
■ Unimportant and not ur-
gent: Tasks having no relevance
to productivity taking most of
your time. 

Classifying the tasks into the
quadrants isn’t easy and re-
quires critical questioning to
confirm the correct position in
the quadrants. Urgent tasks can
come disguised as important
too and vice-versa. 

Dealing with  quadrants

Quadrant 1:
■ Test check activities and

reconfirm whether they are in-
deed important and urgent.
One good way is to ask, what
would happen if this weren’t
done now?

■ Tasks in this quadrant are
emergencies, crisis issues, dead-
line oriented projects, meetings,
customer complaints etc.

Quadrant 2 
■ The very purpose of time

management is to spend more
time in this quadrant, as tasks in
this quadrant are most critical
to success. Most planned tasks
in this quadrant do not happen,
because of distractions from
quadrant 1 and 3. People in top
management, often do budget-
ing, strategising, away from of-
fice. The idea is to get the right
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D
o you find yourself
running after dead-
lines, targets, and
asking for exten-
sions or finishing

tasks, at the last minute? Are
you generally late for your
meetings? Are you compelled
to work on a weekend? Do you
generally come home com-
pletely stressed out and ex-
hausted? And on a weekend, do
you still feel drained out and
prefer to stay at home, instead
of fun and frolic activities with
family? 

If your answer is ‘yes’to any of
the above questions, then there
is reason to analyse your time
management skills. A good way
to understand and practice
‘time management’ is to study
your routine for a week (or any
period) and classify tasks into
different quadrants as recom-
mended by eminent author
Stephen Covey: 

■ Important and urgent:
Tasks vital to business.

■ Important and not urgent:
Tasks that you need to do but
with focus.

■ Urgent and unimportant
(routine): Tasks which you can
try delegating.

be aware that these are the ac-
tivities taking up a large chunk
of your time and hence this
quadrant presents maximum
scope to save and utilise time
better, specifically in quadrant
2.

■ Typical activities in this
quadrant are personal phone
calls and messages, email alerts
from networking sites, office
gossips, coffee and smoking
breaks, extended lunches, un-
planned birthday and other of-
fice celebrations, which could
take even two hours or 25 per
cent of our daily time. 

The challenges in the man-
agement of time are due to
complications of setting priori-
ties between important and ur-
gent tasks. 
Often the focus is on doing ur-
gent things, in the mistaken no-
tion that they are important.
Setting priorities is to decide
when to do what and how much
time to spend in each quadrant. 
Carry out tasks that are cre-
ative or in the nature of strate-
gising, when you are at your
best in terms of productivity.
For example, as you start your
day, the focus can be on urgent
tasks. 

A management profession-
al might do important tasks in
the afternoon, whereas a music

composer or a writer might do
most of their creative work dur-
ing the night. In other words,
everyone should make a daily or
weekly list of tasks and se-
quence them appropriately.  

Time management tips 
■ Start time management

by defining your professional
goals. Now think of methods
and tasks required to achieve
those goals.

■ List your tasks for a previ-
ous period (may be a week) and
record the time spent in any
format you feel comfortable
such as a planner, digital or
printed diary, smart phones,
Microsoft Outlook etc. 

Evaluate your current pat-
tern of time utilisation and iden-
tify the loopholes .

■ Classify or prioritise your
tasks according to importance
and urgency. Breakdown ma-
jor tasks into smaller compo-
nents and assign deadlines for
each.

■ Begin your day with a ‘to
do list’ in the format of your
choice. Try to finish your tasks,
before end of the day. 

Think aloud why do you pro-
crastinate and for what kind of
tasks? 
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focus devoid of distractions.
■ We must also note that

the higher we go up in hierar-
chy, greater is the time spent
here. 

Quadrant 3 
■ First thing to realise is

that these are not important
tasks but might come in the dis-
guise of being urgent to grab
your attention and time. Cus-
tomers and employees often
escalate trivial issues to get in-
stant relief. 

While many of these have to
be quickly dealt with, you must
identify which of these can be
delegated.

■ Where such tasks are
repetitive, create a system for
these tasks to happen routine-
ly, without becoming a crisis.
A typical example would be a
request for a new report from
marketing to IT, or a customer
clarification, which if part of a
system, would get the attention
by the right people. 

Quadrant 4 
■ Examine the tasks that

you classified in this quadrant
critically and you may be sur-
prised to find that these are not
even worth being called as
tasks, as they have no relevance
to your productivity. However,
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Mostly people put off doing
something and choose to do
tasks, more enjoyable. Get rid of
procrastination behavior by bat-
tling with your self. Unfinished
tasks however, have to be car-
ried forward and rescheduled.

■ Find your most productive
time of the day and schedule
your most important, creative
tasks for this slot.

■ Keep an eye on ‘time
wasters’ in quadrant 4, such as
telephone calls, intruding col-
leagues, delayed and extended
meetings, personal emails, in-
ternet surfing etc. Don’t allow
others to eat into your time, and
do not spend excessive time on
routine tasks like emails.

■ Don’t plan rigidly and al-
low some flexibility to accom-
modate last minute changes.
Don’t depend on your memory
and set reminders for impor-
tant tasks.

■ Observe and interact, with
your CEO’s or mentors to un-
derstand how they function. En-
sure that you have the right peo-
ple under you, who are
dependable. Help them to work
better, by effective delegation.

■ Certain tasks can be best
done on a single day, with due
focus. For example, if you need
to hire people, don’t interview
everyday; instead schedule all
interviews on a particular day.

■ Know the monetary value
of your time to the organisation
and spend your time profitably.
For example, the hourly cost of
sales professional to the organ-

isation may be Rs 200, and
hence the focus should be de-
riving benefits accordingly.

■ Organize files on your PC
in folders especially avoiding
clutter on your desktop. Deal
with things like routine reports
(action or file or trash it) or
emails, instantly. 

■ Time management is not
all about work and a peaceful
personal life is important too.
Also, don’t sit late and take this
as an excuse to arrive late the
next day. 

Such practices are not
healthy from an organisational
point of view and should only
be in exceptional and rare cas-
es. Work efficiently on week-
days, devoting weekends to
family and self. 

An active personal life, and
keeping healthy and fit is es-
sential, for general well being. 

Efficient time management
practiced over period becomes
a routine and hence tough to
follow, but the incentive is high
productivity. 

Being well organised and fo-
cused reduces stress and an in-
crease in motivation levels. To
summarise, we can achieve a
healthy balance of work and
family time. 

Michael Altshuler, the well-
known motivational speaker
expressed the gist of time man-
agement most beautifully, by
saying “The bad news is time
flies. The good news is you’re
the pilot”. 

The author can be contacted
at: info@vpradeepkumar.com

The importance of time
management...

Jack Healy

Employers have tried to
nip and tuck their labour
costs by reducing over-

time, shortening the workweek
and freezing wages, but now,
they are reaching for the saw.
Recently, companies across the
employment spectrum an-
nounced more than 65,000 job
cuts in the United States and
around the world, a stark sign
that businesses are enduring a
painful, protracted downturn.

A recent toll included 20,000
cuts at Caterpillar, the world’s
largest maker of construction
and mining machinery; 8,000
jobs at the wireless provider
Sprint Nextel; 7,000 workers
at Home Depot, and 8,000
from the expected merger of
the pharmaceutical makers
Pfizer and Wyeth. The belea-
guered automaker General Mo-
tors announced that it would
cut shifts at plants in Michigan
and Ohio, where the downturn
has hit hardest, eliminating
some 2,000 jobs. 

And Texas Instruments said
that it would cut 3,400 jobs or
12 per cent of its work force
through 1,800 layoffs and 1,600
buyouts or retirements. 

Scene in  Europe 
In Europe, the banking and in-
surance group ING said it
would cut 7,000 jobs; the elec-
tronics company Philips, 6,000;
and the steel maker Corus,
3,500 worldwide. 
“We’re now into the danger
zone,”said Brian Bethune, Chief
United States Financial Econo-
mist at IHS Global Insight. 
“It really becomes pernicious
because the uncertainty in-
creases, corporate confidence
is badly battered, and you get
these severe measures being
taken.”

President Obama cited the
layoff announcements  as he
urged action on an $825 billion
economic stimulus package of
tax cuts, emergency benefits
and public spending projects. 

“These are not just numbers
on a page,” Obama said. “As
with the millions of jobs lost in
2008, these are working men
and women whose families
have been disrupted and whose
dreams have been put on hold.
We owe it to each of them and
to every single American to act
with a sense of urgency and
common purpose. We can’t af-

ford distractions and we can-
not afford delays.”

The United States economy
has dropped some 2.59 million
jobs since the recession began
in December 2007, and unem-
ployment rose to 7.2 per cent
last month. Economists worry
that the economy could now be
losing as many as 6,00,000 jobs
a month, and they said the lay-
off announcements served to
underline the stricken state of
the labour market. Last week,
the government reported that
first-time unemployment
claims had risen to 589,000 for
the week ending January 17
2010, tying a record high set in
December. 

Bleak scenario 
The latest job cuts —and the ad-
ditional announcements likely
to come in a cascading pattern
as job losses through the econ-
omy cause demand to shrink
further and thus lead to more
layoffs mean more pain for
states, as unemployment insur-
ance claims rise and deplete
state coffers. The Obama ad-
ministration has proposed set-
ting aside $43 billion to help
blunt the problem and provide
for new recipients of unemploy-
ment insurance and existing
ones. That money is intended to
raise the weekly benefits, to ex-
tend how long people can col-
lect those payments and to cov-
er more types of workers, like
part-timers. It is largely based
upon an estimate that the un-
employment rate will peak at
8.3 per cent in 2010. But if un-
employment reaches the dou-
ble-digits, as some economists
expect, the funding will almost
certainly not be enough, econo-
mists say. 

“The economy is deteriorat-
ing at a faster clip than even the
most dreary forecasts had ex-
pected,” said the economist
Joseph Brusuelas. 

“At the current trend, $43
billion will not be sufficient,
should we breach 9 per cent un-
employment and maybe reach
into the double digits.”

The  announcements only
added to a grim parade of job
cuts from Wall Street to wire-
less providers to computer com-
panies to retail stores. 

Last week, Microsoft an-
nounced it would cut 5,000 jobs
over the next year and a half;
Sony in Japan and Ericcson in
Sweden each announced 5,000

layoffs; and the motorcycle
maker Harley-Davidson said it
was eliminating 1,000 jobs. Car-
makers in Japan, South Korea
and Europe have also cut jobs in
recent months as did the cell-
phone maker Nokia. “It steep-
ens the whole downturn,” said

Harry Holzer, a labor econo-
mist at Georgetown University
and the Urban Institute. 

“The magnitude of these lay-
offs indicates that the downturn
in the labor markets seems to be
accelerating.”

“This is a big deal,”said Dean

Baker, a Director of the Center
for Economic and Policy Re-
search. “We’re losing jobs at an
incredibly rapid rate, and even
with that, I’m worried they’re
accelerating. We’re seeing a
much more rapid rate of layoff
announcements.” Caterpillar,

which has been hurt by falling
orders for construction and
mining machinery, said that it
would cull 20,000 workers
through layoffs and buyouts. It
said it would make “sharp de-
clines” in overtime and elimi-
nate scores of temporary and
contract jobs. 

The company said 2009
would be one of its weakest
years since World War II. 

“These are very uncertain
times,” the Chief Executive,
James W Owens, said in a state-
ment. 

“While it’s painful for our em-
ployees and suppliers, it’s ab-
solutely necessary given eco-
nomic circumstances. We
expect to have most of the ac-
tions needed to lower employ-
ment and cost levels in place by
the end of the first quarter.”

Future uncertain 
“We were whipsawed in the
fourth quarter as key industries
were hit by a rapidly deteriorat-
ing global economy and plung-
ing commodity prices,” Owens
said. 

The wireless provider, Sprint
Nextel, said its 8,000 job cuts
were part of a plan to trim labor
costs by $1.2 billion, and said
most of the cuts would be com-
pleted by March 31. About 850
of the job cuts are expected to
come through buyouts, which
will cost the company $300 mil-
lion in severance costs and relat-
ed expenses. 

“Labor reductions are always
the most difficult action to take,
but many companies are find-
ing it necessary in this environ-
ment,”Sprint’s Chief Executive,
Daniel R Hesse, said. 

Home Depot, the country’s
largest home-supply chain, said
it would cut 7,000 jobs, about 2
per cent of its work force, and
would close its higher-end Expo
Design Center business, which
includes 34 stores. 

Carol B Tomé, Home Depot’s
Chief Financial Officer, said in a
telephone interview that the
company began exploring ways
to save its Expo business
months ago, but “as we kept
looking at alternatives the busi-
ness kept getting softer and soft-
er.”

With no sign of consumers
cracking open their wallets any-
time soon, executives simply re-
alized, “we can’t fix it.”
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