The Urgent/Important Matrix - Using Time Strategically, Not Just Efficiently

We’ve all been there: The project is due for today’s meeting and we are only three quarters done. Our anxiety is at its peak, we can’t concentrate, everything is a distraction, and then, finally, we blow. Time stressors are the most pervasive source of pressure and stress in the workplace and they happen as a result of having too much to do in too little time.

With this kind of pressure all too common, effective time management is an absolute necessity. You probably use calendar and to-do list to manage your time. These tools are certainly helpful, but they don’t allow you to drill down to one of the most essential elements of strategic time management: Distinguishing between what is important and what is urgent.

Strategic time management means being effective as well as efficient. Managing time strategically, and achieving the things that you want to achieve, means spending your time on things that are important and not just urgent. To do this, and to minimize the stress of having too many tight deadlines, you need to distinguish clearly between what is urgent and what is important:

· Important activities have an outcome that leads to the achievement of your goals. These are the activities that we know would help us out in the “long term” and we “intend” to them when the “timing is right” but the consequences of not doing them are not immediate so we put off acting on them.

· Urgent activities demand immediate attention, and are usually associated with the achievement of someone else’s goals, or with an uncomfortable problem or situation that needs to be resolved. Urgent activities are often the ones we concentrate on. These are the “squeaky wheels that get the grease.” They demand attention because the consequences of not dealing with them are immediate.
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Step 1 – On your own
Brainstorm a list of all the things that you have to do in your job right now.  















Step 2 – Working with your team
Use the Urgent and Important Matrix to decide which items you might be able to stop doing

Step 3 – Working with your team
Where does achieving collective bargaining fall on this matrix? Why


Urgent/Important Matrix


	
	Not  Urgent ------------------------------------  Urgent

	Not Important  ---------------------------------- Important
	PLAN TO DO

· planning, preparation, scheduling
· research, investigation, designing, testing
· relationship building (members, teams and leaders)
· thinking, creating, modelling, designing
· systems and process development
· anticipation and prevention
· developing change, direction, strategy

Critical to success: planning, strategic thinking, deciding direction and aims, etc. Plan time-slots and personal space for these tasks. Will doing this ultimately improve a number of urgent and important conditions? 
	DO NOW

· emergencies, complaints, and crisis issues
· demands from managers
· planned tasks or project work now due
· required meetings and appointments
· reports and other submissions
· member issues or needs that they can not be coached to solve on their own
· problem resolution, fire-fighting, fixes
· issues of safety – emotional, physical, etc.
· building public relationship 


Subject to confirming the importance and the urgency of these tasks, do these tasks now. When it is determined you must do this and not someone else, do the thing. Prioritize according to their relative urgency.

	
	RESIST AND CEASE

· 'comfort' activities, social media scrolling and posting
· Participation in “ritual” events without outcomes, social communication
· daydreaming, doodling, meetings that you don’t need to attend
· doing work that belongs to someone else
· unnecessary perfectionism 
· embellishment and over- production of basic items
· tasks that you do because it is easier but that really belong to someone else

Habitual routines – why are we doing this? -  not true tasks. Non-productive, de-motivational. Minimize or cease altogether. Plan to avoid them.
	REJECT AND EXPLAIN

· trivial requests and apparent emergencies  from others
· tasks that others can learn to do
· ad-hoc interruptions and distractions
· misunderstandings appearing as complaints
· pointless routines or activities
· accumulated unresolved trivia
· work that can be delegated and shared
· immediate email, text, phone responses

Scrutinize and probe demands. Take a moment to think before acting. What can they do themselves? Help originators to re-assess. Wherever possible reject and avoid these tasks sensitively and immediately.

	
	Not  Urgent ------------------------------------  Urgent
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