
Assuming that your team understands how to single-out what’s important and design a plan that will help them 
achieve their goals, from this point forward it’s all about executing against their plan. Critical to their ability to 
execute will be their effectiveness in moments of flux. Everybody has a plan until they get punched in the mouth. 
When it comes to effective priority management, ‘good’ will be defined by their ability to accomplish their goals 
just as effectively when their legs are fresh, their mind is clear and their face is unblemished as when they’ve 
gotten walloped in the kisser. Establishing persistent attention routines and practices will be key to priority 
management.  

There are three crucial components to effective priority management: physiological, temporal and impulsive. 

1. Physiological. An oft-overlooked predictor of effective priority management is your energy level. Baumeister’s 
research has taught us that flexing our willpower is not unlike flexing our muscles; its susceptible to fatigue 
upon overuse. Another similarity between willpower and our muscles is the degree to which health and 
wellness influences strength and endurance. 
 
How well your employees take care of their bodies - including watching what they eat, how much sleep they’re 
getting and how often they exercise - absolutely influences their ability to stick to a plan, avoid immediately 
gratifying distractions and effectively manage their priorities. 

2. Temporal. In addition to taking proper care of their bodies, the most effective priority managers structure their 
days and weeks in ways that support their goal attainment. Included in their time-management practice is an 
acknowledgement that willpower is a depleting asset. 
 
Pretending that your willpower muscles never tire - or refusing to acknowledge that they’re least likely to 
complete tasks begun at the end of a long work day - leads to ineffective execution, regardless of how much 
control they have over their calendar.  

3. Impulsive. Improving their health, wellness and time management capabilities are all smart, preventative 
measures that your direct reports can take to prepare them for the occasions when life punches them in the 
mouth. But even with these defensive precautions, the punches keep coming. Even for the healthiest and most 
well-rested professionals, additional measures should be taken to continually improve their ability to keep their 
eyes on the prize during moments of adversity. These measures arise from being attuned to their impulses 
during moments of weakness and working to replace their bad habits with more helpful ones. 
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Identifying and replacing bad, impulsive behaviors isn't simply addition by subtraction, it’s an exercise that 
can help them cultivate even more willpower. When it comes to effective priority management, your team 
can neither afford to ignore their body’s limitations nor pretend that improvement will come without 
sacrifices. 

While you can be supportive of your employees’ physiological optimization and impulsive awareness, your greatest 
persistent attention influence will be through the temporal component. For all you know, you are the greatest 
obstacle standing between your team and their ability to properly prioritize - when you schedule meetings, when 
you send emails and when you assign projects. 

To determine how you might influence your team’s ability to practice persistent attention, you’ll need to 
understand how the activities that make up their typical workday break down by the hour.  

Here’s how you can go about developing that understanding: 

1. Ask your team members to share with you an honest + clear-eyed view of the activities that make-up their 
typical "work" day. 

2. They can begin this observation by keeping an activity journal for a few "work" days, writing down every 
activity (i.e. exercising, taking a sales call, going to dinner with their spouse, emailing with teammates) that 
they’re engaged-in, when the activity begins and when it ends.  
• If they’re a meticulous calendar-keeper, they can cross-reference their activity journal with their calendar at 

the end of the day. 

3. Your team members should also take note of whether each work activity was proactive or reactive.  
• Did they decide to spend that particular hour on that particular activity? Or were they responding to a meeting request or 

manager directive?
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4. After a few days of this self-observation, ask your team members will map each of their work activities (and 
the associated number of minutes) to one of the following three categories:  

i. Non-Routine: Cognitive, Analytical 
Non-routine work requires problem-solving, intuition, persuasion, and creativity. 
(e.g. Abstract Reasoning, Analyzing, Coding, Composing, Evaluating, Observing, Planning, Researching, Strategizing, 
Writing) 

ii. Non-Routine: Cognitive, Interpersonal 
(e.g. Advising, Co-creating, Collaborating, Communicating, Coordinating, Mentoring, Negotiating, Persuading, Teaching 
/ Training) 

iii. Routine: Cognitive 
Routine work requires the following of precise, well-understood procedures. Cognitive routine tasks do 
not necessarily require the human touch. 
(e.g. Bookkeeping, Data Entering, Editing, Filing, Operating (Digital Machinery), Report Logging, Sales Calling, Stock 
Picking) 

After each team member submits their activity journal, you’ll be able to establish a starting point for their 
persistent attention optimization journey. Ideally, each team member will front-load their work days with non-
routine, cognitive-analytic work, end their days with the routine tasks and fit their interpersonal work somewhere 
in between. But establishing a baseline awareness of activity makeup and activity autonomy is a great place to 
start.
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