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P
erhaps it’s just what we do 
with the time we’re given 
that creates the perception 
it is escaping us. After all, 
we all have the same 24 
hours in any given day. 
Managed well, time can 

pave the way to greatness, allowing us 
to produce immensely powerful, pos-
itive outcomes. Squandered, it often 
lends itself to disastrous and disap-
pointing results.

Are Your Employees Stealing  
Your Discretionary Time?

Time. It’s the one commodity we can agree is always in short supply. Or is it?  
By Charles J. Douros

S T R A T E G Y

Safety professionals know all too 
well how valuable time is. There is 
constant pull in every direction. 
There’s never enough time spent “on 
the floor” or “in the field.” Company 
reports and regulatory documents 
take hours of office time, interrupted 
by countless emergencies we are called 
to manage. Many safety professionals 
are independent contributors work-
ing tirelessly without staff, and others 
have only part-time direct reports. If 

you’re fortunate to have a dedicated 
staff of safety professionals, managing 
their time is paramount to freeing up 
discretionary time for yourself. This 
discretionary time can be devoted to 
high-value projects, strategic think-
ing, and personal or professional de-
velopment. Frankly, you can do with 
it what you want, not what is being 
dictated or demanded by others.

Consider this: Your employees 
steal discretionary time from you  
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every time they interact with you. 
When you address them, you are di-
verting your own time and attention 
away from that which you would rath-
er be doing. Where do the employees 
fall in your organization? Are they 
stealing inordinate amounts of your 
discretionary time, or are you man-
aging them in such a way that wasted 
time is kept to a minimum?

Adapted from Bill Onken’s model 
on time management, all employees 
can be placed in one of four tiers in a 
time management scale.

Wait Until Told
Those who reside in this largest block 
will steal the greatest amount of your 
discretionary time. These employees 
won’t lift a finger until you direct them 
to do so. You are so busy tending to 
their needs, you don’t have time for 
your own. A new employee fresh out 
of orientation is an example of some-
one who waits until told. Another ex-
ample is an employee who sees a large 
puddle of water on the factory floor 
but does nothing to remedy it until he 
or she’s told to mop it up. The hazard 
will remain until he or she is directed 
to address it. The sooner you can help 
this employee rise up the scale, the 
more discretionary time you will find.

Advise, Then Act
This next group of employees in the 
continuum first advise what it is they 
intend to do, then wait for approval or 
instruction before taking any action. 

They take a bit less discretionary time 
to manage. While it’s a step in the right 
direction, these employees still steal 
too much discretionary time from su-
pervisors and managers. In the exam-
ple where the employee sees water on 
the floor, this employee would notify 
a supervisor that there is water on the 
floor and then advise the supervisor 
on how he or she intends to clean it 
up. The supervisor then takes time to 
evaluate the proposed solution and 
gives authority to continue or direc-
tion on completing the task.

Act, Then Advise
Further up the scale, and providing 
maximum value relative to discretion-
ary time, there is a smaller universe of 
valuable employees who take initiative 
to act on the hazards they encounter 
then communicate their actions to 
you at a later time. “Hey boss, I saw a 
large puddle on the factory floor and 
I put up wet floor signs, told the area 
supervisor, called the sanitation de-
partment, and waited there, diverting 
foot traffic until they came.” It takes a 
more mature organization with high 
trust levels to endorse this mind-set 
among employees. When employees 
take the initiative to act then advise, it 
takes very little time to address them: 
only as much time as it takes to listen 
and thank them for their efforts.

Act on Own Behalf
In most organizations, few employees 
reach the point where they are ac-
countable only to themselves.  Those 
who can act on their own behalf go 
about their business confidently, mak-
ing observations, assessments, and 
good decisions regularly, with great 
acumen and without hesitation. These 

“MANY SAFETY PROFESSIONALS ARE  
INDEPENDENT CONTRIBUTORS WORKING  

TIRELESSLY WITHOUT STAFF, AND OTHERS  
HAVE ONLY PART-TIME DIRECT REPORTS.”

employees make organizational change 
happen and don’t seek approval, per-
mission, or recognition for doing so. 
Their impact may or may not be imme-
diately evident, and improvements are 
often subtle. It is a pleasure to manage 
these individuals since they consume 
none of your discretionary time at all.

Where do the lion’s share of employ-
ees fit in your organization? Are they 
mostly in the “Wait Until Told” bucket, 
stealing hours of discretionary time from 
your day? Are you actively working on 
helping them promote up the scale to 
“Advise Then Act”? Are the trust levels 
in your organization high enough to set 
expectations for more employees to “Act 
Then Advise”? What steps can you take 
to create a culture where more individ-
uals are acting on their own behalf? If 
you’re struggling to find enough time in 
the workday to accomplish more of what 
you want and less of what they want, as-
sess your organization, and answer these 
questions. It’ll be time well spent. 
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