
first things first by stephen covey

First Things First by Stephen Covey is a groundbreaking self-help book that emphasizes the importance of
prioritizing tasks in both personal and professional life. Published in 1994, this influential work builds on
Covey's earlier success, "The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People," and introduces readers to the concept of
time management through a focus on values and goals. In this article, we will delve into the core principles
of "First Things First," explore its unique framework for time management, and discuss how it can
transform the way individuals approach their daily responsibilities.

Understanding the Core Concepts of "First Things First"

Stephen Covey’s approach to time management is fundamentally different from traditional methods that
typically emphasize efficiency and productivity. Instead of simply managing time, Covey encourages
readers to manage their priorities based on their values. This shift in perspective is crucial for achieving
long-term satisfaction and effectiveness in life.

The Time Management Matrix

One of the most significant contributions Covey makes in this book is the introduction of the Time
Management Matrix, which categorizes tasks into four quadrants based on their urgency and importance:

Quadrant I: Urgent and Important - Tasks that require immediate attention, such as crises or1.
deadlines.

Quadrant II: Not Urgent but Important - Activities that contribute to personal growth and long-term2.
goals, like planning, relationship building, and preventive measures.

Quadrant III: Urgent but Not Important - Tasks that may seem pressing but do not significantly3.
contribute to your long-term objectives, such as interruptions and some emails.

Quadrant IV: Not Urgent and Not Important - Activities that are distractions and do not add value,4.
like excessive television watching or aimless internet browsing.

The goal is to spend more time in Quadrant II, where personal and professional growth happens, while
minimizing time spent in Quadrants III and IV.



Focusing on Values and Goals

At the heart of Covey's philosophy is the idea that individuals should begin with the end in mind. This
means identifying personal values and long-term goals before prioritizing daily tasks. By aligning tasks
with values, individuals can ensure that their actions contribute to their overall mission in life.

Implementing the Principles of "First Things First"

To effectively implement the principles of "First Things First," individuals can follow a structured
approach that includes identifying their roles, setting goals, and creating weekly plans.

Identifying Your Roles

Covey suggests that individuals should first identify their various roles in life, such as:

Parent

Professional

Community member

Friend

Self-care advocate

By recognizing these roles, individuals can better assess where to focus their time and energy.

Setting Goals

Once roles are identified, the next step is to set specific, measurable goals for each role. Covey emphasizes
that goals should be aligned with one’s core values and long-term vision. For example:

As a parent: Spend quality time with children every week.



In a professional capacity: Complete a significant project that aligns with career aspirations.

For self-care: Dedicate time each week for exercise and relaxation.

Setting these goals helps individuals prioritize their tasks effectively and ensures that they do not get
sidetracked by less important activities.

Creating a Weekly Plan

Covey advocates for a weekly planning system that allows individuals to allocate time for tasks based on
their priorities. This involves:

1. Reviewing your roles and goals: At the start of each week, take stock of your roles and the associated
goals.
2. Prioritizing tasks: Assign tasks to the relevant quadrants of the Time Management Matrix to determine
their urgency and importance.
3. Scheduling time blocks: Allocate specific time blocks in your weekly calendar for Quadrant II activities,
ensuring that you make progress toward your goals.

By following this structured approach, individuals can develop a sense of control and purpose in their daily
lives.

Benefits of Adopting "First Things First" Principles

Implementing the principles outlined in "First Things First" can lead to numerous benefits, including:

Enhanced Productivity

By focusing on what truly matters, individuals can increase their productivity. When tasks are aligned
with values and goals, the motivation to complete them naturally rises, leading to more effective time
management.

Reduced Stress

When individuals prioritize tasks based on importance rather than urgency, they can reduce the feeling of



being overwhelmed. This proactive approach to time management minimizes last-minute rushes and
crises.

Improved Work-Life Balance

By consciously allocating time to both professional and personal roles, individuals can achieve a better
work-life balance. This holistic approach ensures that personal well-being is not sacrificed for professional
success.

Greater Fulfillment

Ultimately, the principles of "First Things First" lead to a more fulfilling life. By focusing on what matters
most, individuals can cultivate deeper relationships, pursue meaningful goals, and experience a greater
sense of satisfaction.

Challenges in Implementing "First Things First"

While the principles of Covey's book are powerful, individuals may encounter challenges in implementing
them.

Resistance to Change

Many people are accustomed to reactive time management styles that prioritize urgency over importance.
Shifting to a more proactive approach requires a mindset change and can be met with resistance.

Distractions and Interruptions

In today’s fast-paced world, distractions are everywhere—be it from technology or unexpected
interruptions. Staying focused on priorities can be difficult, especially in a work environment that often
demands immediate responses.



Overcommitment

Individuals may find it challenging to say no to requests and commitments, leading to an overloaded
schedule. Learning to prioritize and decline non-essential tasks is crucial for effective time management.

Conclusion

First Things First by Stephen Covey offers a transformative perspective on time management, urging
individuals to focus on what is truly important rather than merely what is urgent. By adopting the
principles outlined in this book, including the Time Management Matrix, goal-setting, and weekly
planning, individuals can enhance their productivity, reduce stress, and achieve a more fulfilling life.
While challenges may arise in the implementation of these principles, the long-term benefits of prioritizing
based on values and goals are undeniable. As Covey wisely states, “The key is not to prioritize what’s on
your schedule, but to schedule your priorities.”

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main premise of 'First Things First' by Stephen Covey?
The main premise of 'First Things First' is that effective time management is not just about prioritizing
tasks, but about aligning one's activities with personal values and long-term goals. Covey emphasizes the
importance of focusing on what truly matters in life.

How does Covey differentiate between urgent and important tasks?
Covey introduces a time management matrix that distinguishes between urgent and important tasks. He
argues that individuals often spend too much time on urgent tasks that may not contribute to their long-
term goals, while neglecting important tasks that require more planning and focus.

What role do personal values play in Covey's approach to prioritization?
In 'First Things First', Covey asserts that understanding and clarifying personal values is essential for
effective prioritization. By aligning daily activities with one's core values, individuals can ensure that they
are investing their time in ways that are truly meaningful and fulfilling.

What are some practical strategies Covey suggests for managing time



effectively?
Covey suggests several strategies for effective time management, including setting clear goals, creating a
weekly planner that prioritizes important tasks, regularly reviewing progress, and learning to say no to
less important commitments that can distract from one's priorities.

How does 'First Things First' relate to Covey's previous work, 'The 7
Habits of Highly Effective People'?
'First Things First' builds on the principles outlined in 'The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People' by
focusing more specifically on time management and prioritization. It emphasizes the importance of being
proactive in choosing how to spend time, based on values and goals rather than reacting to external
pressures.

What impact has 'First Things First' had on modern time management
practices?
'First Things First' has significantly influenced modern time management practices by promoting the idea
that effective time management goes beyond mere scheduling. It has encouraged individuals and
organizations to adopt a more holistic approach to productivity that incorporates personal values, goal-
setting, and prioritization.
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