
Over the course of a day, you usually have a number of things you want to do. So the question arises: 
Does it matter which order you do them in? The answer is, emphatically, yes; it matters a great deal.

Do the most difficult thing first.

You’ll be Rewarded for It.

Look at it this way: if you begin by doing  
the task you least want to do, what will happen 
next? Answer: you are automatically going to  
get rewarded for it by moving on to a task you  
would prefer to do. What would have happened  
if you’d done it the other way around? In other 
words, if you’d chosen to do a task you’d prefer  
to do? Inevitably, you would get ‘punished’ for 
doing that – in other words you’d have to move  
on to doing a less pleasant task. And therein  
lies the secret of life: choose the least appealing 
thing first and you are always going to be 
rewarded for it – you are going to have a 
rewarding life. Conversely, if you choose the 
nicest first, you are going to have a  
‘punishing’ life. 

It’s usually not as bad as you think!
Surely, there are some things which really are 
difficult to do, and you have to grit your teeth to 
do them. They are unpleasant, nasty things  
to have to do. But two observations on this: (a) there 
aren’t many things around that are that bad and (b) 
when things are that bad it’s certainly  
best to get them out of the way rather than having 
them ‘hanging over you’. 

Imagine the relief!
When you’ve done the task you least want to do you 
normally get a good sense of relief. Even if it was 
difficult and nasty, at least you’ve done it! 

And what do you think happens?
If you adopt the “do the most difficult thing first” 
policy enthusiastically, you will find a strange thing 
happens. Namely, that after a bit, there aren’t really 

any ‘difficult’ things to choose. There is nothing 
that’s too bad. This is one of the pay offs of  
the policy.

Just make a start on it.
If there is something mechanical you have to fix 
around the house, then at least get all of the tools 
you are going to need lined up. If there’s dirty 
dishes for 10 that have got to be washed up, then 
at least move the dishes into the kitchen near to the 
sink. You will be surprised how often you feel like 
doing the next step as well. And, sometimes, even 
the step after that, just make a start.

Set a time limit if you want to.
If your ‘difficult task’ is to do the washing up after a 
big family get together, then you might say that you 
are just going to do 30 minutes washing up and then 
go on to something else. It’s easier to cope with 
‘time-limited’ tasks than unlimited ones.

Think in chunks.
What things have you got to do this evening? Just 
tackle those first of all and ‘do the most difficult 
first’. What things have you got to do next week? 
Once you’ve written them down then make sure you 
put the one you least want to do at the beginning of 
Monday, working through to the ones you most want 
to do towards the end of Friday. You will find that 
a very strange thing happens if you do this, namely 
that you even get to look forward to Mondays, even 
though you’ve put your most difficult tasks on that 
day. What could possibly be the explanation for this? 
(Discuss as part of the in-session discussion).

Relevant to:  Depression:          Anxiety:           Irritability/Anger:          General emotional control: 

© Copyright William Davies 2020.  May not be reproduced by any means except by current MoodMaster license holders printing it directly from the MoodMaster website for use with their own 
clients. It may not be photocopied by anyone.  www.moodmaster.co.uk

Enabling professionals to deliver world-class programmes 
on mental health and wellbeing, direct to their clients.



In-session project.
Think of as many examples as you can to illustrate the 
‘do the most difficult thing first’ rule. Particularly try to 
think of examples where you have done this and it has 
worked well for you.

Share them with the other members of the group.

After-session project.
Apply the ‘do the most difficult thing first’ slogan to 
your life with enthusiasm and zeal. Make notes if you 
like to tell others how you got on next time.

Mythbuster:

Sometimes it’s best to start 
with an easy, pleasant task 
“Just to get yourself going.” 

Not true. You just store up trouble 
for yourself if you adopt that policy. 
Before you know where you are you’ll 
find that everything you do leads on 
to a less pleasing task.

Trying to lose weight?

Then eat the best first.
This is the same principle, just turned round for those of you that tend to eat too much. When 
eating a meal, people adopt one of two policies, some people leave their favourite items to the 
end, other people eat their favourite items first of all. If you are trying to lose weight then it’s 
best to eat your favourites first, that way you can easily stop eating once you’re full. If you do it 
the other way around you’re going to keep going until you get to your favourite items!

Examples.

Example 1.
Alex, who works in an office had to take some 
stationery back to the printers to complain 
that it wasn’t as required. “I’ll do it straight 
after lunch” he said “No you won’t” replied 
his manager “you can do it right now and then 
come back and enjoy your lunch”.

That’s a great manager to have.

Example 2.
Brenda was sitting at home one evening 
knowing that she had to phone her sister to tell 
her that she could not after all go to a concert 
they had arranged to go to, despite having 
told her sister that she could, and in spite of 
knowing that her sister had already bought 
the tickets. Brenda sat watching the television, 
becoming engrossed in a TV drama, reasoning 
to herself that “she needs to work out just what 
the best way of putting it to her sister is”. 

This is a really bad policy, simply meaning 
that her whole evening was going to have a 
cloud cast over it, and she might not even 
make the phone call that evening at all.

Example 3.
John always gets into work very punctually 
and immediately does the task he is least 
looking forward to doing. 
Often this will take him 
about 30 minutes. He 
then has a quick cup 
of coffee to mark 
the official start of 
the day which is 
now clear of any 
looming nasty 
task. 
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