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If recent statistics are any indication, the answer is probably “no”.

Companies are very meticulous when it comes to managing capital or developing a compelling 
business case for each new investment. It is unfortunate that the same level of discipline is not 
usually applied to organizational time management, with most executives not knowing how their 
organizations’ collective time is spent. The issue of lost time does not discriminate – affecting all 
industries and facets of a business. It can be a real eye-opener for executives when examined from a 
cost perspective, but it also presents a tremendous opportunity for improvement.

Is time on your side? 

Time-consuming activities
Our findings show that most of a typical work day is  
spent answering e-mails, on conference calls, performing 
non-value tasks or in unproductive meetings.

E-communications
With so many messages and meetings to contend 
with on any given day, it’s no wonder companies are 
struggling to conserve precious time. According to the 
Harvard Business Review article Your Scarcest Resource, 
executives receive approximately 200 e-mails a day and 
more than 30,000 per year.1 At this rate, executives will 
soon have to spend at least one day a week managing 
electronic communications. Increased use of IM and 
crowdsourcing applications only make matters worse. 
However, tracking these frequent communications can 
lead to the development of protocols that promote 
efficient use of messaging applications. Simplifying the 
corporate structure by consolidating too many layers 
of management is another way to facilitate the flow of 
information throughout the organization.

 1 https://hbr.org/2014/05/your-scarcest-resource/ar/1

Jean Peyrelevade 
(France), former CEO 
Credit Lyonnais: “I must 
plead guilty. During my long 
professional life as a CEO 
in the finance business, 
I spent much of my time 
improving the productivity 
of employees and middle 

management, but neglected the problem for 
executives. I suppose a typical misconception 
is that people at a high level of responsibility 
are capable of organizing their own schedules. 
This is clearly a mistake since their time costs 
more and should deliver the most value. But, 
many CEOs are reluctant to interfere through 
an organized process. They feel it is too  
hands-on. But, they are wrong and have to 
find a way to solve such an important issue. 
Benign neglect is a bad solution.”
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Meetings
It is estimated that meetings consume more than two days 
a week of an executive’s time and 15% of an organization’s 
collective time. What we typically see are organizations that do 
not exercise control over the process. It results in meetings being 
scheduled at will, with little regard for how long they should 
be or who should attend. People must be held accountable for 
meetings scheduled. Meeting guidelines, such as the duration 
and number of participants, should be strictly enforced.

Non-value tasks
In our most recent productivity report, we determined that 
up to 45% of total paid time in various sectors was spent 
performing non-value added tasks. This was especially true 
in industries where workers depend on the availability of 
machinery or materials for output. When machines fail or 
certain tools are not in place, workers stand idle until these 
resources become available. We also discovered that as much 
as one-third of a supervisor’s work week consists of manual 
work and reactive problem solving instead of providing 
leadership to their respective teams. 

Improved time management creates 90  
additional highly skilled aerospace engineers

The COO of a leading global aircraft manufacturer needed to get 
a crucial project back on track. Labor market shortages meant 
they had to improve internally. We found that management 
behavior was lacking – time was not focused and efficiency levels 
hovered around 45-55%. Poor meeting effectiveness, excessive 
rework and poor email discipline were responsible for this 
alarming trend. The objective was to improve their efficiency and 
save one hour per engineer, per day. Relaxed discipline relating to 
meetings and communications were addressed through one-on-
one coaching, skills development and a toolkit that would help 
eliminate embedded work habits. As a result, working practices 
improved and attrition levels declined. Engineers were on 
average 15% more efficient. The time saved across the 600-man 
team was the equivalent of having 90 additional highly skilled 
aerospace engineers. Considering how desperate the company 
was for talent, this was a significant boost in manpower. 

CASE STUDY

Bob Lutz (USA), former 
Vice Chairman General 
Motors Corporation: “One 
can easily fall into the trap 
of saying ‘less meetings and 
emails; let each part of the 
organization get on with their 
assigned tasks.’ Seductive as 
this thought may be, it ignores 

the critical need for better cross-organizational 
information flow to prevent the ‘silos’ from working 
in harmful isolation. The issue here is balance, 
and a focus on what is essential versus what 
isn’t. Clearly, streamlining the organization is an 
important step. Next, key meetings should be 
frequent, operations-focused, and with or without 
formal agendas as the need may dictate. Verbal 
communications need to be self-edited, crisp and 
to the point. Not everyone needs to be in every 
meeting; leadership must determine who needs 
to know what. At GM, we frequently dispatched 
major operational concerns in 30 minutes of 
emails, where conventional correspondence and 
the requisite meetings would have consumed days. 
Speed is king. Acting fast on partial information is 
almost always better than spending weeks trying 
to avoid any potential risks. Many large, overly-
structured (ossified?) organizations cannot deal 
with this. Strong leadership and a clear vision of a 
lean, action-based organization are what it takes. 

Brand Pretorius (Africa),  
former CEO McCarthy 
Holdings: “Time is indeed 
a precious commodity and 
the productive use of time is 
therefore a prerequisite for 
optimum effectiveness and 
a high level of productivity. 
In this instance, the leader of 

the organization has to set the right example by 
being quite obsessive about time management 
and the utilization of this scarce resource. It is 
leadership’s responsibility to ensure that time 
is invested in strategically important matters, 
not just urgent operational issues. Similarly, 
the leader should epitomize effective time 
management when it comes to meetings, 
personal activities and idle time. The leader 
should ensure that time invested in directing, 
planning, coordinating, organizing, controlling 
and cultivating quality relationships delivers a 
good return to shareholders. In my experience, 
respect for the value of time is characteristic of 
successful organizations.”
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David Turnbull (Hong 
Kong), former Chairman 
and CEO of Swire Pacific 
and Cathay Pacific 
Airways: “Email is certainly 
an increasingly burdensome 
task. Very often one gets 
caught up in a seemingly 
never-ending chain. 

Alternatively, staff members copy their bosses 
on emails as some sort of indicator of how busy 
they are. I found a very effective way of reducing 
this tiresome and repetitive chore was to instruct 
all management to not send or copy me in an 
email unless they were expecting a direct answer 
from me on the matter. I found this approach 
cut my in-box by 50 to 75%. In response to those 
that are concerned they will be out of the loop, 
my response is that important matters will still 
be addressed and vital urgent matters should be 
handled by telephone.”

Ed Hanway (USA), former 
Chairman and CEO Cigna 
Corporation: “All too often 
executives do not protect 
what I call ‘think time.’ To 
break the cycle of constant 
meetings, I actually scheduled 
a block of time each week that 
represented time to simply 

reflect on our priorities and competitive position. 
I found this really helped maintain focus on our 
most pressing business issues.”

•  Up to 45% of time spent on non-value  
activities across all sectors we surveyed

•  Supervisors only spend four hours a week  
actively managing employees

•  An average of 42% of productivity failures  
are system-related

•  An average of 38% of lost productivity is  
attributed to misaligned behaviors 

45%

Our 2014 productivity report  
revealed the following statistics:

Effective planning and management
Better planning and scheduling practices can add 
transparency to the time management process. Using a data-
driven baseline as a guide, leadership can drive performance 
and accountability in the workplace by allocating specific 
amounts of time to key initiatives. Implementing certain 
resources, such as daily operating reports, can pinpoint areas 
of the business that are lagging behind. Supervisors who work 
side-by-side with their employees are much more valuable 
to an organization than those who sit behind a desk all day. 
Active management skills will give them the ability to further 
the development of employees through coaching and training.

Sending the right message
Creating a time-sensitive culture starts at the top. Executives must 
be of the mindset that time needs to be respected and holds just 
as much value as other important areas of the business. It should 
be treated as an institutional problem, not one that focuses on 
the individual. In most cases, poor time management stems from 
root causes that are so deeply ingrained in core processes that 
they become a normal part of the everyday routine. Stressing 
the importance of time preservation to management teams will 
prompt employees to challenge the status quo, as well as create 
awareness across the organization.

Time spent on non-value activities

Frank Feder (Brazil), 
former CEO Alcoa 
Latin America: “Time 
is too often the difference 
between success and failure. 
Yet, different countries and 
cultures handle time in very 
different ways. It is always the 
responsibility of the leader, 

while respecting these differences, to assure that 
time is used as a key competitive advantage.”
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Michael Miles (UK), 
former Chairman of 
Schroders and former 
CEO of Cathay Pacific 
Airways: “Clichés are 
made because they convey 
important truths. One that 
comes to mind is ‘time waits 
for no one.’ For corporations, 

poor time management has consequences that 
impact customer service, operating costs and 
revenue generation. The larger the company and 
the greater the geographic footprint, the more 
challenging the management of time becomes.”

For other Global Advisory Board Insights – click here.

Keys to a productive meeting 
Characteristics of a successful meeting include 
clear agendas, solid preparation, starting 
on time and an early ending in the event 
productivity starts to decline. A zero-based 
time budget, one that is similar to a bank 
account, can be used to “fund” meetings with 
a limited amount of valued time – motivating 
people to make the most of every opportunity. 
Other best practices include:

•  Follow the same standards others are 
expected to follow when conducting  
a meeting

•  Communicate the purpose to  
others beforehand

•  Assess how often routine meetings need 
to take place – challenge the status quo

•  Carefully consider the location of  
the meeting

•  Prepare the agenda and send to 
participants ahead of time

• Start and finish the meeting on time

•  Each agenda item should be identified 
as an “action” or “information” item

•  No cell phones, texting or e-mailing 
during meetings unless part of the 
agenda

•  Stick to the agenda –  
avoid getting sidetracked

•  Consider using a facilitator when 
necessary to help manage the meeting

•  End meetings with clear actions, 
responsibilities and deadlines

• Follow up

Dr Uwe Franke (Germany),  
former CEO BP Europa SE:  
“It is amazing, and even 
shocking, how much the volume 
and speed of communications 
has risen during the last decade. 
We accept the necessity of 
communications in the ever-
changing world we live in, and 

even welcome the positive aspects of it. However, it is 
easy to become stressed, overwhelmed and deprived 
of valuable time for strategic thinking because of the 
flood of emails, phone calls and meetings. In addition, 
the work/life balance becomes out of synch. Over 
time, people have not learned how to effectively 
manage this new era of communications. Therefore, 
the solution should not focus solely on a 25 or 50% 
reduction in communications, which seems to be 
a popular form of self-medication. It should also 
introduce discipline, clear rules of the game and 
meeting guidelines – with distribution lists for emails 
on a “need-to-know basis” for example. I’ve found 
that one or two hours of “A-time,” reserved time for 
undisturbed thinking, to be extremely beneficial.”

Ray Wilcox (USA), former 
CEO Chevron Phillips 
Chemical Company: 
“Increasing meeting 
effectiveness may be one of the 
most overlooked responsibilities 
a leader has, yet it is one of the 
most important. The list on the 
left is an excellent guide if you 

need a starting point. It is essential for the leader to 
keep the meeting on track. Also, using a facilitator 
is extremely useful for documentation – recording 
what is decided, next steps and responsibilities. One 
rule I am especially fond of is prohibiting the use of 
extraneous cell phones, texting or e-mailing during 
meetings – pay attention.”

http://blog.alexanderproudfoot.com/topic/advisors

