
 
NAILD: 

The Plan: Setting Priorities 
 

Planning is a systematized approach for completing tasks, usually within a specific time 
frame. Our task list typically includes desired results to our wishes, wants and “musts”. 
Often, we are challenged to make hard choices between competing tasks. The logical 
approach seems to be to start with the most important task first (“A” items). But how do 
we determine which is most important, i.e. those with the highest value?  

As pointed out in last week’s article (Time Management Fallacy), an estimated completion time 
should be established for every task; urgent, important or otherwise. Furthermore, it’s 
helpful to maintain a weekly and daily To-Do list as a reference and reminder. If major 
projects are scheduled over the next 12 months, a Master To-Do List should also be 
considered.  

In assessing tasks for priority, consideration must be given to each task’s urgency and 
importance. One approach for doing this is to begin by: 

Creating a simple box, divided into 4 equal quadrants.  Above the upper left 
quadrant write URGENT and above the upper right quadrant write IMPORTANT. 
To the left of the upper left quadrant write NOT URGENT and to the left of the 
lower left quadrant write NOT IMPORTANT. 

Each task should be assigned to one of the 4 quadrants.  

• Quadrant I = Urgent/Important: Crises mode items. Needs immediate attention 
• Quadrant II = Not Urgent/Important: Planning and preparation 
• Quadrant III = Urgent/Not Important: Some mail, reports and some meetings 
• Quadrant IV = Not Important/Not Urgent: Junk mail, some phone calls, time wasters     

 

                

(The quadrant design was created by Stephen Covey and is entitled Time Management Matrix. 
Additional commentary on the quadrant concept can be found in his book First Things First.) 

In most cases, determining urgency and importance will be the responsibility of the task 
owner. A principle guideline is to keep the upper URGENT/IMPORTANT box empty  

 



 

(upper left box). According to Covey, many, if not most, tasks categorized as URGENT, 
aren’t! 

A very helpful final stage is referred to as “Next Action” (Getting Things Done by David Allen.)   

Before any task is set aside or temporarily delayed, attach a note that identifies what 
actions must be done next. The Next Action technique will ensure that nothing important 
is overlooked when the task is resumed and will accelerate the recovery time needed to 
return to the context of the task. Every action has a Next Action until the task is 
completed. 

The benefits of prioritizing tasks, as described above, are the highest valued tasks are 
easily identified and worked on first. Additionally, more effective scheduling decisions 
are made and stress is reduced for the task owner. 

Take aways 

● Work on most important tasks first 
● Maintain a To-Do list 
● Assess priority of each task by its level of urgency and importance 

● Assign every task to a box in the Time Management Matrix 

● Keep a “Next Action” list with every incomplete task 
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