
Prioritizing your work tasks and projects can help you maximize time and achieve 

goals with greater ease. You may think that it’s fastest to simply do things one after 

the other as they come in without wasting time thinking about their priority. In truth 

when we work without consideration for priorities, most people choose to complete 

easier tasks first and push off more dreaded projects to a later time. This can lead to 

a frantic future effort to get those less desirable tasks done while under a time 

crunch. Instead of running around aimlessly completing work, establishing smart 

priorities helps you move steadily in the right direction and make sure you are get-

ting the most value out of your time. 

 

A SIMPLE APPROACH TO SETTING PRIORITIES 

 

There are many variations for this method of prioritizing, but they all center around assigning a numerical or 

alphabetical priority level to each task. An easy scale you could use would be: 

 1 = Urgent 

 2 = Important 

 3 =  Needed 

 4 = Someday 

 

Level 1 tasks are truly urgent and need to be done immediately. Emergencies notwithstanding, you should al-

ways strive to have as few things escalate to this level as possible, hopefully none. If you find yourself with 

multiple level 1 tasks that all need to be completed ASAP, consult your supervisor to know which one is truly 

the highest priority. You may even get assistance or advice for getting it all done. Level 2 tasks are important 

assignments that have serious negative consequences if you don’t complete them. Level 3 tasks aren’t as vital 

as those that have a level 2 priority, but they are needed and there will still be minor negative consequences if 

they don’t get done. Level 4 tasks are those things that would be nice to do someday, but you won’t suffer 

measurable negative consequences if they are not completed.  As an added bonus to this method, using num-

bers (or letters) for prioritizing tasks allows you to quickly sort the list if it’s in a spreadsheet or text document. 

 

If you have a large project that will take multiple days or weeks to complete, first break it down into smaller 

segments and then workable tasks. Estimate a reasonable amount of time that each part should take you to 

complete. Then go to your calendar and, starting with your project deadline, work backwards adding every 

task and allowing enough time between each. Incorporate the project’s tasks into your daily schedule. If you 

end up running behind or ahead on the project, you’ll want to adjust each tasks’ priority accordingly. 
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Setting Priorities at Work 



 

ADJUSTING PRIORITIES FOR YOUR PERSONALITY 

 

While there are many different ways to prioritize your work, it’s best to use an approach that works best for 

you. Sometimes our personality and work style lead us into prioritizing pitfalls. Here are adjustments you can 

make to accommodate your own unique approach: 

1. For people who tend to procrastinate, it’s best to take on the day’s most difficult tasks first thing rather 

than putting them off for a later time. 

2. For perfectionists who waste time fussing over the details of small tasks, a good tactic is to tackle bigger 

projects first, then fill in the smaller tasks around them. 

3. For those who are driven by tallying up accomplishments, knock a few non-time-consuming tasks out of 

the way early in the day. 

 

TIPS FOR PRIORITIZING 

 

Stay flexible. It’s natural for priorities to change daily so be prepared for that to happen. 

Reserve time. Designate the beginning and end of your daily schedule to organizing and prioritizing work. 

Keep it simple. You’re more likely to stick to your method if it’s not overcomplicated or burdensome. 

Remain realistic. Be honest about what you can accomplish and how long it will take. 

Communicate with those involved. If the work you have is dependent on other people, touch base with 

them before setting its priority. Tasks or projects that require collaboration or assistance from others can 

suddenly become more urgent if that person is about to leave on a two-week vacation. 

Be specific. It’s easier to prioritize a well-defined task than a vague one because ambiguity makes it diffi-

cult to estimate the length of time the task will require. For example, change “Learn about a new software 

program” to “Read a specific manual for the new software program.”  

Set expectations. After you’ve determined what your priorities and timelines are, it’s helpful to put it in 

writing to hold yourself accountable. You should also report this information to your supervisor and others 

who are involved in the project. This lets everyone know what to expect from you and when to expect it. 

Ask for help. Examine the priorities and timelines you’ve established and consider seeking assistance 

from your supervisor or coworkers if it’s clear that you just can’t get it all done on time. Stay understand-

ing if they aren’t able to help; they may have a large workload on their plate, too. 

 

Learning how to prioritize your ever-changing list of things to do is a great skill to have and will help you get 

important things done on time. We are often motivated to reassess how we set priorities when we find our-

selves overwhelmed with all the things we have to do. However, it’s best not to wait until you’re frazzled and 

times are hectic to overhaul your system. Take time this month to look at how you can integrate some of the 

above strategies into how you establish your work priorities. 


