HOW TOP EXECUTIVES SPEND THEIR TIME

BY Ka Kit Ho, Seat #26


The demand on a company president’s time can be overwhelming. Almost from the moment he or she wakes up in the morning to the moment he or she goes to sleep; the executive is hunted by swarms of people who want something: dealers demanding fast delivery, distributors demanding lower prices, stockbrokers demanding information, charity leaders demanding money, to name just a few.


When the executive leaves his office at the end of the day, the day’s mail goes into the briefcase. 1Gregg Candon, “Executives of Today.” Business Education World, January-February 1998, p.7. This race against the clock is made necessary by the fact that the head of a company must keep up a cheerful public relations front and appear to have corporation president complains that his middle name is “beck-and-call,” 2Ibid., p.18. 


For top executives, there is no such thing as a typical day. on Monday there may be a board meeting; Tuesday, a road trip; Wednesday, an industry convention. Just as the boss is thinking that Thursday will provide a chance to catch up in the home office, something will call him or her out of town again.


The result of this kind of pressure, of course, is long hours of overtime. The average company president works 53 hours a week, not counting the time spent at home over a bulging briefcase. Many top executives put in 62 hours a week. To make every hour measure more than 60 minutes, the executives at the top have worked out a series of time-saving devices to cut meetings short and otherwise lighten the load.


One of the more time-consuming trends of recent years has been the development of increasingly good manners among America’s top executives of business. Different executives have different approaches to the matter of saving time. Some will seize any and every opportunity to dash off some dictation—in their cars, planes or trains—believing that his is the high road to efficiency. There may have been a day when the top executive greeted visitors with a quick handshake from behind his or her desk, but not any more. The usual technique now is for the boss to come out to meet a caller and politely usher him into his office. Chances are, the room resembles a living room more than an office.


The front office design is as varied as the top men themselves. Some think that top executives have very large desks. Some do. A few of the top executives have done away with a desk altogether, using a coffee table and a telephone stand instead. One company president says, “If 
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you put a desk between you and the other fellow, he feels your business is in the desk; but if you have a table, he feels your business is with him.” 3George Brown and John Wooding, Time Management for Executives, 

(New York: William C. Brown, 1990) p. 328.


The trouble with this kind of gracious office living is that it puts the caller into such a relaxed moods that he tends to sit around, passing the time of day and wasting the time of the boss.


Yet, there are ways to keep the flow moving. A dynamic marketing director keeps his office temperature at 55 degree to discourage anyone hanging around for too long.


Because of the endless stream of visitors, telephone calls, and other interruptions in the office, many executives actually welcome travel. It gives a chance to catch up on their business reading and other matters they may have let slip


Another time-consuming aspect of the top job is worry. These highly competent top officials don’t worry about their ability to perform; their worry comes from having to hire and fire people. This painful aspect or the top—management hob bothers even the toughest of these executives. If you don’t have some sentiment, business becomes too realistic. But you can’t let sentiment dominate. Sometimes you’ve just got to cut your 
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losses.


What seems to be needed now, in view of the shortage of executives, is a way to retain the services and talents of people past retirement, without reducing the enthusiasm of the young people on their 

way to the top.
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