How One Organization Recaptured 100
Hours per Week of Valuable Senior
Executive Time: A Case Study

Fostered, developed, and
formalized over the past three
decades, the components of
Total Rewards have continued
to increase in both number and
substance. Beyond flexible
workplace, career opportuni-
ties, well-being, and of course,
compensation, further evolu-
tions include work-life balance,
customized recognition, mean-
ingful work, overhauled perfor-
mance review methods, and
commitments regarding cul-
ture, diversity, shared values,
transparency, and corporate
social responsibility. Intended
to earn employee engagement,
motivation, and loyalty, em-
ployer adoption of these es-
sential advancements s
robust. Undermining the sus-
tainability of each of these
advancements, however, is a
strategic imperative that is
often neglected: the individual-
ized, longitudinal, earnest en-
gagement of senior executives
in the development of staff.

Francie Dalton*

The following case study docu-
ments the benefit-rich process
of constructive disruption that
recaptured over 100 hours per
week of valuable senior execu-
tive time, redeploying it toward
the deliberate, focused devel-
opment of staff.

CASE STUDY

The organization described
in this case study was and is
remarkably successful. Its
business metrics were break-
ing past records, neither sala-
ries nor bonuses were frozen,
and no layoffs were planned.
While the industry in which this
organization operated was
hemorrhaging badly, revenues
in this firm were healthy, and
its board was delighted with
the outcomes achieved. Noth-
ing was discernably awry, so
what motivated the chief exec-
utive officer (CEO) to seek
outside management consult-
ing?

What indeed! One could
quite persuasively argue that
the CEO was ill-advised to al-
locate funds and executive
time when the potential ben-
efits were nothing more than a
“gut feeling.”

Knowing a bit more about
the CEO will help answer the
question. In particular, five
characteristics about the quali-
ties of his leadership are
germane:

e First, in his own words, he
was driven, demanding,
and hard to please. He
routinely set expectations
at seemingly impossible
levels that made his ex-
ecutives uncomfortable,
yet this consistently cata-
lyzed extraordinary
results.

e Second, with an uncanny
knack for recognizing tal-
ent, he repeatedly placed
in positions of authority
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those whose track re-
cords had not yet been
established. By creating
such opportunities for
fledgling leaders and ex-
pressing confidence in
their ability to succeed, he
accessed their discretion-
ary energy and their
commitment.

e Third, he interviewed and
hired for more than com-
petence and organiza-
tional chemistry. He hired
for hunger. He looked for
people who were willing
to take considered risks,
to stretch both them-
selves and others. He
wanted to hire people
who were hungry to sur-
pass themselves.

e Fourth, he was willing to
prune out of his organiza-
tion those who did not
lead well—even if they
were delivering the busi-
ness outcomes required
of their positions. He un-
derstood the importance
of preventing the crip-
pling, corrosive impacts of
retaining toxicity and
negativity.

e Finally, he was not long
at rest, even when current
and desired states were
in alignment. Instead, he
persistently mused and
encouraged others to
muse about how much
better the organization, a

department, a function,
any outcome could be “if
only . . ..” While always
at the ready to share how
proud he was of his ex-
ecutives, he continuously
sought input, tapping the
intellectual and experien-
tial capital of his employ-
ees, exhorting that all
should adhere to the
centuries-old advice of
Latin Saint Jerome of
Stridon: “Good, better,
best, never let it rest, until
your good is better and
your better is best.”

Few of his direct reports
shared these five
characteristics. Within that con-
text, it is perhaps easier to
understand why the CEO
chose to deliberately disrupt
the already impressive organi-
zational performance. In addi-
tion to excavating additional
opportunities for improvement,
he was increasingly certain
that the quality of work submit-
ted to his executives by their
subordinates was far short of
that which was ultimately sub-
mitted to him. He was con-
vinced that his executives were
spending considerable time
engaged in revising the work
of their subordinates. Since he
knew that taking further action
without sufficient data would
be unwise, he engaged a man-
agement consultant to deter-
mine the extent and quality of
executive engagement allo-

cated to staff development.
Outlined below is the three-
step process that revealed 100
hours per week of senior exec-
utive time was being allocated
to doing the work of
subordinates.

Step One

In private meetings, each ex-
ecutive was asked a series of
questions, among which were:

e Reflecting on your aver-
age work week, what spe-
cific functions consume
most of your time?

e Among your direct re-
ports, what unnecessary
demands do they make
on your time?

e What functions do you
choose not to delegate
because you really enjoy
doing them?

e Which functions do you
perform that do not re-
quire your level of intellect
or experience?

The purpose of these ques-
tions was to identify what
activities/interactions were di-
verting their focus away from
executive-level work. Shown
below are the six common
themes that emerged from
their collective responses,
along with the corresponding
negative impacts:

1. Accepting incomplete
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work from staff whose ex-
isting competencies were
sufficient to submit com-
pleted work the first time.
High performers can see
that mediocre work is ac-
cepted and will not stay
in such cultures.

2. Retaining functions when
the provision of explicit
instructions or templates
would equip staff to per-
form them. This consti-
tutes a breach of the im-
plied contract between
employer and employee
and is inconsistent with
allegedly shared values.

3. Failing to progressively
develop, within compe-
tent staff, the level of acu-
men prerequisite to tak-
ing on more substantive
work. Professional devel-
opment is dwarfed. Ca-
reer trajectory is slowed/
flattened, blunting
motivation.

4. Following up with staff to
learn the status of previ-
ously assigned tasks.
Misrepresenting respon-
sibilities and obscuring
expectations which cre-
ates confusion.

5. Attending/leading meet-
ings where their
attendance/leadership
would not likely add
value. Implies a lack of
trust and withholds op-

portunities for staff to
learn how to lead teams.

6. Choosing to be involved
in enjoyable work that
does not require their
level of intellect. Suggests
that staff development via
executive engagement is
subordinated to executive
preference.

Step Two

Executives were then asked
(again privately) to estimate
the number of hours they were
currently devoting per week to
each of the functions identified
in Step One. Answers were
documented and tabulated out-
side of the executive’s view.
The total number of hours per
week devoted to the functions
identified in Step One were
then revealed to each
executive. The results appear
below.

° Executive 25
One: hours
° Executive 8
Two: hours
° Executive 13
Three: hours
° Executive 17
Four: hours
° Executive 10
Five: hours
° Executive Six: 7
hours
° Executive 4
Seven: hours
° Executive 9
Eight: hours

Total: 93 hours

The CEO himself endured
the same invasive questioning,
revealing that he too had the
opportunity to meaningfully
redeploy seven hours of his
time.

Needless to say, the totals
took their breath away. Yet
when pressed to explain hav-
ing devoted so many hours to
performing functions that
should be performed by their
subordinates, they stated that
doing so was necessary since
subordinates were not reliably
producing “ready for prime
time” deliverables.

Failing to require decision-
ready work from their subordi-
nates perpetuated staff incom-
petence and cannibalized the
unique value-added potential
of each executive. Indeed, ex-
ecutives who were struggling
mightily under the heaviest
workloads acknowledged the
inescapable fact that they were
largely complicit in creating an
overwhelming workload for
themselves and delivering un-
dercapacity results.

All who are employed re-
ceive rental payments in the
form of salary in exchange for
behavior and results that align
with or exceed the job
description. Perhaps for the
first time, these executives
recognized that they were re-
ceiving executive-level pay
while performing the duties of
subordinates and that this be-
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havior had vast radial impacts
on retention, innovation, and
the health of the enterprise.

Step Three

Securing commitment from
these executives to redeploy
their time commensurate with
their positions and capabilities
required three final questions.
Again, these questions were
posed in private conversation.

1. Can you identify a major

outcome you are fully ca-
pable of delivering to the
firm—one that you’d be
ecstatic to tackle since it
would produce a water-
shed of benefits for the
organization?
Their responses were im-
mediate and detailed. No
urging was needed. They
had already thought
about and were fluent
with the initiatives they
knew to be of compelling
value. In fact, each of
them genuinely wanted to
redirect their attention to-
ward such initiatives but
had been operating under
the faulty perception that
they alone could ad-
equately perform the Step
One functions.

2. How long would it take to
achieve it?
Again, answers were
documented and re-
vealed to each executive.

3. How does that amount of

time compare to the total
amount of time you are
currently allocating to the
functions identified in
Step One?
Without exception, the
total time spent on Step
One functions was sub-
stantially higher than the
time required to achieve
the watershed outcome.

Next Steps

This three-step process al-
lowed the executives to con-
sider afresh the various initia-
tives they had unintentionally
placed on the back burner.
Once reacquainted with the
richly substantive challenges
they could be pursuing “if only
. . ., getting their cooperation
in developing specific steps
that would free up the requisite
time was easy; they were ea-
ger to do so. Most prevalent
among the next steps were the
following:

e Stop fixing incomplete
staff work; reject it. Elicit
a higher standard of work.

e Stop initiating follow up
on staff assignments; stip-
ulate the required ca-
dence for updates/
deliverables.

e Stop overlooking medio-
cre performance; con-
structively confront it; im-
pose accountability.

e Stop withholding complex
problems from staff. Del-
egate the hard stuff so
staff learn how to choreo-
graph the processes of
capitalizing on opportuni-
ties and neutralizing
vulnerabilities.

e Reconfigure workflow as
needed to align required
functions  with  staff
strengths.

e Learn to develop, define,
and articulate explicit,
measurable performance
expectations.

e Require staff to engage
their executive only after
independently consider-
ing possible next steps,
bringing forward their rec-
ommendations and as-
sociated rationale.

e Require a quality of sup-
port from staff equaling
that which an executive
provides to the CEO.

e Equip staff to handle the
flow of work resulting from
these steps and provide
training as needed. Ex-
press confidence in their
capabilities.

CONCLUSION

The details of this case are
not unusual. The same under-
performing assets, along with
the attendant opportunity costs
may very well exist in your own
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organization. However, based
on an ongoing business con-
sulting career spanning over
34 years, it is clear that the
until the questions in the above
processes are asked and an-
swered, many functions per-
formed by executives can mas-
querade quite effectively, if
unintentionally, as legitimate
executive-level work.

Results like those depicted
in this case study cannot be
elicited in a team event or in a
meeting with the CEO. Instead,
this sensitive and highly indi-
vidualized process requires a
skilled third party who can ex-
tract substantive responses
and constructively challenge
talented senior executives. At
least initially, the process is
usually uncomfortable, primar-
ily because attendant to the
application of scrutiny is the
expectation of change.

But comfort cannot be the
yardstick by which we measure
success—whether personally
or organizationally. Comfort
simply is not how we as profes-
sionals get to the top of our
game and it is not how we lead
our organizations to peak
performance. Indeed, the more
we mature, the more we real-
ize that it is the very antithesis
of comfort that produces
success. In the current busi-
ness climate, modeling the
subordination of comfort to the
temporary pain of meaningful
substantive change s
essential.

CEOs cannot afford to avoid
posing the question: “How
much better could X be if

.77 with X being, for ex-
ample, retention stats, culture,
innovations, the level of busi-
ness acumen among staff, and
the like. Whatever the respon-

ses that emerge, how much
more easily and quickly might
needed adjustments be
achieved with 100 additional
hours of executive time per
week?

In conclusion, permit me to
challenge the readership of the
Journal of Compensation and
Benefits to recreate and com-
plete the below grid. The more
merciless you are with yourself
in completing it, the greater
value it will be to you. Useful
in revealing opportunities to
recapture and redeploy your
time toward the deliberate,
focused development of staff,
consider taking stock of your
current attrition level as of this
reading, and again six months
hence. No doubt you will be
able to discern an increase in
the impact of YOU.

Recapturing and Redeploying Executive Time

What | Do Well and Should Be Doing

Where most of your time should be spent

Populate this quadrant with as many functions
as possible that depict what you are able to do
better than anyone else.

What | Do Well and Should Not Be Doing

Spending time here cannibalizes the time you
have available to function in the upper left
quadrant

What do you choose not to delegate because:
e You enjoy doing it.
e Confusion always ensues if you do not.
e Incoming deliverables are not adequate.
e You have always done it.

What work are you delivering that is actually the
responsibility of another individual or
department?
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What | Do Poorly and Should Be Doing Well
Action required

Any content in this quadrant should spur you to
get the needed experience/education to do well.

What | Do Poorly and Should Not Be Doing
Stop doing these

Any content in this quadrant should cease to be
among your functions.
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