Recognize that checking off a to-do list means 
attempting to accomplish everything and achieving nothing.6 So don’t focus on being busied by 
the numerous Quadrant III and IV activities that pepper your day. Make a conscious decision 
about what matters most to you, and let that drive your efforts.  
 

Finding What You Need to Do to Get What You Want 
 

Your adventure through life is constantly being questioned. Life itself is a question, and 
how we live it is our answer. Keep your answer concentrated on what it is that you really want 
and do not be bothered by the numerous things that serve only to distract you. To find what it is 
that you want your answer to be, ask yourself this: 
 
What’s the one thing I can do that will make everything else easier or unnecessary? 
 

Having concentrated your efforts, your actions become a natural progression of building 
one right thing atop a previous right thing, a domino effect. This focusing question serves to find 
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two things: The big picture of what you want from life and the right actions necessary to achieve 
it. When you’re purposely moving towards a goal, there will always be something you “should 
do”7 
 

Going back to the domino effect, the key is to reverse engineer the process. Find the 
biggest domino you want to knock down and work it back, one after another, until you find the 
domino you can work on knocking down right now to build the momentum to tackle each 
increasingly larger domino. Here is some guidance to help you find the most important thing you 
can do right now: 
 

1. Someday Goal: What’s the one thing I want to do someday? 
2. 5 Year Goal: Based on my Someday Goal, what’s the one thing I can do in the 

next 5 years? 
3. 1 Year Goal: Based on my 5 Year Goal, what’s the one thing I can do this year? 
4. Monthly Goal: Based on my 1 Year Goal, what’s the one thing I can do this 

month? 
5. Weekly Goal: Based on my Monthly Goal, what's the one thing I can do this 

week? 
6. Daily Goal: Based on my Weekly Goal, what's the one thing I can do today? 
7. Right Now: Based on my Daily Goal, what's the one thing I can do right now? 

 
Recognize that everything noteworthy which has ever been accomplished was done with 

the use of thorough planning. Begin this process now by breaking down the biggest dream in 
your heart into the smallest actionable step. Train your mind to connect one goal with the next 
over time until you know the most important thing you need to do right now. Think big, but go 
small. Your life is one path and although your goals may not always be linear, they are all 
interconnected. As such, connect your today with all your tomorrows. It matters.8 Start knocking 
down those dominos, one step, one punch, one round at a time.  
 

Separate the Chaff from the Wheat 
 

Realize that each and every one of us is burdened with more desires than we can hope to 
gratify. As a result, it is up to you to determine which desire is going to give you the most value 
if pursued. Look within on all your desires, write them down, and distinguish between the cream 
of the crop and everything else. For the passing whims that you cast aside, consider them among 
the multitude of desires that will go unsatisfied and regret them not. The purpose of this exercise 
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is to help you maximize the time you have been given by defending your greatest desires against 
casual wishes.9 
 

Getting There Quicker: Parkinson’s and Pareto’s Laws 
 

Determine what you want to do as this is far more important than how you do it. How 
you do things can always be adjusted along the way, but finding yourself years down the road 
having attained something you have no desire for is an excruciating mistake. Focus then on the 
actions that most effectively get the results you want. To guide you, here is Pareto’s Law: 80% of 
outputs result from 20% of inputs.  
 

What this means is that most things that you do, about 80%, have little or no value for 
getting you the desired results because it only amounts to 20% of inputs. Knowing this, ask 
yourself these questions as you move forward:  

1. Which 20% of activities bring me 80% of my problems and concerns? 
2. Which 20% of actions lead to 80% of my happiness? 

Focus on the latter and forget the former. Narrow your focus to the 20% of activities, as 
these are what matter most. The other 80% of activities don’t matter. Your job is to discern 
whether your current activities belong to the former or the latter. Being busy as a result, is a form 
of laziness, lazy thinking and indiscriminate action. Separate the important from the 
unimportant.10 

 
To decrease the time required to perform these identified most important actions, limit 

the time you allot to each task. If you give yourself all the time in the world to do what it is that 
you intend to do, you’ll find that these actions will take you much longer than expected. This is 
because of Parkinson’s Law:  Tasks expand or shrink to the time allotted to them. If you want 
more done in less time, decrease the allotted time. 

 
Hence, to increase productivity, limit tasks to the most important to decrease time spent 

(Pareto’s) and at the same time schedule tighter deadlines to get it done in a shorter amount of 
time (Parkinson’s). In other words, identify a few critical tasks, your one thing, and schedule that 
with a tight deadline. And before you set out for the day, ask yourself this: “If this is the one 
thing I accomplish today, will I be satisfied?”11 

 
“It is not a daily increase, but a daily decrease. Hack away at the inessentials.” -Bruce 

Lee 
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Takeaway: Most things don’t matter. Many tasks are simply others trying to force you to do 
what they want and making it seem important. Learn to distinguish what matters to other people 
and what matters to you. Keep your energy focused on long term objectives, not just putting out 
fires. The more you focus on this, the less crises will appear. Take your biggest overarching goal, 
and work it back to the step you can take right now to reach it. Compare it with the activities 
you’re engaged in day to day. Reconcile what you’ve deemed important with what you’re 
actually doing. Now eliminate the tasks you’ve been doing that are deemed unimportant and 
focus your energies on what is important.  
 
      1-3. “The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People”  -Stephen Covey 
      4. “Unlimited Memory”  -Kevin Horsley 
      5-8. “The One Thing”  -Gary Keller & Jay Papasan 
      9. “The Richest Man in Babylon”  -George S. Clason 
      10-11. “The 4 Hour Work Week”  -Tim Ferriss 
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