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Understanding "First Things First" by Stephen R.
Covey

First Things First is a pivotal work by Stephen R. Covey, published in 1994 as a follow-
up to his highly acclaimed book "The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People." In "First Things
First," Covey explores the concept of time management and prioritization through the lens



of personal effectiveness and leadership. His insights emphasize the importance of
aligning daily actions with personal values and long-term objectives, offering a paradigm
shift from traditional time management techniques to a more principle-centered approach.

The Core Principles of "First Things First"

At the heart of Covey's philosophy is the idea that effectiveness is not merely about doing
things right but about doing the right things. He introduces several key principles that
serve as the foundation for his approach to prioritization and time management:

1. The Time Management Matrix

One of the most influential concepts in "First Things First" is the Time Management
Matrix, which categorizes tasks into four quadrants based on urgency and importance:

Quadrant I: Urgent and Important (crises, pressing problems)

Quadrant II: Not Urgent but Important (planning, relationship building, recreation)

Quadrant III: Urgent but Not Important (interruptions, some emails and meetings)

Quadrant IV: Not Urgent and Not Important (time-wasters, trivial activities)

Covey argues that most people spend too much time in Quadrant I, responding to crises,
and Quadrant III, addressing urgent but unimportant tasks. He advocates for a proactive
approach that emphasizes spending more time in Quadrant II, where activities are aligned
with personal values and long-term goals. This shift leads to greater effectiveness and
fulfillment.

2. The Importance of Values and Goals

Covey emphasizes that effective prioritization begins with understanding one’s core values
and long-term goals. He encourages readers to engage in self-reflection to identify what
truly matters in their lives. This process can be facilitated through:

Identifying personal values: What principles do you want to uphold?1.

Setting long-term goals: Where do you see yourself in the future?2.

Creating a mission statement: How do you want to be remembered?3.



By clarifying these aspects, individuals can make informed decisions about how to allocate
their time and energy, ensuring that their daily actions align with their overarching life
purpose.

3. The Role of Proactivity

Another essential principle in "First Things First" is proactivity. Covey argues that
effective individuals take responsibility for their actions and decisions rather than reacting
to external circumstances. He encourages readers to:

Focus on what they can control (their responses and attitudes).

Be aware of their emotional triggers and biases.

Practice self-discipline to stay aligned with their goals and values.

By adopting a proactive mindset, individuals can prioritize effectively, responding to
opportunities rather than merely reacting to challenges.

Implementing the "First Things First" Philosophy

While the principles outlined in "First Things First" are powerful, they require consistent
practice and application in daily life. Here are several strategies for implementing Covey’s
philosophy:

1. Weekly Planning Sessions

Covey suggests dedicating time each week to plan and review upcoming tasks and
responsibilities. During these sessions, individuals should:

Review their long-term goals and values.

Prioritize tasks based on the Time Management Matrix.

Allocate time for Quadrant II activities to ensure personal growth and development.

By incorporating regular planning sessions, individuals can maintain focus on what truly
matters, preventing the daily whirlwind from derailing their progress.



2. Setting Boundaries

To effectively prioritize tasks, it is crucial to establish boundaries. This can involve:

Learning to say no to tasks that do not align with personal values and goals.

Limiting time spent in Quadrants III and IV.

Creating a conducive work environment that minimizes distractions.

By setting clear boundaries, individuals can protect their time and energy, allowing for
more meaningful engagement in important activities.

3. Regular Reflection and Adjustment

Implementing Covey’s principles is not a one-time effort; it requires ongoing reflection and
adjustment. Individuals should:

Reflect on their daily and weekly accomplishments.

Identify areas where they may be spending too much time on unimportant tasks.

Adjust their plans and priorities based on changing circumstances and insights.

This process of reflection fosters continuous improvement and ensures that individuals
remain aligned with their values and goals.

Benefits of Adopting the "First Things First"
Approach

The principles laid out in "First Things First" offer numerous benefits for individuals
seeking to enhance their effectiveness. Some of these benefits include:

1. Increased Clarity and Focus

By prioritizing tasks based on values and goals, individuals gain clarity about what truly
matters. This focus reduces overwhelm and enhances productivity.



2. Improved Time Management

The Time Management Matrix enables individuals to discern between urgent and
important tasks, allowing for better allocation of time and energy. This leads to more
effective use of resources and reduced stress.

3. Enhanced Personal and Professional Growth

Focusing on Quadrant II activities—such as personal development and relationship
building—fosters growth in various aspects of life. This holistic approach leads to
increased fulfillment and satisfaction.

4. Stronger Relationships

By aligning actions with core values and investing time in important relationships,
individuals can build stronger connections with family, friends, and colleagues. This
contributes to a supportive network that enhances overall well-being.

Conclusion

In "First Things First," Stephen R. Covey presents a transformative approach to time
management and personal effectiveness. By emphasizing the importance of aligning daily
actions with personal values and long-term goals, Covey provides a roadmap for
individuals seeking to enhance their productivity and fulfillment. The principles outlined in
the book, such as the Time Management Matrix, proactive mindset, and the significance of
values, encourage readers to shift their focus from mere efficiency to genuine
effectiveness.

By implementing these principles in daily life, individuals can cultivate a more purposeful
existence, ensuring that they are not only busy but also engaged in activities that
contribute to their overall happiness and success. Through regular planning, boundary-
setting, and reflection, anyone can adopt the philosophy of "First Things First" and unlock
their potential for greater achievement and satisfaction.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary focus of 'First Things First' by
Stephen R. Covey?
The primary focus of 'First Things First' is to prioritize tasks based on values and
importance rather than urgency, promoting effective time management and personal
leadership.



How does Covey define the difference between 'urgent'
and 'important' tasks?
Covey defines 'urgent' tasks as those that require immediate attention and often feel
pressing, while 'important' tasks contribute to long-term goals and values, emphasizing
that not all urgent tasks are important.

What framework does Covey introduce to help prioritize
tasks?
Covey introduces the Time Management Matrix, which categorizes tasks into four
quadrants based on urgency and importance, helping individuals focus on what truly
matters.

How can 'First Things First' be applied in a professional
environment?
In a professional environment, 'First Things First' can be applied by encouraging teams to
identify high-impact projects, set clear priorities aligned with organizational goals, and
reduce time spent on unimportant tasks.

What is one key takeaway from 'First Things First'
regarding personal effectiveness?
One key takeaway from 'First Things First' is that personal effectiveness comes from
aligning daily actions with one's core values and long-term objectives, leading to a more
fulfilling and productive life.
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