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In the domain of organizational psychology and personal productivity, the work of Alan Lakein stands as a 

foundational pillar. A Harvard MBA graduate and a pioneer in the field of time management, Lakein’s seminal work, 

How to Get Control of Your Time and Your Life , revolutionized the way professionals perceive the relationship 

between chronological progression and goal achievement. His core axiom—\"Time = Life, Therefore, waste your 

time and waste your life, or master your time and master your life\"—serves as the philosophical bedrock for

modern productivity frameworks. This article provides an in-depth technical breakdown of Lakein’s methodologies,

evaluating their structural integrity and practical application in a contemporary high-output environment.

The Theoretical Framework of Lakein’s Planning Philosophy

Lakein’s approach is fundamentally rooted in the transition from reactive behavior to proactive planning. He posits 

that planning is bringing the future into the presentso that specific, actionable steps can be taken immediately.

This conceptual framework operates on the premise that human output is not limited by the availability of time, but

by the clarity of priorities and the efficiency of task execution.

The Axiom of Strategic Planning

At the center of Lakein’s philosophy is the warning: \"Failing to plan is planning to fail.\"From a technical

perspective, this suggests that without a predetermined roadmap, cognitive resources are dissipated through

decision fatigue and the pursuit of low-value activities. Lakein’s system introduces a feedback loop where goals are

continuously reconciled with daily actions, ensuring that the trajectory of an individual’s life aligns with their high-

level objectives.

Technical Mechanics: The ABC Priority System

One of the most enduring contributions of Alan Lakein is the ABC Priority System. Unlike rudimentary to-do lists

that treat all tasks as equals, Lakein’s system requires a qualitative assessment of every potential action based on

its contribution to long-term goals.

•  A-Priority Tasks: These are high-value activities that yield the greatest return on investment. They are often 

complex, require deep focus, and are directly tied to the individual’s primary mission.

•  B-Priority Tasks: These possess medium-level importance. While necessary, they do not carry the same 

weight as A-tasks and should only be addressed once A-tasks are completed or blocked.

•  C-Priority Tasks: These are routine, low-value activities. Lakein famously suggests that many C-tasks can be 

ignored entirely, as their non-completion often results in negligible consequences.

The Lakein Question: Real-Time Optimization

To maintain the integrity of the ABC system, Lakein introduces a heuristic known as \"The Lakein Question\": 

\"What is the best use of my time right now?\"This question serves as a cognitive interrupt designed to break the

cycle of procrastination or focus on trivialities. In a technical workflow, this acts as a dynamic re-prioritization

algorithm that adapts to changing circumstances throughout the workday.



The 15-Minute Lifetime Goals Exercise: A Procedural Workflow

Lakein offers a structured, time-constrained exercise to help individuals identify their core objectives. The speed of

the exercise—just 15 minutes—is designed to bypass the analytical mind’s tendency toward over-complication,

tapping instead into existing, underlying priorities.

Step-by-Step Execution Guide

1.  Phase 1: Lifetime Goals (2 Minutes): List all long-term objectives without self-censorship. This identifies the 

'North Star' for all subsequent planning.

2.  Phase 2: Three-Year Goals (2 Minutes): Identify what needs to be achieved in the intermediate term to 

support the lifetime goals.

3.  Phase 3: The Six-Month Contingency (2 Minutes): This phase introduces a sense of urgency. If the individual 

were to be struck by lightning in six months, how would they spend their remaining time?

4.  Phase 4: Refinement and Selection (9 Minutes): Review the lists, identify the top three goals from each 

category, and develop immediate 'A-1' actions for each.

Comparative Analysis: Lakein vs. Modern Productivity Systems

To understand the technical value of Lakein’s methodology, it is helpful to compare it against other industry-

standard frameworks such as the Eisenhower Matrix and Getting Things Done (GTD)  by David Allen.



Feature/Metric Lakein Methodology Eisenhower Matrix Getting Things Done 
(GTD)

Primary Focus Goal Alignment & Priority Urgency vs. Importance Workflow & External Brain

Categorization ABC System 4-Quadrant Matrix Contexts & Next Actions

Planning Horizon Lifetime to Immediate Short-term/Tactical Bottom-up (Runway to 50k 
ft)

Core Heuristic \"What is the best use of 
my time?\"

Do, Delegate, Defer, Delete Is it actionable?

Handling Procrastination Swiss Cheese Method Elimination of Q4 tasks 2-Minute Rule

The Swiss Cheese Method: Overcoming Task Inertia

For large, overwhelming projects (often identified as A-priority), Lakein developed the Swiss Cheese Method. This

technique involves poking 'holes' in a massive task by finding sub-tasks that can be completed in five minutes or

less. Technically, this reduces the 'activation energy' required to start a project by lowering the perceived complexity

and cognitive load.

Micro-Tasking Mechanics

Unlike 'salami slicing' (which involves doing the task in sequence), the Swiss Cheese Method allows for non-linear

progression. By completing small, disparate parts of a project, the individual builds momentum and reduces the

psychological barrier to tackling the more difficult 'solid' parts of the task. This is particularly effective for creative or

engineering tasks where the 'start' is often the most difficult phase.

Practical Implementation: Integrating Lakein into Digital Workflows

While Lakein wrote in the era of paper planners, his principles are highly adaptable to modern digital tools like Jira,

Notion, or Trello. Implementation requires a technical configuration of these tools to mirror the ABC hierarchy.

Technical Integration Steps

•  Tagging Systems: Use digital tags to label tasks as 'A', 'B', or 'C'. Filter views should prioritize 'A' tasks by 

default.

•  Time Blocking: Schedule specific 'A-time' in digital calendars, ensuring that high-focus periods are protected 

from 'C-task' interruptions like email or administrative notifications.

•  Automated Reminders: Set recurring prompts with 'The Lakein Question' to trigger a periodic review of current 

activities against high-level goals.

Case Study: Rescuing a Failing Engineering Project

Consider a hypothetical scenario where a Senior Lead Developer is overwhelmed by a backlog of 200+ tickets,

failing to meet a critical product launch deadline. Applying the Lakein methodology involves several steps:

Analysis and Intervention

1.  The Audit: The developer applies the ABC system. They discover that 70% of the tickets are 'C' priorities 

(minor UI tweaks or legacy documentation) that do not impact the launch.



2.  The Re-prioritization: 'A' tasks are identified as the core API endpoints and security protocols. These are 

prioritized for immediate execution.

3.  Swiss Cheesing the API: The API development is too large to start at 4:00 PM. The developer uses the 

Swiss Cheese Method to write one data schema (a 5-minute task), which provides the momentum to finish the 

logic the following morning.

4.  The Result: By ignoring 'C' tasks and focusing strictly on 'A' priorities, the developer hits the launch deadline 

with a functional, high-value product, despite the backlog remaining.

Addressing Common Pitfalls and Operational Challenges

Even the most robust systems face failure modes. In the Lakein system, the most common challenge is \"The 

Tyranny of the Urgent.\"This occurs when 'B' or 'C' tasks masquerade as 'A' tasks because they have an

immediate deadline, even if they have low long-term value.

Troubleshooting Strategies



Failure Mode Symptom Lakein Solution

Priority Creep Too many 'A' tasks (10+). Forced ranking: Assign A-1, A-2, A-3 
to differentiate.

C-Task Obsession Feeling productive while doing easy, 
low-value work.

Scheduled 'C-time' (e.g., Friday 
afternoons only).

Analysis Paralysis Spending more time planning than 
doing.

The 15-minute goal limit; immediate 
action focus.

Perfectionism Reluctance to finish an 'A' task until it 
is 'perfect'.

Recognizing that 'perfection' is a form 
of procrastination.

Furthermore, Lakein emphasizes the importance of quiet time. Technical professionals often find their days

fragmented by meetings and messages. Establishing a period of 'uninterrupted A-time' is essential for deep work.

This is not merely a soft suggestion but a technical requirement for the successful execution of complex, high-

priority projects.

The Psychological Dimension: Managing the Internal Saboteur

Alan Lakein recognizes that time management is not just a mechanical process but a psychological one. Many 

individuals subvert their own schedules due to internal resistance. Lakein’s solution is to focus on action rather 

than feeling. By asking the Lakein Question, the individual shifts from an emotional state (\"I don't feel like doing

this\") to a cognitive/rational state (\"This is the best use of my time\"). This pivot is crucial for maintaining high

output in high-pressure environments.

Synthesizing the Lakein Approach for the 21st Century

As we navigate an era of unprecedented digital distraction and information overload, the fundamental principles

established by Alan Lakein remain more relevant than ever. The core of his message—that our time is our life—

serves as a vital reminder of the stakes involved in daily prioritization. By implementing a rigorous ABC system,

utilizing the Swiss Cheese Method for daunting projects, and constantly returning to the central Lakein Question,

professionals can transcend the noise of modern life and achieve significant, lasting results.

Ultimately, the mastery of time is not about squeezing more tasks into a day, but about ensuring that the tasks we

do perform are the ones that truly matter. As Lakein’s work demonstrates, control over time leads to control over

life, providing the clarity and freedom necessary to pursue one's highest ambitions with technical precision and

purpose.
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