MANAGING MULTIPLE PRIORITIES

an interview with Jeff Davidson

“It is a given that you’re managing a lot of things at the same time; today many managers are,” says Jeff Davidson, a full-time professional speaker and the author of Breathing Space: Living and Working at a Comfortable Pace in a Sped-up Society (CreateSpace).

Q:
Your book, Breathing Space, informs readers how better to manage their environment. Why is it that things seem to be getting more complex?

A:
I’ll answer by posing some questions. Why does it seem that there’s more on your plate, more to pay attention to?  Is it because you’re getting older, or your job responsibilities have increased?  Certainly, those things are important. However, a number of  factors are converging, which yields a situation in which your job becomes more challenging than it would have been 10 or 15 years ago, and certainly more challenging than what people in previous generations faced.

For example, the mere fact that the Internet exists means that information is disseminated at much greater speeds and volumes than at any time before. Since information is power, people can use it potentially for strategic advantage to market or sell goods, construct new organizations, or create new ways to get a jump on the competitor. However, everyone can be in the game. 

In previous eras, when information moved at a snail’s pace, you could essentially do the same job for your entire life, be well rewarded for it, and never think twice about it. Your grandfather or grandmother probably learned professions that comfortably served them for their entire lives. Obviously, this is no longer the case.

In addition, increasing technological intrusion in our society all but ensures that you will have more on your plate to take care of. In North America today, we face hundreds of major technological breakthrough every single day. As a consequence of being in such an environment, each of us ends up having to face greater complexity.

Q:
I knew that we were advancing rapidly in technology, but not at such a pace.

A:
Yes. Increasingly, there is a blurring of entertainment and information, something that can be confirmed by simply turning on the TV. Often, news and information are mixed. Delivering a message today certainly means conveying information, but an added goal is to make it entertaining and to keep the viewer interested. So much is competing for the attention of readers or viewers – we grow up watching television and we expect an entertainment aspect to almost all information that comes our way.

Finally, and perhaps most onerous, as we proceed into the future and society gets more complex, more stringent documentation is often required of us by the government, customers, and others who have the ability to demand it of us. It’s unfortunate, but it seems it’s getting harder and harder to do anything without documentation. Hiring or firing someone, expanding, merging, casting off –  almost any business function you can name requires more documentation, which contributes to each of us having to handle an increasing amount of work. Do you know anyone who has vast, uninterrupted stretches of time that are unaccounted for, during which they can do whatever they want?

Q:
Few and far between. There is always more work to do. Where does it all come from?

A:
As these factors converge, another phenomenon also occurs on an individual basis. As you become more adept at your job, and are given more tools of technology to assist you, you are asked to do more. When you only had a typewriter, with which you could generate three or four pieces of correspondence at a given time, that’s how much you were asked to do. In the age of computers, which allows for thousands of pieces of correspondence to be generated with a few keystrokes, people ask you to do more. The mere fact that you can do more tends to lead to people asking you to do more. These demands come from employers, fellow employees, family members, and neighbors – everywhere you turn. When you are asked to do more, it is because you participated in that process in some way. You invited that into your life. There are ways to safeguard your calendar, to make sure that you’re not given more as a reward for what you have already done, which we will be introduced below.

Q:
How is this all possible?

A:
As society becomes more complex – as objective, observable phenomena show it is –  there’s always a time lag between the introduction of new ways of doing things and the actual implementation of these new methods. In government, this time lag seems to be greater; business, on the other hand, seems to adapt most adroitly. There’s unresolved mental clutter, attachment, resistance, personal agendas – people frequently resist change, not because of the change itself, but because of our particular mannerisms and the way we proceed. We become attached to things and fear the unknown, even though it might be simpler and easier. All of this contributes to a situation in which more challenges come your way, and more situations where you’re balancing a lot of different tasks.

One major crisis is easier to handle than several minor ones. Imagine a time when everything goes wrong, or when something has to be done. Often, you end up accomplishing the task and get it done. 

Q:
So, the major crisis enables you to focus your time and attention in ways that a lot of minor crises don’t.

A:
Exactly. As we begin to understanding how to better manage the multiple priorities we all face, it’s important to acknowledge that there are certain non-negotiable priorities in life. Youth, young adulthood, and middle age pass, regardless of who you are. One’s productive work life is limited. While, you may work and live much longer than you expect to, your productive work life is finite. Change is guaranteed; life is finite; death is guaranteed.

Business literature is replete with terms such as “priority,” “objective,” “goal,” “strategy,” and so forth. We’ll try and keep the language as simple as possible, though. Take the example of being healthy, for instance. Suppose that your health is one of the most important things in your life. In the lexicon we’ll use, being healthy is a priority -- perhaps one of your top priorities. An objective related to being healthy is to live a long, healthy life. A goal – and there may be many goals – could be to join a health club and work out three times a week, or to buy an exercise bike that you’ll use whenever you watch TV. A tactic could be to join a health club nearby, within walking distance. Another would be to join with a friend, so that you always go at the same time. Another tactic would be to join a class that meets regularly. For the sake of simplicity, we’ll only use the terms “priority” and “goal.”  A priority is a big, broad, all-encompassing thing in your life that is truly important to you. Goals are the things you do to enhance the achievement of your priorities.

Q:
OK. What you’re saying is that priorities are the things that are most important to us. How do we deal with all of them?

A:
Many people have too many priorities; chances are that you do. Many of these have been imposed upon you. The things you have to do, of course, become priorities. We also have personal priorities. Suppose you have a lot of priorities in your life. By definition, they can’t all be priorities; how can so many things be of critical importance to you in life?  The number of priorities we have has to be a small number. It may be four, seven, or nine, but if it’s 24, then by definition, they can’t all be priorities. When an individual has a large list of priorities, it’s a clue that they’ve never really identified the things that are important in their lives.

For most people, priorities fall into one of a couple of well-defined categories. For most people, family, relations, and people close to them represent one priority. Society in general, the community, and the nation represent another priority. Health and well-being are often a priority. Becoming prosperous or successful is usually a priority. Career growth is a priority for many. Intellectual or spiritual growth is other priorities. These are not entirely universal, but for most people, priorities will fill into one of these categories.

Q:
So the key is to choose priorities wisely?

A:
Well, picking too many, or ineffectively picking, leads to no priorities, as does not clearly identify your priorities. A friend of mine considers it a great “priority” in his life to see his parents often. Yet, he doesn’t make the 36-mile round trip but once every month or two. He really hasn’t identified his priorities. It may be a priority for him to think that he wants to see his parents on a regular basis. In reality, this isn’t the case.

Q:
So, how can we determine our priorities?

A:
Some methods for establishing priorities take on added importance for those of us who have never previously identified our priorities. Certainly, nothing is wrong with having supporting goals for your priorities that are challenging or require vigorous effort. Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, author of Flow, writes, “There’s no inherent problem in our desire to escalate our goals, as long as we enjoy the struggle along the way.” 

Write down everything that’s important to you in life, personally and professionally. It’s hard to separate personal and professional lives when it comes to priorities, because your life is a system in which what you do in one realm affects what happens in the other. Write down everything. Several days later, re-examine the list and cross out things that don’t ring true anymore, and add things if you forgot them earlier. Another day, look at the list again and see if any items can be grouped together. Reword and re-label priorities. If you’re uncertain about an item, consider dropping it. Go through the same process the next day.

Next, prepare a draft of your priority list. Although the list may change over time, stay with it for now. If the list has four, seven, or nine items, keep the list. If the list has 18 or 24 items, it’s still necessary to pare down the list some more to avoid the “revenge effect.”  As you look at your list, become a consultant to yourself. When faced with a problem, Richard Nixon would become a consultant to himself, referring to himself in the third person, which allowed him a degree of objectivity that can’t be reached by facing an issue head-on. 

Q:
Does this technique work well?  

A:
Yes, thinking of yourself in the third person frees you to write down ideas that you might not have otherwise considered. What would a third party say about your list?  Does it actually represent what’s important to you, based on how you act and live, or on your aspirations, or on what they know about you?

Q:
What else do we do to our lists?

A:
Be sure that you don’t create a list full of items to which you’re only paying lip service -- things that are not truly priorities, but which you think of as priorities. I know a woman who says she keeps her weekends free, because leisure time is important in her life. Yet, she’s worked six Saturdays in a row. Granted, there may be a short-term crunch, but in the long run, if she’s working one Saturday after another, it’s clear that her weekends are not important to her; otherwise, she would be engaging in other activities to free up her weekends.

Q:
Once we have a priority list, what is the next step?

A:
The next thing to do is ask yourself what represents a supporting goal. For instance, if a priority of mine is to be healthy my entire life, there are a number of goals I can set in support of this priority. I could take vitamins on a regular basis, join a health club, or buy an exercise machine. It’s important to make sure that any goal you choose in support of a priority has a specific accomplishment and time tied to it. If a major priority of yours is to be wealthy, and one of your goals is to be the top-selling salesperson in your company, it does no good to merely decide that being the top salesperson is your goal. You have to attach a time to it – for instance, “I want to be the leading sales producer in my organization for October.”  It would be even more productive to say, “I want to make x sales in 2011.”  Now you’re naming a specific achievement with a specific time horizon. It’s important to be specific in your goals; you can’t simply say “I want to be the best salesperson in the company.”  Research has shown that the more specific your goals are, the better your chances are of achieving them.

Q:
Suppose you accomplish a lot, and because of this fact, people ask you to do more. What can you do to safeguard your time, to prevent yourself from getting more as a reward for the great work you’ve already done?  

A:
Show people your calendar, the line-up of things you’re working on. Show them the commitments and due dates already in place. Thereafter, if someone wants to add something to your agenda, they’ll do so more carefully and consciously. Explain to them that you can take on what’s being assigned, but that you may have to delay another task, re-schedule something, or choose between two jobs. This allows you to effectively and professionally explain to others that you’re already handling a lot, but that you’ll have to find a way to work it on, based on what you already have. Don’t be a martyr, taking on everything; soon, you’ll find yourself less effective and less productive in the long term.

Q:
How else can we better prepare ourselves from receiving more as a reward?

A:
Another important thing is to be aware of future commitments. Someone may ask you to do something three months from now. You’ll find nothing listed in your calendar, and then, you’ll gladly take on the challenge. Invariably, though, as we approach that future date, we suddenly begin to notice that we have all kinds of appointments and commitments around that time. When the actual date arrives, that item becomes another impediment – something else on our plate – that prevents us from attending to things that are truly important to us. Often, we invite more activity and responsibility because it looked easy at the time we made the commitment. When we find ourselves in this habit of inviting commitments in advance, it comes as no surprise that we end up with eight or ten things to do at once.

Q:
How can one effectively say no?

A:
Practice saying no with grace and ease as often as possible. It is axiomatic that the larger your organization is, the more impediments you’ll face in your calendar. Even in an entrepreneurial setting, though, there are a lot of activities that we volunteer for that end up blocking us from doing the things we’ve identified as important. Sometimes, it’s important to drop things without remorse. It may be necessary to look at the “to-do” list and cross out an item or two as we tell ourselves, “It would be nice, but  –  I’ve only got so much time in a day, a week, and in my career. I have to stay focused on what’s important.”  It’s comforting to have the image of being someone who can take on every challenge. In the end, though, it can be exhausting. If you haven’t occasionally said no or crossed out an item from your calendar without remorse, now may be the time to get into the habit.

Q:
What if we can’t say no?

A:
As often as possible, try to delegate. When you can hand something to another person and stick with the few tasks you need to work on (because of your expertise, background, or skill), you open up a world of possibilities. If you spend 30 minutes a day on an activity you don’t enjoy, it adds up to a full year – that’s 24 hours, seven days a week – of your productive work life. When possible, give a task to someone else, hire someone, retain someone, or otherwise find another way to get it done. Every activity you can delegate to someone else needs to be re-examined for its potential.

Q:
What are some other things we should do?

A:
At all times, keep your frustration level low. This is an era in which most professionals and people in a position of responsibility are managing too much. Most people are in the same boat. Corporations have gone through years of slimming down and asking more of their workers, often with fewer resources (staff, equipment, or funds) to provide to them. Take this with grace and ease. You’ve made it this far and done at least a reasonably good job; you’ll make it further, also.

Maintain control of your spaces. Keep your work area clear so that you can focus on the task at hand. A single file folder or screen in front of you makes it easier for you to concentrate on what you’re working on. It’s important to work on one thing at a time. You may have six priorities, all pulling at you at the same time. What’s the fastest way to get through those six?  Believe it or not, taking each item one at a time is the most effective solution. Determine what’s most important, work on it as far as you can (or complete it), and then go to the next thing and proceed in the same manner. 

Many people mislead themselves by determining that all of their assignments are of about the same importance; therefore, they jump from one project to another, dabbling a little with each one as they go along. They’re not doing this because they have a strategic plan, or because they’ve gone as far as they can on each individual item; rather, they feel that gradually making progress in each of the six areas means they’re effectively juggling projects. Yet, study after study shows that the fastest way to finish these six projects is to work on one at a time, taking each one to completion before moving to the next.

Q:
Are there any other techniques for managing your priorities?

A:
I’m glad that you asked that question because there is another technique. A useful technique is to make choices, through silent self-acknowledgment, about how we want to proceed. We all talk to ourselves in our heads all day long, and studies have shown that we tend to tell ourselves negative things, unfortunately – about being late, about botching a project, or about what others will think. Instead, we don’t tell ourselves we’re wonderful (or even that we’re good – we did the best we could under the circumstances). By nature, we tend not to give ourselves positive messages. 

Psychologists have found that more than 80 percent of the “self-talk” in which we all engage is negative. Replacing this with positive “self-talk” allows us to start to change how we react to multiple priorities. Choose to recognize the value of establishing priorities; to be aware of my priorities; to honor your priorities; and to have the right priorities for yourself at this time. Acknowledge that your priorities will change over time, and set goals to establish these priorities. Maintain a balance between long- and short-term priorities. Respect the priorities of others, especially if you work in a team. Share your priorities with your mate, and integrate your work and personal priorities. By making choices about priorities, you develop a mindset that allows you to tackle them more efficiently.

Q:
Some of my co-workers use “to-do” lists. What is the importance of a “to-do” list and how does one handle such a list?

A:
There is no particular vehicle that’s better than another; what works for you is what’s best. It’s important to keep in mind that any method you have for scheduling your time will let you down the moment you fail to keep up with it. All of these are just tools. Everyone I’ve ever met has a “to-do” list of sorts, whether it’s on paper or on a computer. How long does it have to be?  Well, mine is extensive – up to 12 or 14 pages. But only the first page represents what I want to take care of in the short term. Therefore, the last few pages are long-term items.

Q:
How do you manage your “to-do” list?  

A:
As a long-term item, or a portion of one, is due, I move it to the front page. I continually rank the items on the front page in terms of importance; thus, on any given day, I need only look at the front page, at the top items, to find out what I need to do. The next day or next week, I can move things around and off the list. I always look for things to cross off. Surprisingly, though, the long list reduces my anxieties, because it’s all there. I automatically bring the items that are important for the day to the front and rank them; thus, I automatically know what I need to work on. If something suddenly comes up, I’ll make a note to myself and adjust the list the next day. Usually, though, there will only be a handful of modifications to the list in a day.

Q:
What are some other effective tools?

A:
Another effective tool is to plot what you’re trying to accomplish on a time line, including stop dates, start dates, interim dates, and so on. You can plot by month, week, day, or even hour. Don’t make the charts complex, however – don’t try to cram 18 or 20 projects in a single chart. In this society, we tend to over-complicate everything – government, media, and so on. But there are only a few key things at any point in time that you need to do to make the biggest, most profound impact on your career and organization. Focus on those and make headway, and everything will turn out fine. Taking care of one or two priorities at the top of your list often means that items lower on the list will naturally get taken care of, also.

The “calendar block-back” method, as I call it, is another effective tool. Suppose you have a particular project due. It’s not enough to simply mark the date it’s due. It’s far more compelling to decide, for instance, when you want to have the full drafts ready, when you want the rough drafts ready, when you want to have your research complete, and so on. If you “block back” – go in reverse from the date the project is due – you may find that it makes the most sense to start working sooner than you thought. This method allows you to recognize that the interim dates are just as important as the final due date.


Q:
How do we make multiple priorities work for us?

A:
Suppose you wish to go back to school to earn your degree (priority A). At the same time, you happen to be single and want to meet someone new (priority B). If we create a grid or matrix, writing our priorities across the top and along the side, what intersection between priorities could we devise that could advance both priorities?  (For instance, how can we advance both priority A and B?)  By taking evening courses at a particular university, you can further your quest for your education and may also increase your chances of meeting Mr. or Ms. Right. One supporting goal supports two priorities. 

In like manner, a college student who enjoys traveling but wants to graduate on time can further two priorities at once by attending a semester of classes at an exchange program in Paris. Sometimes, it’s also possible to support more than two priorities with a sup- porting goal. Suppose that upper management makes a decision that suddenly changes your priorities. You can still add the new priority to the lineup, and then continuously search for supporting goals that can honor both the new priority and something else that you’ve already held as a priority.

Suppose you have five priorities. You could look at all five against Priority A; all five against Priority B; and so on, creating a series of matrices, allowing you to determine the best way to support your priorities. This system actually works well.

Q:
Can you give us a personal example?

A:
When I was single, that I wanted to meet a woman who was in good physical shape; at the same time, I also wanted to get a good workout. I ended up joining a health club within walking distance that had potential mates who were also in the immediate area, who valued some of the same things I did, and ultimately, I met my wife. Certainly, things won’t always work out this way, but finding a goal that supports two different priorities will make your day.

From now to the end of your career, you’ll be facing an ever-changing sea of important things in your life and in your career. Things will be imposed from above, and probably at an increasing pace. At all times, your goal is to maintain control, to keep the paper and distractions down, stay focused on what’s important, identify supporting goals that enhance those priorities, and – perhaps most importantly – identify supporting goals that support multiple priorities. This is the secret to effectiveness, time-saving, being in control, and moving on to what’s next.
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