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			A vital read on better time management

			If you take a few minutes now to think about how you manage your time, both in your professional and personal life, what comes out of it? Are you satisfied? Do you allow enough time for the most important activities? In short, are you able to prioritise your priorities?

			In the chaotic lives we live nowadays, it becomes increasingly difficult to achieve our everyday personal and business objectives. We are often subject to work schedules that do not allow us to devote the required time to our passions, our families, or our social lives. If we are not careful, this can make us frustrated and dissatisfied people, who feel guilty about not being able to leave enough space for what we really want, despite the enormous effort and precious time dedicated to scheduling and creating tables and detailed lists. So what is the solution? What is the secret to a richer and more satisfying life?

			This is why the author of the international bestseller, The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, Stephen R. Covey, along with two other well-known figures in the field of management and personal development, wrote First Things First, which has also sold several million copies. They invite us to reflect on these issues and, thanks to a theory based on prioritisation, better manage our time. Find out the difference between what they call the external “watch”, imposed by society and the world of work, and the internal “compass”, which gives us the power to live according to our own values, principles and priorities.
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					Stephen R. Covey (author and businessman, born 24 October 1932 in Salt Lake City, Utah, USA; died 16 July 2012 in Idaho Falls, Idaho, USA). He is the primary author of First Things First;

					Roger Merrill (consultant and coach in professional development; born 2 May 1945 in Salt Lake City);

					Rebecca R. Merrill (Roger Merrill’s wife, very involved in his thinking, born in Dallas, Texas, USA).

			

			
					Theme: Management and staff development.

					Keywords:




	Priority: right of precedence granted to something (an appointment, a task, etc.) or someone on the basis or urgency and/or importance.

	Time management: process of planning and controlling time, used to achieve goals or undertake activities. This is one of the most important tasks managers face every day.



		






		
			Context

			Stephen R. Covey

			Birth and education

			Stephen R. Covey was born on 24 October 1932 in Salt Lake City in the US state of Utah. After studying at the University of Utah, he obtained an MBA (Master of Business Administration) at Harvard followed by a doctorate in religious education at Brigham Young University, where he worked as a professor of management and organisational behaviour. He was admired for his teaching which was both simple and powerful, as well as multidisciplinary, including politics, philosophy, religion, economics and society. In 1956, he married Sandra Merrill, with whom he had nine children. 

			A management expert

			Founder and chairman of the Covey Leadership Center, which became FranklinCovey after a merger with Franklin Quest in 1997, he was head of one of the largest management organisations in the world and worked with large multinational companies. Many businesses and organisations of all nationalities (African, Israeli, Japanese and Korean, among others) followed his innovative management techniques in areas as diverse as innovation, quality management and customer service. Several leaders were also influenced by his thinking, including President Bill Clinton (US President from 1993 to 2001, born in 1946).

			His main works

			Already considerably well-known from his activities as a professional teacher, family consultant and organisational consultant, he became truly famous in 1989 with the publication of his book The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, a global bestseller that sold over 15 million copies. Since then, several other successful books have also contributed to his ongoing success:

			
					Principle-Centered Leadership, 1989

					First Things First, 1994

					7 Habits of Highly Effective People, 1997

					The 8th Habit: From Effectiveness to Greatness, 2004.

			

			
				
					SOME FIGURES

					The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People is the bestselling non-fiction audio book in history, selling over a million and a half copies.

					Principle-Centered Leadership, The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People and The 8th Habit have each sold over one million copies.

					First Things First exceeded more than two million copies.

				

			

			A mentor

			Stephen R. Covey died at the age of 80 in Idaho. Nevertheless, he continues to inspire millions of people through his works, which suggest basing existence on four key principles in all areas:

			
					Internal security, i.e. the assurance of identity and self-esteem;

					Direction, i.e. the internal guide that allows everyone to make decisions;

					Wisdom, i.e. discernment, understanding of the world and serenity when facing this world;

					Internal power, i.e. the energy that moves us forward, lets us stand up and evolve.

			

			As he liked to repeat to his students: “There are three constants in life: change, choice and principles”.

			
				
					VARIOUS MARKS OF RECOGNITION

					He received the 1994 International Entrepreneur of the Year Award, and the 1996 National Entrepreneur of the Year Lifetime Achievement Award for Entrepreneurial Leadership.

					Stephen R. Covey appeared in Time magazine’s 1996 list of the twenty-five most influential American figures.

					In 1999, he was appointed Speaker of the Year by the National Speakers Association.

					In 2002, Forbes business magazine defined the book The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People as one of the ten most influential management books ever published, while a survey in Chief Executive magazine said that The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People was one of the two most influential books of the twentieth century.

					The 8th Habit was named the best business book of 2005 by the Soundview Executive Book Summaries website, a portal that provides summaries of books related to the business world.

					Stephen R. Covey received honorary doctorates from twelve different universities.

				

			

			Context and theme

			First Things First is a counter-trend of traditional thinking in terms of efficiency and time management. Indeed, although the latter has obviously changed over the years, it still remains heavily focused on practical principles (lists, planning and preparation), without considering the person performing these tasks.

			This is why First Things First was revolutionary in the field in 1994. Its approach connected efficiency with the personal goals of the worker, which had never been done before. Even today, the book continues to be a leading source for all followers of personal development.

		


		
			Prioritising priorities

			Summary

			Covey and his co-authors’ book is the result of a profound reflection on modern society and its way of managing time and achieving goals. Focusing primarily on the speed and ability to control everything, traditional methods of modern society sell these as necessary skills to lead fulfilling lives, in both the professional and private spheres.

			The authors involved do not agree with this. On the contrary, they defend the principle that speed and shortcuts do not lead to an increase in quality of life. They say that the most important thing is not accomplishing a task in record time, but the interest in the task itself of the person who is performing it. Therefore, this book presents the vision of searching for a solution to the limitations of traditional approaches. While it provides a deep analysis of an introspective and human point of view, here we will focus primarily on the purely organisational aspects.

			Three generations of time management

			According to the authors, we can summarise the traditional view of time management in three generations, each based on the achievements of the previous one to improve its system:

			
					The first generation is based on various memory aide tools, such as notes or checklists, trying not to forget anything in order to achieve all objectives;

					The second generation is that of planning and preparation, using tools such as calendars and schedules;

					The third generation promotes the methodology of scheduling, prioritisation and monitoring your timetable.
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			Every generation has its own strengths and weaknesses, but it is the tools of the third generation that help to improve efficiency, and ultimately achieve results. The authors are convinced, however, that there remains a strong divergence between what really matters to people and what they do. This gap leads to internal conflicts and, therefore, a loss of efficiency.

			In the professional sphere as well as in

			
			The fourth generation

			
			Key concepts

			Important vs. urgent

			
			
			
					In Quadrant I are the activities that are both urgent and important. These are the tasks that you should focus on, while remaining aware that most activities become urgent because they have been neglected in the planning phase.

					Quadrant II shows the activities that are important, but not urgent. This is what the authors call the “quality quadrant” or “personal leadership” quadrant, for which a planning process is necessary: without organisation at gradually advance the tasks in Quadrant II, we will lead ourselves to an overload of tasks in Quadrant I. Therefore, this is a fundamental area, on which we should try to spend as much time as possible.

					Quadrant III, called the “quadrant of illusion” by the authors, contains the tasks that create a false sense of important due to their urgency (phone calls, unexpected appointments, etc. These tasks take us a lot of time and cause us to meet the priorities of others at the expense of our own. The authors therefore recommend you take care to distinguish between Quadrants I and III: an urgent job is not necessarily important! 

					Finally, Quadrant IV contains the activities that are neither important nor urgent, on which we waste our time, such as going on Facebook, following meaningless TV series or chatting endlessly at the office coffee machine.

			

			Weekly time management

			
			
			
					The first step, which is fundamental, is to get in touch with your vision and mission. This is to establish what is essential to you and gives a general direction to your life (at work or at home). If you think you already have a clear and precise vision, you should still regularly take a few minutes to take stock and possibly make adjustments based on what is important to you, what gives meaning to your life, who you want to be and what you want to do with your life. To better identify these elements, Covey suggests several paths:	make a list of your top three or four priorities;

	consider your long-term goals;

	think about the relationships that matter most in your life;

	imagine what you can do to make yourself useful;

	list the feelings you experience most often (serenity, self-confidence, happiness, etc.);

	consider how you would spend your time if you only had six months left to live.




					The second phase seeks to identify the roles you allocate yourself. Indeed, each of us will take on several roles throughout our lives. To use a simple example, the director of a company who is both a financial and commercial manager on a professional level, could also be a mother and a wife in her private life. This step of identifying our roles allows us to define our objectives and areas of focus. But beware: it has been shown that we lose intellectual efficiency if we have more than seven different roles, so try not to go beyond that number.

					The third step involves setting objectives relating to Quadrant II: for each role, what is the most important thing you can do this week, which will have the greatest positive impact? Concentrate on the important things rather than the urgent things. Moreover, despite the temptation of setting several goals to each role, it is crucial to limit yourself to one or two for each. Setting a higher number of objectives may have a counterproductive effect.

					The fourth stage is the implementation of a weekly framework to help with decision-making. This is the practical creation of the weekly schedule. The idea here is to stop organising your daily time based on ‘priorities’ that arise, but rather creating a schedule that focuses on real priorities – the objectives established in the previous step, contained in Quadrant II. Determine several concrete tasks that will allow you to move forward in achieving your goals and set schedules that will be dedicated to these priorities. Treat these with the same consideration as you would the requests of a colleague. Once you have programmed these tasks in Quadrant II, it will be easier to fill your calendar with those that remain.

					Apply on a daily basis the principle of “prioritising the priorities” scheduled for the week, as soon as unforeseen circumstances crop up: this is the aim of the fifth stage. Be consistent and stick to the schedule you set. Thus the authors advise to do the following at the beginning of each day:	Review the schedule of the day;

	Prioritise, checking that a task from a particular quadrant will not be moved to another (Quadrant II to Quadrant I, for example);

	Use a schedule during the day, i.e. divide activities into those that require a fixed time slot and those that can be performed at any time of the day.




					Finally, the sixth stage is evaluation. At the end of the week, in order to gauge your organisational capacity and improve, it is useful to ask the following questions and draw the appropriate conclusions from them:	What goals have I achieved out of those I set for myself?

	What challenges have I faced?

	What decisions have I made?

	Did I prioritise my priorities when making decisions?




			

			The benefits of this new approach
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