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The leadership role of supervisors and managers requires them to set depart-

mental goals and to decide how they will be achieved. This process includes 

determining what tasks must be performed to reach those goals and how and 

when those tasks should be done. It’s in the “when” part of a supervisor’s 

planning that priority setting comes into play. A key element of successful 

supervising is knowing the level of priority for all of the department’s goals, 

projects, and tasks and communicating those priorities to your staff. 

 

A CLOSER LOOK AT ESTABLISHING PRIORITIES 

 

One approach to establishing priorities was popularized by Stephen Covey, author of The Seven Habits of 

Highly Effective People, and reportedly first used by former President Dwight D. Eisenhower. It emphasizes 

the distinction between an activity’s importance and its urgency, terms that may seem identical at first but 

are actually quite different. An important activity supports the goals of your department when completed, 

while an urgent activity cries out for immediate attention but won’t necessarily lead to the achievement of 

goals if completed. The central principle of Covey and Eisenhower’s approach to effective prioritizing is to 

focus your time on things that are important rather than just urgent. 

 

We have a natural tendency to focus on urgent things because they carry immediate consequences if not dealt 

with. As a result, the urgent items take focus and time from activities that are truly important. Supervisors 

benefit from being able to see the big picture. This includes the ability to recognize that, if forced to choose, 

it’s better to put aside an unimportant matter and accept immediate minor consequences than to neglect im-

portant activities and suffer significant consequences down the road. When you overcome the urge to focus 

on urgent, unimportant items you clear the way to better achieve your department’s goals. 

 

All work activities can be classified into one of these four categories: 

 

1. Important and Urgent 

2. Important but Not Urgent 

3. Not Important but Urgent 

4. Not Important and Not Urgent 
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Setting Priorities 



You can visualize these categories as follows: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Quadrant 1 is where emergencies, crises, and pressing deadlines fall. These matters need to be attended to 

immediately and should be at the top of your to-do list. While you can’t stop all emergencies from happening, 

a smart manager makes every effort to minimize what ends up in this group by using proper planning and 

preparation to prevent issues from escalating. Spending too much time working in quadrant 1 will lead to in-

creased stress, burnout, and feelings of loss of control. 

 

Quadrant 2 is the one you should devote most of your attention to in order to achieve departmental goals. It 

includes critical activities that are often neglected but are necessary for long-term success. Strategic planning, 

preparation, prevention, and long-term projects go in this category. More time spent working on items in this 

group will lead to fewer items in the dreaded first quadrant. 

 

Quadrants 3 and 4 bog us down with more trivial matters that don’t support departmental goals. Quadrant 3 

largely consists of interruptions, often due to poor planning on the part of others, and should be minimized, 

eliminated, or delegated. Unimportant requests, phone calls, and meetings belong in this category. Even worse 

than the third, quadrant 4 includes all distractions: busy work, procrastination activities, browsing online, etc. 

These activities are true time wasters that you should avoid if you want to stay focused on achieving goals. 

 

When you’re under the pressure of multiple deadlines and in a time crunch, simply working efficiently just 

won’t cut it; you must also work effectively. This means focusing your time on tasks and projects that are high 

in value and will contribute to the achievement of goals. Effective prioritizing signals to your staff what things 

are truly important to the department. Always remember to look at the big picture and focus your staff’s atten-

tion and efforts on activities that will support the success of your department. 
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