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P R E FAC E

O ne of the common threads that bind so many people together is 
a desire to make a difference, be more productive, perform at a 
higher level, and prioritize what matters most in their lives. People 

are searching for a way to stay ahead of the curve and do what matters most, 
whether that means being productive in the office or focusing on their health, 
their relationships, or their own well- being. The challenge is that most people 
simply do not have a process or a place to start and are left instead feeling 
frustrated. Global events such as pandemics and natural disasters can mag-
nify these challenges; for example, you might be working from home while 
still balancing childcare, or you might be trying to deal with everything on 
your plate while not being in the same office with the rest of your team. 

When it comes to performance and productivity, most organizations and 
leaders are thirsting for something that will help them prioritize their time 
and do what matters most. Employees are often asked to do more with less, 
which results in frustration, turnover, and a suboptimal culture. Leaders are 
trying to figure out how to improve results and profitability within their 
division or department, but often they are not sure what else to try.

In our research of more than 1,260 managers and executives from more 
than 108 different organizations, 68 percent of them felt like their number 
one challenge was how to prioritize their time. At the same time, 80 percent 
did not have a process to plan or focus on what matters most.

Steve and Rob have invested decades of research to identify the high- 
performance habits of the top 10 percent across industries to find something 
that will help close the productivity gap. In this book, we share three specific 



x

PREFACE

habits that increase performance and productivity by at least 30 to 50 percent 
while at the same time reducing stress. This translates into teams of people 
who get things done on time or ahead of schedule; who are better contribu-
tors, better leaders, and more actively engaged; who do what matters most; 
and who improve their personal lives and relationships.

The three high performance habits Steve and Rob identified are to develop 
a written personal vision, to identify and set roles and goals, and to consis-
tently do pre- week planning. People have heard a lot about these three habits 
throughout their lives, but most people are still not doing them. In fact, only 
2 percent of people have a written personal vision, less than 10 percent feel 
confident in writing goals (or have written goals), and 80 percent don’t feel 
they have a process to effectively plan their weeks. 

We train private, public, and government organizations around the world 
and have seen firsthand the impact these three habits have on employees and 
leaders. From the CEO to the frontline employee, we have seen massive 
improvements in people when they focus on these three habits. These are not 
flavors of the month; rather, these three habits transform a person’s focus for 
the rest of their lives. We have taken years of training and compiled it in this 
book so that managers and employees have a simple yet extremely effective 
place to start.

Although this book is primarily written for employees, managers, and 
executives in both the private and public sectors, the same habits equally 
affect a student, an athlete, a teenager, and anyone else who applies them. It 
is common to have parents give this book to their son or daughter because 
the same habits that are significant for members of an organization are just as 
important for a daughter, son, or student. 

Do what matters most is both a mindset and a skillset that will affect 
every area of a person’s life. We invite you to test these powerful habits in 
your life as well as share them with the people who you care most about. 
After reading this book, you will be able to test firsthand how effective these 
habits are for you, your coworkers, and your family!



I N T R O D U C T I O N
How to Increase Productivity by  
30 to 50 Percent

Amy (all names throughout the book have been changed to pro-
tect the privacy of the actual person) was a rising star at Ameri-
can Express. Through the years, she excelled at what she did and 

was promoted over and over again until she became a senior director. After 
some time in this role, she began to feel as if something was missing in her 
life, but she was not quite sure what it was. It was something intangible that 
she couldn’t quite put her finger on. She described it as feeling as if she had 
reached a plateau combined with being overwhelmed by all the pressures and 
deadlines of her new leadership role. She felt that she was no longer prioritiz-
ing what mattered most, and it seemed as if she was always in reaction mode. 

Amy was in her forties, so for a while, she brushed these feelings off as 
being something normal for her age. Her initial response was to work harder 
and put more effort into the seemingly endless list of projects at work. She 
thought she could solve the problem by focusing, working harder, and fin-
ishing some of the big projects. However, weeks turned into months, and 
nothing changed. Her attention would drift and her energy would wane as 
each day wore on. Even though she worked harder, she felt she was less pro-
ductive, and the pile of tasks didn’t seem to get any smaller. Her supervisor, 
a senior leader, commented that it seemed like Amy’s attitude and demeanor 
had shifted, as well as her productivity. This conversation with her boss only 
contributed to Amy’s feelings of being overwhelmed and frustrated.
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It was not just work; she felt her relationships with her husband, her 
daughter, and even some of her friends were slipping as well. She now under-
stood what it meant to “bring work home” after a long day. Her daughter was 
born with a challenging disease, and she felt she was not giving her daughter 
the time she deserved. As if the frustrations in her work and home life were 
not enough, she also felt as if she didn’t have time to take care of herself. For 
example, she was not getting the exercise she used to. 

She used words like overwhelmed, frustrated, and in a rut to describe 
how she felt. How did this happen? How did this rising star get to a place 
where she felt this way? 

Amy was not the type of person to roll over and give up; she was com-
mitted to getting things back on track. However, when it came to pro-
ductivity and time- management, she quickly discovered a lot of noise and 
conflicting information. Amy read various books and listened to different 
podcasts looking for solutions. Through the subsequent months, she tried 
a lot of different things that she picked up from various sources. She found 
some tips: Start with the most significant project first thing in the morning. 
Identify your three big goals for the day and focus on those. Amy found 
these to be good advice, but none of them solved her fundamental prob-
lem—the most important things were not happening for her, and she could 
not get out of this productivity rut. She was searching for a framework or a 
process that would help her be meaningfully productive, make time for what 
mattered most, and get her internal fire back.  

It was at this point in her life when we met Amy. She attended a Do What 
Matters Most keynote at a large training conference in Washington, DC. The 
keynote focused on what we call the big three:

 1. How to develop a written personal vision

 2. How to set roles and goals

 3. How to do pre- week planning 

After the keynote ended, Amy briskly walked toward the front of the 
room. It was apparent that she was on a mission to get to where we were 
standing. When she reached us, she excitedly shook Rob’s hand and said, 
“This is it! I finally found what I have been looking for . . . a process that 
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is simple and will help me get my life back! I have read all kinds of things 
about vision, goals, and weekly planning, but I have never seen it presented 
in this way.” 

She briefly explained her background and all that had happened that 
year, both personally and professionally. We were excited because she was 
excited. She had the right mindset; the only thing Amy needed was the 
skillset to improve performance and productivity. She promised that she 
would apply the new process of vision, goals, and pre- week planning and 
then share her results the following month. We knew that if she put in 
the effort to develop her vision, roles and goals, and if she was consistent 
about her pre- week planning, it would have a significant impact on every 
aspect of her life. 

True to her word, almost exactly a month later, Amy sent an email that 
said the following:

I just wanted to let you know that vision, roles and goals, and pre- week 
planning really made a lasting impact on me. My boss, peers, and direct 
reports see a difference in me—that I am more positive and organized than 
I’ve been in a long time. Personally, I have lost 10 pounds this month, I’ve 
exercised five times a week, and I’ve recommitted to all the relationships 
in my life (family, friends, and especially my husband and daughter). I’m 
finding hours in the day that I never even knew were there, and I’ve been 
so productive. These habits changed my life!

Several months after she sent this email, we saw Amy again, and you 
could see the difference in her demeanor and attitude. Although we were 
excited to see this lasting change, it was not a surprise to see this turnaround 
in her life. Once she had a process and a framework, Amy went through a 
total transformation. 

There are a lot of Amys in the world. At some point, we have all been 
where she was to one degree or another; perhaps we have even accepted our 
current situation as normal and have done nothing about it. 

Like Amy, most people desire to be more productive, to perform at a 
higher level, to make a difference for good, and to prioritize what matters 
most in their lives. But most people simply do not have a process or a place 
to start and are left feeling frustrated. 
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Global events can magnify these feelings with new challenges. For exam-
ple, remote work, childcare, and online schooling are all real and valid con-
cerns that are now commonplace throughout the world.

From our experience, we know that countless leaders want to see improve-
ments in the performance and productivity of their team members. Some of the 
most common questions we hear from people are “Where should I start?” and 
“What should I do?” To answer that question, we believe that real transformation 
in performance and productivity requires both a mindset and a skillset. In other 
words, if a person or team wants to see a significant improvement, they need to 
start with the right mindset and then apply the skillset. In Amy’s case, she had the 
mindset—the willingness and the discipline—to apply the same skillset you will 
learn in this book. When people have the willingness and discipline to apply the 
skillset, they will see significant results in their personal and professional lives.

Most people have heard a lot about vision, goals, and some form of weekly 
planning. Yet, although many have heard these terms, very few have actually 
applied them—we will share the data later. The specific processes shared in 
this book will bring vision, goals, and pre- week planning together in a new 
and unique way. By the end of the book, we hope you will agree that these 
are presented in a way that is simple, yet life- changing.

How This Book Came About
We have invested more than 40 years researching the top 10 percent of great 
leaders and high performers across industries. In that research, we have 
found 12 principles of highly successful people and leaders that you see over 
and over in the very best. These 12 principles are found in our other book, 
Becoming Your Best: The 12 Principles of Highly Successful Leaders. 

Of course, nobody who we researched or interviewed was perfect (none of 
us are). But, when we saw what high performers focused on, the 12 principles 
were clearly the common denominator to the success of most of them. These 12 
principles are strong predictors of success, both personally and professionally. 

After we trained hundreds of organizations focusing on the implementa-
tion of the 12 principles, we found that 3 principles always resonated deeply 
with people around the world—lead with a vision, manage with a plan, and 
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prioritize your time. Although our original book (Becoming Your Best) cer-
tainly detailed these 3 principles, we knew there was more to be done at the 
organizational level when it came to planning and productivity. Thus began 
a new journey of research where we focused on the principles lead with a 
vision, manage with a plan, and prioritize your time.

Here are a few of the questions we wanted to answer as part of this new 
research: How many people in an organization had a personal vision? How 
proficient were employees and managers at setting goals? Was their current 
goal- setting process working? How did managers and employees prioritize 
their time and plan their weeks? Was their current approach to weekly plan-
ning effective? When teams learned how to effectively set goals and prioritize 
their time, what affect did that have on their results? How did planning or 
the lack of planning effect people’s stress levels? How could individuals and 
teams consistently stay ahead of the curve and prioritize what mattered most?

It was these types of questions and our curiosity that led us to take a 
deeper dive into these three principles. We wanted to build an extension on 
our first book and conduct more focused research that would transcend race, 
culture, and gender. We wanted to research organizations to include brand- 
new startups as well as the most recognizable names. We wanted to accu-
rately find out what impact these three principles had on performance and 
productivity.

The results of our research clearly conveyed that managers and employ-
ees needed something to help them prioritize their time and do what matters 
most. So, although the original book touched on these three principles, in Do 
What Matters Most, we go significantly deeper into each of them with many 
more resources, research updates, and tools.

After finalizing our research, we identified three corresponding habits 
that are key to mastering these principles. From this point forward, we will 
refer to these three high- performance habits—vision, roles and goals, and 
pre- week planning—as the big three. 

These habits come together to create a chemistry of excellence! 
The big three make up what we often refer to as the skillset. We were 

amazed to discover that less than 1 percent of the people surveyed had devel-
oped this skillset. This means that, when you develop these habits, you join a 
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surprisingly small percentage of people. It is the combination of this skillset 
and the mindset that can have such a transformational impact on both your 
personal and professional lives.

These three habits dramatically increase productivity and performance as 
well as a person’s ability to focus on what matters most. It is these habits that 
help people master the three principles we researched. 

The following is a brief description of how the habits of vision, roles and 
goals, and pre- week planning directly tie into their respective principles:

 ( Lead with a vision (the principle).

Develop a written personal vision (the habit) that is meaningful 
and gives you direction or purpose.

 ( Manage with a plan (the principle).

Set specific roles and goals for this year (the habit) to help you get 
laser- focused on what matters most so that you can have a balance of 
success stories across every area of your life.

 ( Prioritize your time (the principle).

Do what matters most through pre- week planning (the habit). 
Pre- week planning will help you schedule your priorities rather 
than prioritize your schedule. In other words, every week, you use 
this process to do what matters most and connect your goals to the 
weekly and daily level, both personally and professionally.

Rob was a fighter pilot in the US Air Force for 11 years. During that time, 
he learned that the air force employs a strategic, operational, and tactical focus. 
The command level focuses on strategy. Operational plans are usually made at 
the base level and are focused on how to achieve the strategic intent. The tactical 
focus is done at the squadron level; in other words, it is where the rubber meets 
the road to achieve the operational and strategic objectives. We invite you to 
take the same approach to your personal and professional life by developing a 
written personal vision (strategic focus), by identifying your roles and goals for 
the year (operational focus), and by using a process called pre- week planning to 
do what matters most at the weekly and daily level (tactical focus). These three 
habits will become integral to developing what we call your flight plan for life.
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The skillset of the big three is what dramatically increases a focus on what 
matters most in every area of our lives!

What to Expect
We promise that when you focus on the big three—vision, roles and goals, 
and pre- week planning—your productivity will increase by at least 30 to 50 
percent, and you will have one of your best years ever! 

Even if challenges arise during the year, which they certainly will, you 
will be better equipped to face them. Not only this, but you will also do so in 
a way that gives you power, resilience, and focus. 

To say that these three habits will significantly increase productivity and 
empower you to consistently do the things that matter most in your life is a 
bold promise. Yet, we have seen it happen in our own lives as well as thou-
sands of others, from senior leaders to frontline employees, and from stu-
dents to stay- at- home parents. 

Imagine what happens to a team when you can take the average employee 
productivity and increase it by 30 to 50 percent! That often translates into 
millions of dollars, and even more than that, it results in a productive team 
filled with people who are fun to work with. Instead of team members who 
run from fire to fire, you have team members who know how to prioritize 
their time and do what matters most. Instead of being task saturated, team 
members communicate well, are responsive, and get things done on or ahead 
of schedule.  

Just as increased productivity is important to the success of any team, it 
also has a big effect on your personal life. Imagine what can happen in your 
personal life and relationships when you find hours in the week that you 
didn’t even know were there. Imagine being at your ideal weight or fitness 
level. Imagine what a great relationship with your partner, spouse, children, 
or other family members might look like. Imagine waking up in the morning 
excited to face the day.

Throughout this journey, we will invite you to expand outside your com-
fort zone, which will take effort on your part. The willingness to stretch and 
grow is all part of the do what matters most mindset. 
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Like any endeavor, you will get out of this book what you put into it. 
There are no shortcuts to success. When you put in the effort, you will see 
immediate results in both your personal and professional lives. The great part 
about this skillset is that it does not matter who you are; these habits are 
time- tested and transcend nationality, race, culture, and gender.

Through the course of this book, our hope is that you will

 1. Develop a powerful, written personal vision.

 2. Set roles and goals for the year that focus on what matters most.

 3. Prioritize your time each week through pre- week planning.

Using these easy- to- understand and straightforward habits, you will 
learn how to schedule your priorities rather than have your schedule dic-
tate what you do. You will feel the power that comes with a sense of direc-
tion and purpose. Stress will decrease and productivity will increase. Your 
contribution as a leader and team member will increase. You will take care 
of your physical and mental health and devote more quality time to the 
important people in your life. 

Later in this book, you will see how the application of the big three took 
an “average” employee and helped her become the top producer on her team; 
how a senior VP transformed who he was as a leader and reignited his team 
to achieve record results; how a manager went from always being “busy” and 
stressed to transforming his team and his home life; how a team member went 
from taking sick days because of anxiety to significantly improving her sales 
results; and how a CEO who felt like he’d lost his edge regained his fire and 
passion. 

These are only a few examples of many that you will read about through-
out the book. These experiences are from people who saw amazing results 
when they combined the right mindset with the skillset of the big three. 
Many of the stories in this book come from people who were already in a 
good place in life; it was the big three that helped them focus, do what mat-
tered most, and get to an even better place. 

This skillset will be a game- changer and one that we hope you will 
come back to many times throughout your life. We hope you will put in the 
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necessary work and effort to develop these habits and test our promise for 
yourself.

Take the Personal Productivity 
Assessment
Before you read the rest of the book, we invite you to go to BYBassessment 
.com and take a free personal performance and productivity assessment. This 
assessment will give you an objective score to see how you are doing in dif-
ferent areas of your life. The goal is to improve your score and move the 
needle in your life. The objective score translates into subjective results in 
your day- to- day life. 

After you take the assessment, print your results and put them in a place 
where you can come back to them later. We invite you to retake the assess-
ment in three to four months—after developing the big three habits—and see 
what your new score is. When you apply what you learn in this book, the 
score will increase, and you will see considerable improvements in both your 
personal and professional life. This assessment will identify specific ways to 
lead a life by design rather than live a life by default.

Let’s Go!
We are excited for you and grateful that you have made the time to read this 
book. Although this book is primarily written for employees, managers, and 
executives, the same habits will equally impact a student, athlete, teenager, 
and anyone else who applies these habits. Many parents will give this book to 
their son or daughter because the same habits that are significant for members 
of an organization are just as important for a daughter, son, or student.

No matter what your title, position, or stage in life, we are confident these 
habits will have a big impact.

So, let’s get started and jump into the do what matters most mindset and 
skillset!



1
The Do What Matters Most 
Mindset and Skillset

A s mentioned in the introduction, Rob was a fighter pilot for 11 years 
in the US Air Force. Years ago, Rob was flying an F-16 over South 
Carolina during a night training mission. He and his wingman were 

flying at 20,000 feet, and their two jets were about a mile apart. That evening 
seemed unusually dark, and the only visual frame of reference was the narrow 
field of view in Rob’s night vision goggles. Everything seemed routine until 
Rob called for a hook turn—a simultaneous 180-degree turn going the same 
direction—to the left. As he called for the turn, a simulated threat popped 
up in the radar display over his right knee, which distracted him during the 
turn. Instead of focusing on the turn and watching his wingman, he shifted 
his focus to the radar that was displaying the threat. So much was going on in 
the jet, and without realizing it, he misprioritized what mattered most. That 
inadvertent mistake almost cost him his life. 

What Rob didn’t realize was that when he started the 180-degree left- 
hand turn into his wingman (Rob was on the right side), his wingman mis-
takenly turned to the right. Without either of them realizing it, they crossed 
flight paths and missed each other by less than 100 feet travelling at a com-
bined speed of over 1,000 mph. 
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This hook turn was supposed to be a safe turn in the same direction in 
which they never got closer than a mile from each other. Yet, so much was 
happening in the cockpit that Rob lost track of his priorities and nearly died. 
Unbeknownst to him, something similar was happening in the jet of his 
wingman. The wingman had a light on in the cockpit that distracted him 
from his priorities, and he quit watching Rob (the flight lead). In the debrief, 
while they watched the tapes, both of them breathed a huge sigh of relief 
when they realized how close they had come to dying.

There is a pilot term called task saturation. Task saturation is when a pilot 
has so many things going on in the cockpit that they are no longer able to 
process everything. When task saturation creeps in, the pilot starts to task 
shed (drop things from their crosscheck or cockpit scan) and can quickly lose 
track of their priorities and what matters most. For example, in the cockpit, 
there are six primary instruments that a pilot should always be aware of, 
instruments such as altitude and airspeed. Unfortunately, many pilots have 
crashed because they were task saturated, they misprioritized, and they lost 
track of their primary instruments—as Rob did that night.

Interestingly, it was not until the debrief that both Rob and his wingman 
realized how precarious their actual situation had been. During the hook 
turn, Rob and his wingman should have first ensured their flight path was 
clear rather than worrying about what was on the radar. Because they were 
both task saturated, which they didn’t realize until the debrief, they mispri-
oritized and focused on the wrong task at the wrong time. 

Likewise, the busyness of life ebbs and flows. Although task saturation is 
extremely obvious sometimes, at other times, a person may not realize they 
are task saturated and may be lulled into a false sense of complacency. Often 
it is when people step back to look at their lives (like Rob did in the debrief) 
that they realize how task saturated they have actually become—it is the act 
of stepping back that helps them see clearly. Task saturation is insidious, and 
the most dangerous form of it is when it is unrecognized—as it was with Rob 
and his wingman that night.

Can you relate to the feeling of task saturation? Surely at some point in 
your life, you have felt the stress of having so many things coming at you 
but only having a limited amount of time to accomplish them. When that 
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happens, you likely know what we are talking about when we say that stress 
increases, performance decreases, and communication (especially effective 
communication) goes out the window. 

The common adage in business now is do more with less. This approach 
to business is a perfect recipe for task saturation and everything that comes 
with it, such as lower productivity, higher turnover, and a decline in morale. 
Other feelings associated with task saturation in the workplace include being 
overwhelmed, upset, frustrated, and perhaps unsure of what you should be 
doing. When a person is task saturated, it is easy for them to lose track of 
what matters most. In other words, when a person has too many competing 
demands for their time, it is common for their priorities to slip through the 
cracks.

These kinds of performance and productivity challenges are becoming 
commonplace. It might be a stay- at- home team member who is burned out 
because they do not have a personal vision. Or, maybe it is a rising leader 
who has a solid mindset and habits but needs additional tools to do what 
matters most. 

Imagine a pilot who is task saturated and is no longer paying attention 
to their primary instruments—the ones that will keep them alive. Imagine a 
leader or team member who is task saturated; how many of their “primary 
instruments” are likely to slip out of their crosscheck? This demanding envi-
ronment is why the big three are critical to helping people focus on their 
primary instruments, or in other words, what matters most.

Phrases that you might hear others say (or maybe you have said them as 
well) as precursors to task saturation include “I really want to, but I’m just 
too busy,” or “I know I should do that, but I just don’t have time.” Some-
times, we wear that busy badge as a badge of honor—as if busyness equals 
high productivity. The truth is that when a person is not focused on their 
priorities and what matters most, it can negatively impact their productivity; 
their personal well- being, health, and relationships; and even their finances. 
In fact, being busy on the wrong tasks can do far more harm than good—we 
will explain more in Chapter 2.

There is a direct correlation between performance and productivity and 
someone’s level of task saturation. When task saturation rises, performance 



DO WHAT MATTERS MOST

14

almost always decreases. When we talk about performance and produc-
tivity, task saturation is just the beginning. The most successful people are 
the ones whose team members know how to do what matters most and 
use their time on high- influence activities—in other words, activities that 
produce the highest return for the time invested. Although that seems obvi-
ous, why are time and productivity such enormous challenges for leaders 
and teams? As mentioned in the introduction, we set out to answer that 
question.

We have had the opportunity to see behind the curtains in hundreds of 
global organizations. A common denominator in almost every organization 
is that most people are busier than ever. It is common for people to feel like 
they are running from fire to fire or are endlessly chasing the next shiny 
object yet are never able to catch it. Leaders have an enormous opportunity 
to help their employees focus on what matters most and use their time on 
high- influence activities that contribute to the growth and well- being of the 
organization.

One of the most common questions is this: “Where should I start?” We 
believe the answer is that real transformation in performance and produc-
tivity requires both a mindset and a skillset. In other words, if a person or 
team wants to see a significant improvement, they must start with the right 
mindset and follow it by applying the skillset.

The Do What Matters Most Mindset
Developing the right mindset is a journey rather than a destination and almost 
always requires that a person first look internally. 

The do what matters most mindset is described in many ways, and one 
that resonates with almost everyone is this:

Successful people have the willingness to get laser-  
focused on what matters most and the discipline  

to apply the skillset to achieve it consistently.

The do what matters most mindset is a shift away from reactionary living 
to proactive or intentional living. It is a willingness to make the time to 
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schedule your priorities rather than letting your schedule dictate your every 
action. The do what matters most mindset shows the discipline to make the 
new skillset a part of your weekly habits. We like to define discipline as doing 
the right thing at the right time, regardless of how we feel about it. Discipline 
is an essential part of the do what matters most mindset.

Another way to look at this mindset is described in one of our favorite 
quotes attributed to St. Jerome:

Good, better, best. Never let it rest.  
’Til your good is better, and your better is best.

It does not matter where you are today or what your starting point looks 
like. For a lot of people, life may be satisfactory in many ways. For example, 
you may be considered a “good” manager. However, the do what matters 
most mindset is you honestly asking yourself, What can I do to be a better, 
more productive leader or team member? What can I do to be a better parent, 
spouse, son/daughter, or brother/sister? No matter what our starting points 
are right now (even if things are good), this quote invites us to consider that 
we can all be better in different areas of our lives. 

It is often easy to look at others and think about all the things they need 
to improve (rather than looking at ourselves). Instead of looking at others, 
the good, better, best quote invites each person to take responsibility for 
themselves. It means looking in the mirror and honestly asking questions 
such as What can I do to be a better member of my team? or What can I do 
to be a better leader? As soon as people start asking themselves these types 
of questions, their mindset opens the door to a skillset that can empower and 
enable them to grow dramatically. Performance, productivity, and well- being 
all begin to improve. The skillset is exponentially more powerful when cou-
pled with a willing mindset.

One of the best examples to illustrate this mindset comes from a 92-year- 
old business owner in Kenya. During our workshop, he commented to the 
entire group, “My best is still ahead! I can’t wait to finalize my vision and 
goals and start doing pre- week planning!” Imagine the tone and culture this 
leader was setting throughout his organization. He clearly showed that he 
valued learning and growth. He certainly communicated that he was not 
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complacent or comfortable with where he was—even at 92 years old! This 
type of mindset is what leadership looks like in any successful organization.

The Enemies of the Do What 
Matters Most Mindset
Our research shows that many employees and managers often react to the fire 
of the day—a symptom of task saturation. A transformational leader using 
this mindset will instead minimize the firefighting and proactively prioritize 
and plan what matters most. We said minimize because unanticipated fires 
always pop up; however, how many of those fires could we have prevented 
in the first place if we had used proactive planning? It is easier to proactively 
plan and stay ahead of the curve when we are not task saturated.

Another common mindset battle that we have all faced to one degree or 
another is that of complacency. In the fighter pilot world, complacency is 
known as the silent killer. Complacency should be as much of a concern for 
an organization as it is for a pilot. There is a long list of businesses that got 
too comfortable where they were and did not pivot when they should have: 
Blockbuster, Blackberry, and Kodak, just to name a few. Complacency can 
be recognized by phrases such as “I’m fine the way I am” or “Our current 
approach is working just fine.” The internal feeling associated with com-
placency is a feeling of comfort or a feeling of being in cruise control. The 
complacent mindset is dangerous because it often closes the door to the idea 
that there might be a better way. In our experience, comfort can be one of 
the greatest hindrances to forward progress because it can often invite the 
thought, I’m fine the way I am.

A third enemy of the do what matters most mindset is an emotion within 
each of us that we label as the cynic or the skeptic. Cynicism is a very natural 
emotion, and it serves as a filter or defensive barrier. Here is what we mean 
by a filter: What would your life be like if you believed everything you saw 
and heard every day? Chaos! The cynic or skeptic serves as a filter to wade 
through all the noise and block out what is not helpful. However, because 
the world is full of so much noise, many of us have let that natural emotion 
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become a dominant way of thinking. When skepticism becomes dominant, it 
can quickly become one of the enemies of the do what matters most mindset. 

What we invite you to do is acknowledge that internal cynic or skeptic 
and then set it aside for just a few hours while you read this book. In other 
words, be open to testing the power of these habits in your life. In the spirit 
of good, better, best, see what impact these habits might have on your pro-
ductivity and performance. 

The last enemy of the do what matters most mindset is procrastination. 
Procrastination is one of the great enemies of success. It is insidious and can 
creep into any person or culture. We have all experienced it to a degree, and 
it can be easily recognized in the words, “I’ll just do it later.”

Regarding procrastination, organizational theorist and author Robert 
Anthony wisely said, “Waiting is a trap. There will always be reasons to 
wait—the truth is, there are only two things in life, reasons, and results, and 
reasons don’t count!”

It is critical that you remain vigilant about how task saturation, compla-
cency, procrastination, or cynicism shows up in your personal life and within 
your team. The do what matters most mindset continually reminds us to 
keep our guard up to avoid these issues and instead schedule our priorities 
rather than prioritize our schedule. The skillset of a personal vision, roles and 
goals, and pre- week planning works to combat the enemies of this mindset.

Henry Mintzberg, a business management professor and author, wrote 
a classical article titled “The Manager’s Job” in the August 1975 issue of the 
Harvard Business Review.1 He captured the exact mindset we are describing 
when he said, “The manager is challenged to gain control of his or her own 
time by turning obligations into advantages and by turning those things he 
or she wishes to do into obligations. Free time is made, not found. Hoping to 
leave some time open for contemplations or general planning is tantamount 
to hoping that the pressures of the job will go away.”

It is easy to blame a busy schedule or all the competing demands on our 
time for a lack of focus or productivity. However, adopting this mindset is 
showing a willingness to look at how things were done in the past and con-
sider that there might be a better way. Once a person is willing to see if there 
is a better way, the skillset becomes invaluable!
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Stepping Outside Your Comfort Zone
Another way to think about the mindset and how it impacts performance 
and productivity is to consider the analogy of a rubber band. A rubber band 
is not designed to sit in a drawer. If it does, it loses its flexibility and becomes 
brittle. A rubber band is made to be stretched! 

Likewise, as humans, we are meant to grow and be stretched. Sometimes, 
this takes us out of our comfort zone, but when we step outside this zone, 
massive growth can happen. To begin the stretch, honestly ask yourself what 
you can do to go from good (where you are today) to better, while continu-
ously seeking to do what matters most in the quest for your best.

The do what matters most mindset and skillset are deeply intertwined. 
Whether you work in the front line of your organization or are the CEO, 
applying this powerful skillset will stretch your mindset to help you be a 
better influencer and leader. The reality is that each of us either chooses to 
lead a life by design or live a life by default. From an organizational perspec-
tive, the culture in a team is the sum of each individual team member. So, if 
you lead a team of any size, the truth is this culture starts with you—that is 
leadership. If you take on this leadership mindset, others are likely to follow 
your lead.

Part of developing the right mindset, individually and as a team, is to set 
proper expectations. Vince Lombardi, the former coach of the Green Bay 
Packers, lived the do what matters most mindset. He set the same expecta-
tions for his team that we will invite you to set for yourself and your team. 
Lombardi was said to have told his players:

We will relentlessly chase perfection, knowing full well we will 
not catch it because nothing is perfect. But we will relentlessly 

chase it because, in the process, we will catch excellence.  
I am not remotely interested in just being good.

Vince Lombardi won many championships because he instilled this mindset 
into his players. Although the aim is perfection, we know we will never get 
there. But, like Vince Lombardi, we are confident you and your team mem-
bers will catch “excellence” in the pursuit. For those who approach this book 
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with the right mindset—committing to be willing and disciplined—these 
habits will help move boulders rather than pebbles. 

Here is an example of what happens when a team has the right mindset 
and is willing to stretch—in other words, they are willing to set aside the 
cynic and develop the skillset. 

A successful energy company in California had been working on these 
principles and habits for years. One day, their sales team went through a half 
day of internal training focused on the big three. This team was averaging 
about 17 sales per day, prior to the training, which was in the “good” cate-
gory. At the end of the workshop, the trainer invited the team to set a new 
goal—averaging 34 sales per day. The new goal meant a big jump in sales and 
would require a different mindset and a new skillset to help the team schedule 
their priorities and shift their time to high- influence activities—what we call 
Q2 activities, which we will cover later in the book. 

You can probably guess the team’s initial responses to the new goal. 
They said things like “We’ve only hit 34 sales once before,” and “I’m not 
sure about this; that’s a huge jump.” You can see in their responses how 
real the skeptic was in each one of them—these are natural and common 
types of first responses for most of us. Despite their initial doubt and skep-
ticism, the members of the team were good sports and set 34 as their new 
sales goal to average throughout the coming month. The next day—after 
being armed with a new mindset and after applying the new skillset—the 
sales team had a record day. Their sales manager was ecstatic when she 
proudly shared with the trainer, “You’ll never believe it. Today we just 
shattered our old record and hit 41 sales!” 

A month later, this same manager wrote an email saying, “This has been 
so amazing. Can you guess what our sales average was this month? Thirty- 
four sales per day!” The team hit the exact goal they had set a month prior. 
This story repeats itself over and over when people and teams come with the 
right mindset and then apply the same skillset you will get in this book. 

Do you think this sales team could ever go back to 17 sales a day and be 
satisfied? No. The bar was reset; once the mental bar (mindset) is reset, there 
is a new standard. This team caught excellence in the pursuit of perfection, 
and it meant an additional $2.4 million in revenue for the company. More 
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importantly, for each of the sales reps, it meant more money in their pockets, 
and their job satisfaction significantly increased.

This same type of mental reset can happen with every one of us, whether 
it is in our professional results, in our health, relationships, and finances, or in 
our general well- being. Once the bar is moved, it is difficult ever to go back 
and be satisfied!

The Do What Matters Most Skillset
The combination of the big three—a personal vision, roles and goals, and 
pre- week planning—makes up the skillset that will help a person take con-
trol of their schedule and lead a life by design. When going through the 
process of developing this skillset, you will be able to step back and look at 
your life from the 30,000-foot view (vision) and then get specific, down to 
your weekly and daily actions (pre- week planning), where the rubber meets 
the road. 

As we mentioned in the preface, we researched 1,260 managers and exec-
utives from more than 108 different organizations. Sixty- eight percent of 
them felt that their number one challenge was how to prioritize their time. 
At the same time, 80 percent did not have a process to plan their weeks and 
do what matters most. In addition, only 2 percent had a written personal 
vision, and less than 10 percent had both personal and professional written 
goals for the year. 

When it comes to performance and productivity, most organizations and 
leaders are thirsting for something that will help them prioritize their time, 
do what matters most, and solve the task saturation problem. In fact, 84 per-
cent of the people we researched felt that if they had a process to prioritize 
their time, it would have a big impact on their productivity.

Since 68 percent of people feel like prioritizing their time is their greatest 
challenge, and yet 80 percent do not have a solution, this is an area that is ripe 
for organizational improvement when it comes to performance and produc-
tivity. We are confident that the big three will close this gap, which is why we 
promised that this skillset will increase performance and productivity by at least 
30 to 50 percent.
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In Og Mandino’s classic book The Greatest Salesman in the World, he 
wisely said, “The only difference between those who have failed and those 
who have succeeded lies in the difference of their habits. Good habits are the 
key to all success. Bad habits are the unlocked door to failure. Thus, the first 
law I will obey, which precedeth all others is—I will form good habits.”2 

Vision, roles and goals, and pre- week planning are the skillset and habits 
that are strongly predictive of success. However, like anything, they take dis-
cipline and effort, which is the mindset part of the equation. 

There is a term we like to use called the performance average. Our perfor-
mance average is the current level of productivity across the different roles in 
our lives. Regardless of your starting point right now, when you implement 
these three high- performance habits (the skillset), they will have a tremendous 
impact on your mindset and everything will seem to improve. Just like the 
change in the mindset of the sales team that went from averaging 17 sales to 34 
sales, your performance average will increase in almost every area of your life. 

When your performance average increases, this causes a transformed 
mindset of what you are capable of, both as a person and as a leader. In other 
words, once you raise your performance average, the bar is reset, and it is dif-
ficult to ever go back and be happy about it. It is the application of the skillset 
that raises the mindset, which is why mindset and skillset are so closely tied 
together.

What should you expect from an increased performance average when 
you develop the skillset of the big three? 

 ( A purpose- driven life

 ( Improved performance and productivity

 ( Significant improvement in workplace results

 ( Better health, improved balance, and peace of mind

 ( Improved relationships

 ( Improved finances and more money

 ( A connection to your true, authentic self

 ( Improved attitude and sense of accomplishment

 ( Better leadership and team- player skills
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Wrap Up
The fact that you are reading this book already shows that you have a willing 
mindset. Your willingness to test the power of a personal vision, roles and 
goals, and pre- week planning will open doors of growth that you may not 
have even known were there. Just as it was for the sales team that went from 
17 to 34 sales, it will be interesting to see what is possible for you, both per-
sonally and professionally. 

This type of thinking is the spirit of good, better, best and the high- 
performer mindset. It is the combination of the high-performer mindset and 
this skillset that will empower you to fend off task saturation, complacency, 
the cynic, and procrastination. 

Before we get into the skillset of the big three in subsequent chapters, we 
will first focus on defining the difference between performance and produc-
tivity and why the focus on doing what matters most really matters. 

REFLECTION QUESTIONS FOR THIS CHAPTER:

 1. What areas of your personal and professional life would you like to 
improve? What is your current mindset toward those areas?

 2. As a team member or leader, what are some initial thoughts you have 
on how to be a better contributor or a more effective leader?

 3. What is something you have wanted to do that would take you out-
side your comfort zone? What has kept you from doing it?
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