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STEVE PRENTICE – TIME MANAGEMENT – PRIORITIZATION HANDOUT 

Hi! This is an abridged excerpt from my book, Cool-Time: A Hands-On Guide for 
Managing Time and Balancing Life. If you like it, I hope you will join our mailing list, 
or buy the book, or recommend me, so I can deliver my funny and educational keynote 
at your next corporate event. Do all three and I'll send you a Cool-Time t-shirt. Details 
are at the end of this handout. 

Prioritizing Two (or more) Equal priorities 
Sometimes two or more tasks need to be done by you, right now. What happens 
then? 

There are a few options you could take, which really depend on your personality and 
mindset: 

 Get the small tasks out of the way first. If small tasks are obscuring your view of a larger, more 
important task, then clear your mind of these “hangers-on” by doing them first. Don't forget to write 
them out first. Don't try to keep it all in your head. 

 Or, do the larger task first. If you prefer to get big things out of the way first, then do that big thing, 
and use the feeling of achievement that it brings to help inspire you to get the remaining tasks done.  

 Do the one you like the most, first. There is less mental and emotional strain involved in doing 
enjoyable tasks. Doing the fun thing first results in the entire task load seeming less threatening.  

 Use the Oasis Technique: A great way to trick your own mind into getting more stuff done is the oasis 
technique. Consider a very messy garage or basement. It can be overwhelming to think about tidying 
the entire space up. That sensation leads to procrastination. A better alternative is to work on a single 
zone and tidy that space only. Perhaps a set of shelves or a workbench, or one corner of a room. In a 
cluttered kitchen, perhaps the sink area. In a messy bedroom, the bed. 

In these cases, a single tidied zone becomes an “oasis of clean” in an otherwise jumbled space. Your 
mind will perceive this as a starting point, and it can be easier to convince yourself to take on another 
part the next hour/day, and another part the next. This is simply a physical application of the concept 
of breaking large tasks down into smaller ones, but when this is done physically, it also breaks down 
the emotional resistance to an otherwise over-large and scary task. 

 Delegate upwards. Involve your manager or customer in the decision-making process. If you have 
two or more tasks that appear to have equal validity, importance and urgency, and you can’t decide 
which one should be done first, and if there is a risk of negative repercussions if one of the tasks 
doesn’t get done, then it is safer and more proactive on your part to involve the stakeholder. Similarly, 
if you work for two or more people, each of whom thinks their tasks is the more important, you risk 
being caught in a power squeeze in which you’ll come out the loser. Conflicting priorities between 
two managers need to be recognized and resolved between the three of you. 

Inviting your manager(s) to assist you in the triage process is not complaining, nor does it make you 
appear incompetent. It’s a proactive meeting of minds intended to get the right work done in the right 
way. A quick huddle that lets all sides know what you’re working on and what you’re not, and ensures 
expectations are suitably managed. 
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The SMARTS Test 
There is also a technique for prioritization that comes straight from the pages of the Project Management 
handbook. It helps assess whether the task before you can and should be done by you, or whether more 
information is needed. If you find yourself faced with a vague project or task 
that you can’t get a handle on, it’s worth reviewing this procedure before 
moving ahead. It’s also strong background material for upward delegating with 
your manager. SMARTS is an anagram, and it stands for the following: 

 Specific. Is the task definite? Is it an identifiable task, or is it a vague 
collection of subtasks? “Buy a loaf of brown bread” is a specific task. “Ensure 
the pantry is stocked” is not specific. 

 Measurable. Can you measure the task? How can you tell when the task is 
complete? When does it start? When does it end? “Redesign the company 
website” is not a measurable task – it’s too vague. Does the website project 
end when the site goes live? What about ongoing maintenance, updates, 
and corrections? Is that part of the project, or is it a separate project? What 
are the metrics that clearly define the parameters of this task? 

 Achievable. Can this task be done? Is it possible? If you ask me to install a marble tile floor in your 
foyer, and I have no experience or skill in this area, then the task is not achievable, no matter how 
much money or time you offer me. 

 Realistic. Using the marble floor example above, assume that I am qualified to do the work. If the job 
takes two days to do, and I have nothing else scheduled for the next two days, then, yes, I can do it, 
and it would be realistic to estimate and quote the job as a two-day job. However, if my schedule is 
full, and I can’t even get to your house before the end of next week, then promising two-day delivery 
is not realistic, even though I’m qualified to do the work. 

 Time-based. Is there a schedule, a timeline, a deadline for the completion of the task? This ties in 
closely with the “measurable” principle, in that I’ll need to know not only what defines the start and 
end of a project, but also what the dates for starting, ending, reviewing, delivery, etc. are. Without 
written timelines, it’s easy for a task to drift or to move onto the critical path. 

 Signed-off. To whom do I report? Who is the person that approves this project, who will be authorized 
to accept the finished product, and to whom should all questions and issues be directed? Who am I 
working for on this project? 

The SMARTS test ensures that before any actual work is done, there is a clear understanding of the scope 
and the parameters involved. It’s an example of stepping back and getting a higher-level view before 
continuing. 
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Write It Out 
The best solution of all is to write things out. When your brain has frozen up, you need to put some facts 
in front of it to thaw it back out again. 

Start by identifying each task. Write out how much time you think it will take, the tasks involved and who 
the person is who needs it. Or use an urgent/important grid like this one: 

 

The trick is that as you write these facts out, your frozen brain no longer has to hold these things in 
suspension. And this allows it to come up with creative solutions once again. 

Do the Right Thing, not Everything 
Finally, when you are prioritizing all the tasks in front of you, remember that not all of it can get done. 
Most of us routinely pack our days full of tasks of varying importance and payoff, and expect to get it all 
cleared by the end of the day, just so we can start again tomorrow. But it is highly unlikely that that will 
ever happen, especially if you, yourself keep moving the bar even further. 

Identify, isolate, and focus on those activities that really pay off; get them identified, scheduled in, with 
enough space to complete them, rather than leaving them mixed in with the less valuable tasks. Your 
energy and capacity for excellence are both finite, and should be treasured. Effort and time spent 
multitasking and working on insignificant tasks is lost forever.  

Remember the words of Confucius: “He who chases two rabbits catches none.” 

NEXT STEPS 
1. Join our mailing list. We send an email each time a new YouTube video is posted, and occasionally 
with a digest. 

2. Buy the book. It's really useful and available in hard copy and ebook formats. Details are here. 

3. Recommend me to speak at your next event. It's pretty rare to hear someone who can be funny 
and educational at the same time, but that's what I do. See my homepage for details. 

Thanks! See you next time! 

  

http://www.steveprentice.com/
https://stevenprentice.wordpress.com/youtube/
https://stevenprentice.wordpress.com/books/
https://stevenprentice.wordpress.com/

