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First Things First by Stephen R Covey: Mastering Time and Priorities for a Meaningful Life

first things first by stephen r covey is much more than just a catchy phrase; it’s a transformative

philosophy that encourages individuals to prioritize what truly matters in life. Rooted in Stephen R.

Covey’s extensive work on personal effectiveness and time management, this concept pushes us to

shift our focus from urgent, often superficial tasks to meaningful, long-term goals. If you’ve ever felt

overwhelmed by your to-do list or caught in the endless loop of busyness without progress,

understanding and applying the principles behind first things first can be a game changer.

The Core Philosophy Behind First Things First by Stephen R

Covey

At its heart, first things first is about prioritization—more specifically, how to prioritize effectively in a

world full of distractions. Stephen R. Covey, best known for his book *The 7 Habits of Highly Effective

People*, expanded on the ideas of personal management by introducing a time management matrix in

his book *First Things First*. This matrix helps differentiate activities based on their urgency and

importance, guiding individuals to focus on what’s truly valuable.

Understanding the Time Management Matrix

The time management matrix divides tasks into four quadrants:

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



Quadrant II: Not urgent but important (planning, relationship building, personal growth)

Quadrant III: Urgent but not important (interruptions, some emails, meetings)

Quadrant IV: Not urgent and not important (time-wasting activities, excessive social media)

Covey’s emphasis is on spending more time in Quadrant II, which often gets neglected because it’s

easy to get caught up in the urgency of Quadrant I and the distractions of Quadrants III and IV.

Focusing on Quadrant II activities means investing in long-term success, health, and happiness rather

than just putting out fires.

How First Things First by Stephen R Covey Changes Your

Approach to Productivity

Most productivity advice centers around doing more in less time. However, Covey’s approach turns

this on its head by asking: Are you doing the right things? The essence of first things first is not about

squeezing more tasks into your day but about realigning your schedule to reflect your core values.

Living by Principles, Not Just Priorities

One of the unique aspects of Covey’s teaching is the focus on principles rather than fleeting priorities.

When you base your daily activities on enduring principles such as integrity, family, health, and growth,

you naturally prioritize tasks that contribute to these values. This leads to a more balanced, fulfilling life

instead of constant stress.



Practical Tips from First Things First

To bring Covey’s concepts into your daily routine, consider these actionable strategies:

Identify your roles: Covey encourages you to think about the various roles you play (parent,1.

employee, friend) and set goals for each.

Schedule Quadrant II activities: Block out time for planning, exercise, relationship-building, and2.

self-improvement.

Learn to say no: Protect your time by declining tasks that don’t align with your core principles.3.

Reflect regularly: Weekly reviews help you stay on track and re-prioritize as needed.4.

The Impact of Applying First Things First in Daily Life

When you consistently apply the first things first mindset, the effects ripple through both your

professional and personal spheres. Many people report reduced stress, clearer focus, and stronger

relationships. This is because shifting your attention to non-urgent but important activities prevents

crises from piling up and promotes proactive living.

Building Stronger Relationships

One of the often overlooked benefits of first things first is its emphasis on quality time with loved ones.

By intentionally carving out space for family and friends, you nurture bonds that might otherwise



weaken under the pressure of work and distractions.

Enhancing Personal Growth and Fulfillment

Prioritizing self-improvement activities such as reading, exercise, or learning new skills helps maintain

mental and physical health. Covey’s approach encourages ongoing growth, which can increase

satisfaction and resilience in the face of challenges.

Common Challenges When Adopting First Things First by

Stephen R Covey

While the philosophy is powerful, putting it into practice isn’t always easy. Many people struggle with

ingrained habits, external demands, and the allure of immediate gratification.

Overcoming Urgency Addiction

Constantly reacting to urgent tasks can feel like a necessity, but it often leads to burnout. Breaking

free requires conscious effort to delegate, delay, or drop less important urgent tasks.

Balancing Flexibility with Discipline

Life is unpredictable, and while planning is essential, flexibility is key. The first things first method

supports adapting your priorities as circumstances change without losing sight of your core goals.



Integrating First Things First into Modern Technology and Tools

In today’s digital age, there are countless apps and tools designed to help with time management.

Applying first things first principles can help you choose and use these tools more effectively.

Using Digital Calendars and Task Managers

Tools like Google Calendar, Todoist, or Trello can help you schedule and track Quadrant II activities.

Set reminders for important but non-urgent tasks to ensure they don’t get pushed aside.

Minimizing Distractions

Leverage app blockers or notification settings to reduce interruptions from Quadrant III and IV

activities. This helps maintain focus on what truly matters.

Regular Reflection and Adjustment

Use journaling apps or digital planners to conduct weekly reviews. Reflect on what worked, what

didn’t, and adjust your priorities accordingly.

---

Stephen R. Covey’s *first things first* is much more than a productivity hack — it’s a mindset shift that

encourages thoughtful living. By focusing on what’s genuinely important rather than what screams for

immediate attention, you can cultivate a life filled with purpose, balance, and meaningful achievements.

Whether you’re a busy professional, a student, or someone seeking more harmony, embracing the

principles of first things first can steer you toward a more intentional and rewarding path.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'First Things First' by Stephen R. Covey?

'First Things First' emphasizes the importance of prioritizing tasks based on true values and long-term

goals rather than urgent but less important activities, promoting effective time management and life

balance.

How does 'First Things First' differ from traditional time management

methods?

'First Things First' focuses on principle-centered living and prioritizing important tasks over merely

managing time, contrasting with traditional methods that often prioritize efficiency over effectiveness.

What is the Time Management Matrix introduced in 'First Things

First'?

The Time Management Matrix categorizes activities into four quadrants based on urgency and

importance, helping individuals focus on Quadrant II activities that are important but not urgent to

achieve meaningful results.

Who co-authored 'First Things First' with Stephen R. Covey?

'First Things First' was co-authored by Stephen R. Covey, A. Roger Merrill, and Rebecca R. Merrill.

How can 'First Things First' help improve personal productivity?

By teaching readers to identify and focus on their highest priorities aligned with personal values, 'First

Things First' helps reduce distractions from urgent but less important tasks, resulting in improved

productivity and fulfillment.



What role do values play in the approach of 'First Things First'?

Values serve as the foundation for prioritizing tasks in 'First Things First'; understanding and living

according to core values ensures that time is spent on activities that truly matter and contribute to

long-term goals.

Can 'First Things First' be applied to organizational time management?

Yes, 'First Things First' principles can be applied in organizations to help teams and leaders focus on

strategic priorities, improve decision-making, and foster a culture that values effectiveness over mere

busyness.

Additional Resources

**First Things First by Stephen R. Covey: A Timeless Guide to Effective Time Management and Life

Prioritization**

first things first by stephen r covey is more than just a catchy phrase; it encapsulates a philosophy of

time management and personal effectiveness that has influenced millions worldwide. As a follow-up to

his seminal work, *The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People*, Covey’s *First Things First* delves deeper

into the crucial skill of prioritizing tasks and aligning daily actions with core values. This approach

challenges the traditional, urgency-driven productivity models, advocating instead for a principle-

centered, purpose-driven method to handling time and energy.

The Core Philosophy Behind First Things First by Stephen R. Covey

At its heart, *First Things First* confronts the common pitfall of confusing urgency with importance.

Covey argues that many individuals and organizations spend the majority of their time reacting to

urgent but often trivial matters, neglecting long-term goals and meaningful activities that truly contribute

to success and fulfillment. This concept is vividly depicted through the Time Management Matrix, which



categorizes activities into four quadrants:

Quadrant I: Urgent and Important – crises, deadlines, pressing problems

Quadrant II: Not Urgent but Important – planning, relationship building, personal growth

Quadrant III: Urgent but Not Important – interruptions, some emails, phone calls

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

Covey’s pivotal message is that true effectiveness comes from investing time primarily in Quadrant II

activities. This focus on importance over urgency is a hallmark of the *First Things First* methodology

and differentiates it from conventional time management systems that often emphasize to-do lists and

deadlines alone.

Understanding the Time Management Matrix

The Time Management Matrix is not just a theoretical concept but a practical tool for evaluating and

restructuring how time is spent. Covey illustrates how many people get trapped in Quadrant I’s crisis

mode, leading to stress and burnout. In contrast, those who prioritize Quadrant II activities proactively

reduce the number of crises and build a foundation for long-term success.

For example, dedicating time to strategic planning, health, education, and relationship

nurturing—though not immediately urgent—prevents future emergencies and enhances overall well-

being. Covey’s framework helps individuals recognize where their time leaks are occurring and

empowers them to make conscious choices aligned with their highest priorities.



Aligning Actions with Values: The Principle-Centered Approach

One of the most compelling features of *first things first by stephen r covey* is its emphasis on aligning

daily tasks with personal and professional values. This principle-centered approach moves beyond

superficial productivity hacks to address the underlying motivations and goals that drive behavior.

Covey encourages readers to define a personal mission statement, which acts as a compass guiding

decision-making. By knowing what truly matters, individuals can filter out distractions and commitments

that do not serve their long-term objectives. This alignment fosters not only efficiency but also greater

satisfaction and a sense of purpose.

The Role of Planning and Delegation in Covey’s Framework

Effective time management, according to Covey, is deeply intertwined with strategic planning and

intelligent delegation. Unlike traditional planners that prioritize task completion without context, *First

Things First* advocates for weekly planning sessions that evaluate roles, goals, and desired outcomes.

Covey breaks down planning into three essential components:

Identify roles: Recognize the various hats one wears in life, such as professional, family1.

member, or community participant.

Set goals for each role: Define clear, measurable objectives that support overarching life2.

purposes.

Plan weekly activities: Schedule tasks that contribute to these goals, ensuring consistent3.

progress.



Additionally, delegation is presented as a vital skill for maintaining focus on high-impact activities.

Covey stresses that effective delegation involves entrusting others with responsibility, not just

offloading tasks, which enhances organizational efficiency and personal freedom.

Comparing First Things First to Other Time Management Models

While many time management systems focus heavily on productivity tools and tactics, *First Things

First* distinguishes itself through its holistic and values-driven approach. For instance, the Getting

Things Done (GTD) method by David Allen prioritizes task capture and execution, but does not

emphasize the importance of aligning tasks with values to the same extent.

Similarly, the Pomodoro Technique, which segments work into timed intervals, enhances focus but

does not address the strategic importance of task selection. Covey’s model integrates both the “what”

and the “why” of time use, offering a more sustainable and meaningful approach to productivity.

Practical Applications and Impact

Since its publication, *first things first by stephen r covey* has found resonance across diverse

fields—from corporate leadership to personal development. Organizations incorporate its principles to

cultivate proactive cultures that prioritize strategic initiatives over reactive firefighting. On an individual

level, readers report improved work-life balance and a clearer sense of direction.

A notable strength of Covey’s framework is its adaptability. Whether managing a small team or

navigating personal ambitions, the core idea of prioritizing important, non-urgent activities remains

universally relevant.



Pros and Cons of the First Things First Methodology

Pros:

Encourages deep reflection on priorities and values

Reduces stress by minimizing crisis-driven work

Improves long-term planning and goal attainment

Enhances personal and professional fulfillment

Cons:

Requires discipline and commitment to maintain weekly planning

May be challenging to implement in highly reactive or chaotic environments

Less focused on immediate task execution tactics

Integrating Technology with Covey’s Principles

In today’s digital age, time management tools abound, from apps to digital calendars. However, *first



things first by stephen r covey* reminds users that technology should serve priorities, not dictate them.

Integrating Covey’s principles with modern tools involves using apps for scheduling Quadrant II

activities, reminders for weekly planning, and tracking progress toward mission-driven goals.

This fusion of timeless wisdom with contemporary resources maximizes productivity while keeping

users grounded in what truly matters.

The Enduring Relevance of First Things First

Over two decades since its initial release, *First Things First* continues to be a cornerstone in the

literature of personal effectiveness. Its emphasis on principled prioritization and proactive living

addresses universal challenges related to time scarcity and distraction. For professionals, educators,

and anyone striving to optimize their life, Covey’s insights offer a structured yet flexible blueprint for

meaningful success.

Ultimately, *first things first by stephen r covey* is a call to action: to live intentionally, prioritize wisely,

and focus on what counts most amid the noise and demands of modern life. As productivity

frameworks evolve, the principle of putting first things first remains a steady beacon guiding individuals

toward greater achievement and fulfillment.
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