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The Urgent/Important Matrix 

 
Use time effectively, not just efficiently 
We've all been there: The project is due for today's meeting and we are only three quarters 
done. We're anxious, we can't concentrate, everything is a distraction, and then, finally, we 
blow. Time stressors are the most pervasive source of pressure and stress in the workplace 
and they happen as a result of having too much to do in too little time. 

With this kind of pressure all too common, effective time management is an absolute 
necessity. You probably use a day-planner and to-do list to manage your time. These tools are 
certainly helpful, but they don't allow you to drill down to one of the most essential elements of 
good time management: distinguishing between what is important and what is urgent. 

Great time management means being effective as well as efficient. Managing time effectively, 
and achieving the things that you want to achieve, means spending your time on things that 
are important and not just urgent. To do this, and to minimize the stress of having too many 
tight deadlines, you need to understand this distinction: 

• Important activities have an outcome that leads to the achievement of your goals. 

• Urgent activities demand immediate attention, and are often associated with the 
achievement of someone else's goals. 

Urgent activities are often the ones we concentrate on. These are the "squeaky wheels that get 
the grease." They demand attention because the consequences of not dealing with them are 
immediate. 

The Urgent/Important Matrix is a useful tool for thinking about this. 

The idea of measuring and combining these two competing elements in a matrix has been 
attributed to both former US President Eisenhower and Dr Stephen Covey. 

Eisenhower's quote, "What is important is seldom urgent and what is urgent is seldom 
important," sums up the concept of the matrix perfectly. This so-called "Eisenhower Principle" 
is said to be how Eisenhower organized his tasks. As a result, the matrix is sometimes called 
the Eisenhower Matrix. 

Covey brought the idea into the mainstream and gave it the name "The Urgent/Important 
Matrix" in his 1994 business classic, "The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People". 

How to Use the Tool: 

The Urgent/Important Matrix is a powerful way of thinking about priorities. Using it helps you 
overcome the natural tendency to focus on urgent activities, so that you can keep clear 
enough time to focus on what's really important. This is the way you move from "fire fighting", 
into a position where you can grow your business and your career. 

Here's how it works: 

The matrix can be drawn as shown below, with the dimensions of Importance and Urgency. 
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The steps below help you use the matrix to prioritize your activities: 

• The first step is to list all the activities and projects you feel you have to do. Try to include 
everything that takes up your time at work, however unimportant. 

• Next, assign importance to each of the activities – you can do this on, say, a scale of 1 to 
5: remember, this is a measure of how important the activity is in helping you meet your 
goals and objectives. Try not to worry about urgency at this stage, as this helps get to the 
true importance. 

• Once you have assigned importance to each activity, evaluate the urgency of each activity. 
As you do this, you can plot the listed items on the matrix according to the assigned 
importance and urgency. 

• Now study the matrix using the strategies described below to schedule your priorities. 

 

Strategies for Different Quadrants of the Matrix 
Urgent and Important 

There are two distinct types of urgent and important activities: Ones that you could not 
foresee, and others that you have left to the last minute. 

You can avoid the latter by planning ahead and avoiding procrastination. 

Issues and crises, on the other hand, cannot always be foreseen or avoided. Here, the best 
approach is to leave some time in your schedule to handle unexpected issues and unplanned 
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important activities. And if a major crisis arises, some other activity may have to be 
rescheduled. 

If this happens, identify which of you urgent-important activities could have been foreseen and 
think about how you could schedule similar activities ahead of time, so they do not become 
urgent. 

Urgent and Not Important 

Urgent but not important activities are things that stop you achieving your goals, and prevent 
you from completing your work. Ask yourself whether these tasks can be rescheduled, or 
whether someone else could do them. 

A common source of such interruptions is from other people in your office. Sometimes it's 
appropriate to say "No" to people, or encourage them to solve the problem themselves. 
Alternatively, try allocating time when you are available so that people only interrupt you at 
certain times (a good way of doing this is to schedule a regular meeting so that all issues can 
be dealt with at the same time.) By doing this, you'll be able to concentrate on your important 
activities for longer periods of time. 

Not Urgent, but Important 

These are the activities that help you achieve your personal and professional goals, and 
complete important work. Make sure that you have plenty of time to do these things properly, 
so that they do not become urgent. And remember to leave enough time in your schedule to 
deal with unforeseen problems. This will maximize your chances of keeping on schedule, and 
help you avoid the stress of work becoming more urgent that necessary. 

Not Urgent and Not Important 

These activities are just a distraction, and should be avoided if possible. Some can simply be 
ignored. Others are activities that other people may want you to do, but they do not contribute 
to your own desired outcomes. Again, say "No" politely and firmly if you can. 

If people see you are clear about your objectives and boundaries, they will often not ask you to 
do "not important" activities in the future. 

Key Points 

The Urgent/Important Matrix helps you look at your task list, and quickly identify the activities 
you should focus on. By prioritizing using the Matrix, you can deal with truly urgent issues, at 
the same time that you keep on working towards your goals. 

 
About Luis Costa 
	

Luis Soares Costa is a Portuguese American who lived and worked 
in the USA, Canada and in London before moving to Barcelona. 
After spending 25 years in the USA (a product of American 
Universities and a Partner at a strategic consulting firm in the 80s), 
Luis became a trusted advisor to CEOs, C-Level Executives, 
Business Owners, top talent and Top Management Teams in a 
number of the major global companies (including a significant 
number of Fortune 500), innovative companies operating in new 
ecosystems and dynamic family owned businesses. He is a coach 
and advisor to senior partners in Professional Services Firms and 
Law Firms.  

Luis also brings innovation and recognised expertise as 

• a designer and facilitator of corporate and team events, 
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• a high performance team builder,  

• a transformation tpecialist, and 

• a senior leadership and top talent trainer and developer,  

Over the past 39 years, Luis developed extensive expertise in a number of areas and is invited 
to speak regularly at conferences, senior management and leadership offsites and other 
corporate events. He is also invited as subject matter expert to provide thought leadership to 
various types of events and think tanks.  

He works interchangeably in English, Spanish, Portuguese and French and spends most of his 
time collaborating with clients throughout Europe, North and South America and Asia Pacific.  

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	

	

	

6	

© 2020 luis costa - confidential 
 

	

HOW TO REACH US 
 
Please connect with us through 
coach@LuisSoaresCosta.com 
 
You can visit us at: 
LinkedIn: Luis Costa – coach · facilitator · speaker 
Website: www.luissoarescosta.com 


