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Effective time management is not only an essential business skill but the recipe for a 

productive life. The subject may be as old as the hills but is arguably even more 

important in today’s dynamically-changing, 24/7 world populated by black swans. 

Maybe we should go old-school and send all our managers on a course to pick up 

essential tips and tricks for shaving minutes off the day. Not so fast - there’s 

something missing.  

Let’s assume that our highly-trained staff are already excellent time managers who 

use their time efficiently, spending no longer on tasks than necessary. They do their 

work with good humour and care about what they do - should we be pleased? Not 

particularly, because this is not adding value, just meeting expectations. It’s rather 

like being grateful that the accountant is numerate and doesn’t steal from the 

company by syphoning off company funds into their own bank account. But 

remarkable as it may sound, many well-intentioned employees are doing just that, 

drawing on company resources to pay into their personal time management 

accounts and I’m not talking about the odd fag break now and then. How can this be 

when we said they were efficient? 

In our blind quest for employee engagement, we have become seduced by 

enthusiasm and positive character traits, confusing efficiency with effectiveness, 

personal productivity with profitability, purposefulness with usefulness. We are 

encouraging employees to go the extra mile, cheering them on to keep on going long 

after they’ve passed the finishing line. Running 500 metres in a 400 metre race is 

clearly pointless, yet every day, in most organisations, countless unnecessary tasks 

are performed. Why? 

Look at HR forums and you’ll see endless threads discussing how to connect with 

millennials, engage employees and get them to do more than asked - but these aims 

are misguided. The purpose of a business is not to engage its workforce, rather the 

opposite. Despite repurposing HR Managers into Business Partners (nominally at 

least), we often overlook that the purpose of the business is to make a profit and the 

purpose of a task is to add value. If it doesn’t, not only is it a waste of time and effort 

but a net cost to the business with lost opportunity costs from the failure to invest 

resources where they are most needed. 

Imagine you want to go self-sufficient and produce your own food. You engage a 

gardener to plant two fruit trees and a row of potatoes. When you return home in the 

late afternoon, the gardener informs you that he only had time to plant one of the 

trees because he thought it would be a nice idea to create a flower bed, which he 

proudly shows off, awaiting your praise. The thing is, planting trees and potatoes is 

boring and not at all challenging or rewarding, besides, the gardener wants to 

demonstrate his skill in flower bed design feeling that he is not fulfilling, and you are 

not recognising, his potential. There’s no denying the flowerbed is a work of art but 



it’s not what you asked for and worse still, you’d earmarked that plot for a vegetable 

garden and instead now have a bill for flowers. 

In a large organisation, how can we ensure that workers plant the fruit trees that 

we’ve asked for and do (only) the work that is needed? The start of the problem 

comes from ‘legacy work.’ Employees are like gardeners turning up in the morning, 

mowing the lawn, weeding, watering, planting, etc. - doing what they’ve always done. 

They may enjoy their work and do it well but perhaps we don’t need all those things 

doing every day, and maybe some of them not at all. How can we find out? How can 

we ascertain their value? 

The first step is to list all the tasks that an employee does. Even with job 

descriptions, this is a worthwhile activity because job role shift and changing duties 

may lead to a dissonance between the document and the reality. In the initial 

gardening analogy, it’s easy to identify the person for whom the work is being carried 

out but in an organisation there can be many recipients of the work, namely internal 

and external customers - these are, or should be, the beneficiaries. How can we tell 

if they benefit from the reports etc. that they get from their colleagues? Here’s an 

idea - let’s ask them to give each task or product a rating of necessity and 

usefulness. This can be measured in terms of sufficiency. This will identify, tasks 

being done for which we have no use - the flower bed, tasks that are useful which 

require more or fewer resources - tree planting, and in what may seem at first hand a 

counterintuitive perspective, tasks that are useful that are being done above and 

beyond the call of duty - useful but more than sufficient. Isn’t that the extra mile? 

Indeed it is, or to put it another way, running 500 metres in a 400 metre race in which 

we have to pay for the extra 100 metres, or similarly, spend money on flowers when 

we needed fruit. 

Good time management skills will enable employees to use their time efficiently but 

not necessarily effectively. Effectiveness means doing the work that is needed in the 

right quantity. This can be achieved by using beneficiary feedback of usefulness and 

contribution to the bottom line - employees doing things well with a smile on their 

faces could turn out to be as useful as a chocolate teapot. 

 

 

 

 

  

 


