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ALearning Objectives

1. What is the cost of too many priorities? 
2. How can we reduce the number of priorities?
3. How can we better execute our remaining priorities?
4. Three things to try out.
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From 22 priorities to 2 priorities
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Too many 
tasks at 

same time…

When we “multi-task*”, we get less done. 
*actually, “switch-task”
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Time Yourself
Scenario 1 (Focus-Tasking)
1. Write:

Multitasking eats time
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20

2. Note in the chat how long that took. 

7
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Time Yourself
Scenario 2 (Context Switching)
1.  Write one letter, then one number, one letter, one 
number, etc:

8

2.  Note in the chat your 1st round and 2nd round times. 

Multitasking eats time
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20
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Yerkes-Dodson Curve
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Under-
               Stimulation
  -boredom
                -fatigue
             -frustration
          -dissatisfaction

Optimum Stimulation
                      -creativity
               -rational problem solving
            -progress
       -change
-satisfaction

Overstimulation
-reduced creativity
   -ineffective problem solving
      -difficult to focus
        -reduced efficiency
          -illness

Yerkes RM, Dodson JD . "The relation of strength of stimulus to rapidity of habit-
formation". Journal of Comparative Neurology and Psychology 18: 459–482
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Cost of Too Many Priorities
# simultaneous 

projects
% of time 

available for each 
project

% time lost to 
switching

Hours per week 
lost (per person)

10
From: Weinberg, Gerald M. Quality Software Management (New York: Dorset House)

1 100% 0% 0 hours

2 40% 20% 6 hours

3 20% 40% 12 hours

4 10% 60% 18 hours

5 5% 75% 22 hours
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What problems are likely to happen to an 
initiative that takes 12 months to finish

versus
the same initiative that takes 12 focused days 

to finish?

The “Tax” on Slow Work
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Do it all.
It’s all important!

Execute the “Critical 
Few”

(same amount of 
effort, but focused)

Your 
Team’s 

capacity

Your 
Team’s 

capacity

“Try to do it all” vs. “Focus and Complete the Critical Few”?
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How can we reduce the number of priorities 
we pursue?

1. Start with the problem to be solved, instead of “initiatives”
2. Sort into “Must-Do, Can’t Fail” vs “Should Do” vs “Don’t Do”
3. Estimate capacity available and capacity required

14
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Without a specific, well-defined “problem to solve”,
we may develop elaborate, elegant

shiny objects 

that don’t solve the problem.

16
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With a clearly-defined problem, the solution takes 
less effort

“If I had an hour to 
solve a problem, I'd 
spend 55 minutes 
thinking about the 
problem and 5 
minutes thinking 
about solutions.”

17
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Illustration: Understand the complex chain of events

18

Upstream

We’re busy, so 
work 
scheduled over 
long periods 
instead of 
focused time 
F2F and 
completed

Over-consultation  
Over-collaboration
Over-delivering

Work takes a 
long time to 
get done

Downstream
Work overtaken by 
events or no longer 
relevant

Projects / 
requests too 
broad, vaguely-
stated, unclear 
definition of 
“done”

Spend time providing 
/ requesting status 
updates

File info becomes 
stale, must be updated, 
go back thru process

Scope creep 

Too busy – lose 
efficiency – Fight, 
Flight or Freeze, 
switch-tasking.

Running out of 
time 
= rushing
= stress 
= errors, 
missing info, 
lack clarity

Spend time 
fixing errors, 
editing 
omissions, 
seeking 
clarifications

Takes more 
effort to get 
the work 
done

Too much 
time in 
meetings, 
too many 
emails

Takes effort to 
retrace steps 
each time 
picked up 
again

Solution:
Business writing 
training course

Lose momentum – slow 
work appears to be low 
priority work 
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To create clarity, go upstream to root causes

19

Upstream

We’re busy, so 
work 
scheduled over 
long periods 
instead of 
focused time 
F2F and 
completed

Over-consultation  
Over-collaboration
Over-delivering

Work takes a 
long time to 
get done

Downstream
Work overtaken by 
events or no longer 
relevant

Projects / 
requests too 
broad or vaguely-
stated, unclear 
definition of 
“done”

Spend time providing 
/ requesting status 
updates

File info becomes 
stale, must be updated, 
go back thru process

Scope creep 

Too busy – lose 
efficiency – Fight, 
Flight or Freeze, 
switch-tasking.

Spend time 
fixing errors, 
editing 
omissions, 
seeking 
clarifications

Takes more 
effort to get 
the work 
done

Too much 
time in 
meetings, 
too many 
emails

Takes effort to 
retrace steps 
each time 
picked up 
again

Solution:
Business writing 
training course

Lose momentum – slow 
work appears to be low 
priority work 

Solution:
define projects / 
requests more 

precisely at start, 
with definition of 

“done”

Running out of 
time 
= rushing
= stress 
= errors, 
missing info, 
lack clarity
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Benefits of starting with problems to be solved 
(instead of initiatives)?
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1. Must-do, can’t fail. e.g.

a) Major legislated changes
b) Responses to critical emerging events
c) Breakthrough priorities building critical capabilities / 

freeing-up significant capacity to deliver more mandate, 
better.

2. Should do (e.g. Adds value or relieves
symptom not root cause)

3. Could do (e.g. nice to have)

4. Do not do
– Pet project
– Shiny object
– Everyone else is doing it priority

21

Highest
Value

Lowest
Value
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Your unit’s 
capacity

Running day-to-day
operations

Supporting Corporate 
priority projects

Implementing
Central Agency 
priorities

Transformational
projects to deliver own
operational functions
more efficiently

Can you really get it all done in the next 12 
months?

Others?
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How much capacity is available?

24
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Tighten Scope

• Clear problem to be solved?
• Addresses causes or symptoms?
• Clear definition of done?
• Going deeper or farther than needed?
• Easier, faster, cheaper way?

26
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Lean Approach:
-Less “context switching”
-faster
-less effort
-less rework

A1 A2 A3 Initiative A=
B1 B2 B3 Initiative B=
C1 C2 C3 Initiative C=

Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul  Aug  Sep  Oct  Nov  Dec

A1 A2 A3B1 B2 B3C1 C2 C3

Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul  Aug  Sep  Oct  Nov  Dec

A1 A2 A3 B1 B2 B3 C1 C2 C3

Traditional – “it’s all important -  
do it all at the same time”

Lean – 
“prioritize and 
focus” 

From: Jeff Sutherland, 2014.



“in the history of the world, no one has ever washed 
a rented car.”

©Lean Agility Inc. 2016
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Implementers give feedback on plan, realism, how to get to 
Point B -- “Catchball”

30
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Traditional vs Lean Strategic Planning

32

Strategy

Daily Activities

Executives

Managers

Front 
Lines

Front 
Lines

Managers

Executives

Source:  Kesterson.

Exec.
Visibility 

Board

Mgmt.
Visibility 

Board

Front 
Line 

Visibility 
Board
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Saskatchewan Ministry of Education DM, ADM’s and D-G’s

Regular Updates and Reviews:  “Wall 
Walks”

34
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How to handle new, urgent 
priorities?

Keep “slack” time for 
urgent priorities

Monthly check-ins, visual 
boards to assess 
overload and adjust

Other?

35
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Three things to try out

1. Narrow Priorities Which are truly “must-do, can’t fail” versus “should 
do”, “could do” and “don’t do”?

2. Estimate Capacity Required for Each Initiative and see where the 
plan is unreasonable/unrealistic

3. Refine Your Remaining Priorities Clear problem statements? Causes 
not just symptoms? “Just enough”?

37

Article:  https://leanagility.com/en/lean-strategic-planning
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One-Day Virtual Training
March 24, 2026

Learn the detailed approach 
and get the toolkit to apply it

 in your organization.
 

https://telfer.uottawa.ca/en/executive-programs/our-programs/for-
individuals/lean-strategic-planning-3/
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