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EXECUTIVE OVERVIEW

Looking for ways to get results.  Leveraging time, energy and influence.  Keeping a boss, colleague or subordinate happy.  Hoping for personal satisfaction.  These activities and concerns give shape to managers’ working days, and we found them to be reflected in the work agendas that managers create to guide their activities.  Work agendas come in many forms:  subconscious mental notes, scribbled scraps of paper, and elaborate lists and charts.  After studying them, we concluded that effective agenda-setting strategies vary in part with the characteristics and conditions of a manager’s job.  Finely articulated and prioritized agendas are useful for some kinds of jobs and conditions, while flexible agendas that are prioritized by theme are more appropriate for others.  We also concluded that managers’ work agendas represent an important bridge between broad organizational goals and plans and their implementation under what sometimes are chaotic conditions in organizations.


There is a long-standing tension between the way in which managerial work is described in textbooks and the way in which many managers experience it.  Virtually all management books revolve around some conceptual model of the manager at work, typically still that introduced by Fayol
 in 1949.  However, descriptions of broad managerial functions such as those used by Fayol ( planning, organizing, commanding, coordinating, and controlling ( seem to bear little correspondence to many managers’ days, and to offer little practical guidance.   Said one manager:


We all went through the B-schools when we were young and the professors had all the answers on the blackboards, computer printouts, and readings assignments.  Everything was so clean and precise.  The problems in the accounting and quantitative courses always had logical answers.  Even the principles of management and policy courses had structure and form, citing the five functions a manager performs or the three steps of strategic planning.  The same is true of the management development programs I have attended over the years.  The trainer has all the answers to my problems—one, two, three.  But I’m here to tell you it really isn’t like that.  My day consists of running from one meeting to the next, fielding questions from my internal staff and outsiders, trying to respond to telephone messages, trying to smooth over an argument between a couple of people, and keeping my ever higher in-basket from toppling down on top of me.  In fact, I feel guilty that I’m not doing the things that the management educators, trainers, and the things I read say that I should be doing.  When I come out of one of these sessions, or after reading the latest management treatise, I’m eager and ready to do it.  Then the first phone call from an irate customer, or a new project with a rush deadline, falls on me, and I’m back in the same old rut.  I don’t have time for time management, let alone strategic planning and designing a matrix structure for my unit.


Indeed, scholars who have followed managers around for a while have come back with descriptions of their activities that differ from the classical management functions.  Contrary to the textbook image of managers as reflective, systematic planners, Mintzberg concluded that their work was carried out in brief contacts with a wide variety of people, and characterized by fragmentation and an unrelenting pace.
  John Kotter and Rosemary Stewart described the numerous constraints with which managers must contend, among them time pressures, information processing limitations, managerial interdependence, and knowledge gaps.


Consistent with these reports from the field, Cohen, March and Olsen have suggested that organizations sometimes resemble “garbage cans” in which order emerges from the random interaction of  problems, solutions, choice situations and participants, rather than from intentions, plans and consistent decisions.  Timing and participation can shape outcomes.
  In other words, managers sometimes make decisions in response to factors such as the people they are meeting with at a particular time, pressure to address problems that are thrust suddenly into the spotlight, windows of opportunity that can be linked with an existing problem, and the existence of a pet solution.  “Development of organizations is less a product of intentions, plans and consistent decisions than of incremental adaptations to changing problems with available solutions within gradually evolving structures of meaning,” March and Olsen later observed.
  From this perspective, managers cannot hope to clean up entirely the disorder, but must learn to give shape to and go with the flow.  Consequently, Carroll and Gillen suggested that a key to understanding managerial behavior might lie in study of their work agendas, since this is where broad organizational goals are translated into behavior. 
  Building on their work, we came to suspect that agendas help managers mediate long-term goals and plans and the constraints, opportunities, interdependencies and ambiguities that they encounter on a daily basis.


Until now, what we have known about managers’ agendas came mainly from the work of  John Kotter, who pointed out the significance of agendizing in the work activities of fifteen general managers he studied.
  He noticed that their agendas were largely mental, broad in scope, and developed incrementally as they peppered people in their network with questions.  They also seemed to look for projects that could achieve multiple objectives.  Kotter concluded that relatively loose agendas and multi-purpose projects help general managers take advantage of windows of opportunity and use their time efficiently.

We took this work further by studying the agenda creation and implementation activities of 45 managers.  While Kotter’s observations concerned only upper-level managers, we also studied the agendizing of mid-level and lower level managers.  Because so little is known about managers’ work agendas, we wanted to identify the key ways in which agendas differ one from another, and come up with tentative explanations of why they differ.  We also wanted to learn how managers create and use work agendas, and how agendas might be linked to motivation and satisfaction.  We conducted in-depth interviews with all the managers, and studied samples of any written agendas they created to guide their work.  In three instances, we attached ourselves to managers for several days, following them through all their work activities and observing how they constructed and implemented their agendas.  We also visited some managers several times, over periods ranging from three to eighteen months.  The group consisted of 36 men and nine women, most of whom were in their late 30s to late 40s.  The youngest manager was 24 and the oldest was 63.  Thirty-two of the managers were Caucasian and 13 were of other origins.  They carried out managerial activities in a variety of types of organizations:  high-tech and low-tech manufacturing facilities, an aerospace company, an insurance firm, a health maintenance company, a public school system, two universities, a federal government organization, and a large military installation.  We analyzed the information we collected through precise use of grounded theory methodology.
  We developed our ideas about how and why agendas differ as we went along, using what we learned in one interview to guide us in establishing the criteria for the next interview.  We continued in this way until we had what seemed to be a broadly applicable model of agendizing behavior that made sense to us and to the managers we interviewed.  


We discovered immediately that most managers were not conscious of how their agenda processes operated, and that interviews were necessary in order to understand any written materials they showed us.  Most managers seemed to develop and use agendas in the same way that they operate their automobiles—as vehicles that get them to their destination with little conscious effort.  For example, one manager insisted that he did not use a work agenda.  Yet, when asked about his plans for the following day, he replied:


What will I do tomorrow?  Well, I’ll see Bill first.  He just got back from vacation.  I’ll fill him in on what’s happening the last few weeks.  Then we have a blown machine in Ohio that’s got to be fixed.  We’ve had several of these lately.  We’ve got to find out what’s causing this.  Then there’s a couple of other problems I’ve got to look at.


HOW AGENDAS DIFFER FROM ONE ANOTHER 


We found that work agendas come in many forms:  hourly agendas and agendas that span years; agendas that concentrate on things and others that focus on people; small agendas containing just a few items and agendas covering a vast array of topics; agendas of meticulously cross-linked items, and loose agendas of unrelated items.  Some work agendas we encountered were entirely mental, but others were written out—sometimes very neatly, but other times scribbled on the back of an envelope or a scrap of paper.  And as we’ve noted, we found that some individuals deny that they have an agenda at all, even though they readily can describe a mental work plan for the day.  Agendas seemed to differ in four key ways: size, focus, specificity, and prioritization.

Size


The agendas we encountered ranged from five to 25 items.  Agenda size seemed to remain relatively constant for individual managers.  When the number of items to be attended to passed some kind of cognitive limit, managers sorted and regrouped them, sometimes creating a new agenda with a particular focus.  For instance, the executive of a startup firm described how the economic side of his work agenda--which included items such as “get financing,” “analyze cash flow” and “figure taxes”--grew so large that he created a new agenda that he thought of as “money matters.”  Thus, it is important to recognize that managers often have multiple agendas, which they rarely think of  at once.  To gain a full picture of  a manager’s intentions, one must surface all these agendas.

Focus


Two common foci were time and task.  Managers typically seem to think in terms of short, medium, and long term agendas.  Short term usually means daily to weekly.  Medium can refer to one month to two years, and long term normally addresses a several-year period.  As mentioned above, managers also sometimes create new agendas that group together task items relating to a particular topic, such as money matters or career development.  In addition, some managers create subagendas, which list the steps required in order to implement a particular task, such as a product launch.


While managers seemed to make deliberate decisions to focus agendas around time periods or tasks, we also observed other, less conscious ways in which agendas differed in focus. The boundaries of agendas ranged from a manager’s personal work, to the work of those with whom the manager has formal links (e.g. subordinates, designated staff, superior), to relationships beyond these limits (e.g. peers and stakeholders external to the manager’s unit or firm).  In addition, some agendas included a preponderance of tasks that could be accomplished without other people, while other agendas included many tasks that directly involved other people.  These differences could stem from differences in the nature of the jobs--or from differences in how managers approach their jobs.  Some managers may gravitate to tasks that they can do themselves, while others prefer to work through other people.  A large number of externally and relationally-oriented agenda items may indicate that a manager is extending his or her activity beyond the orbits required by the job.  This will tend to develop the manager’s interpersonal network, which in turn builds influence through which the manager can implement his or her agenda.
  Thus, focus may suggest the extent to which a manager is attempting to build influence with others and assure implementation.  A question to ask in evaluating one’s own agenda is whether its focus supports successful implementation and achievement of one’s aspirations.
Specificity


Agendas varied in their degree of specificity:  the degree to which items referred to times and amounts.  Some agendas had a preponderance of quantified items, while others were vague.  Quantification allows a manager to readily determine when an item has been completed.  However, as will be discussed later, creating specific agendas in turbulent environments may have costs.

Prioritization


Finally, managers’ work agendas differed in the degree to which items were sequenced or weighted.  We encountered agendas sequenced by time, and others sequenced by importance or urgency.  Prioritization can increase effectiveness by focusing attention on the most significant items.  However, under certain circumstances, there are trade-offs for efficiency of execution.  Prioritization only works to the extent that the manager can accurately forecast the events of the day.  Unexpected opportunities may emerge but be ignored.  Some managers eschewed highly prioritized agendas in order to remain flexible and open to opportunities.  Agendas also differed as to whether it was discrete tasks or broad themes that were prioritized.  Prioritization by theme can help managers focus, while preserving flexibility to respond to a changing environment.  As described in the next section, we concluded that managers may need to adapt their agendizing style -- including the way in which they prioritize -- to the characteristics of the job in its environment.


Figure 1 juxtaposes the agendas of two company presidents for the same week, and illustrates some of the qualities of agendas discussed in this paper.  Ted Schmidt is president of a  thirty-year-old manufacturing firm with 300 employees, which was acquired two years ago by an international conglomerate that has an American division.  Rob Bentley is founder and president of an independent 25-year-old company with 50 employees that produces products and services for the banking industry.  Bentley had spent the prior three weeks traveling to client banks and giving invited talks, so his agenda actually compresses a month’s worth of office activities into a week’s time.  Both Schmidt and Bentley are considered to be very good managers by others.  Their agendas differ in size but are similar in focus.  Both company presidents had in mind a few major thrusts or themes for their activities during the week.  They also had a list of specific tasks they hoped to accomplish.  Their agendas contain both specific and vague items.  In the pages that follow, we  return periodically to these two cases for illustration.

_____________________

Insert Figure 1 about here.

_____________________    

WHY AGENDAS DIFFER FROM ONE ANOTHER

Both factors internal and external to managers seem to affect the type of agendas they create.  The internal imperatives we identified are personal style and the manager’s experience of the job in his or her life:  the level of satisfaction it is providing, and competing goals and interests.  External imperatives include work characteristics such as volume, degree of horizontal and vertical interdependence, the origin of assignments, the scope of the job, the degree of innovation required in the job, and the degree of unpredictability.  We suspect that agendas take shape at the nexus of these internal and external imperatives.  An effective agenda is one that strikes a balance between personal style and the realities of the job in its environment.

A matter of personal style?


Personal style does seem to affect the form one’s agendas take.  In particular, some people in our sample had a strong need for structure and wrote out their agendas whenever possible.  Others detested structure and risked missing events and appointments rather than be committed to an agenda.  These qualities did not seem to differ systematically on the basis of gender, age or race alone.  The styles of two friends, Charles Foreman and Neil Oldham illustrate the extremes.  Foreman, the CEO of a printing firm was, by his own description, “compulsive about being organized.”  He carefully recorded in a notepad each item that required attention.  In turn, these items were placed into one of many agenda categories, such as “home/upkeep,” “home/social,” “work/social,” and “work/new projects.”  At the beginning of each morning, he updated each agenda, transferring items to a master calendar.  As he accomplished agenda items over the course of the day, he drew a line through them.  Reflecting on his system, he said:


I believe it’s nothing more than a function of style.  I’m very comfortable doing it that way.  It is something that comes very natural.  It works.  Other people could look at my style and say, ‘Oh my God, you’re so organized.  It makes me sick.  You spend more damn time writing your list than you do getting things done.’  Yeah, I mean you could really criticize it if you wanted to.  (Pointing to his desk)  That desk right now in my judgment is cluttered.  There is too much paper on there.  Rarely, do I have that much on my desk.  (There are two pieces of paper, arranged symmetrically, on the otherwise immaculate desktop.)  You can go into Neil’s office right down the street and you’ll see piles of paper all over his desk . . . When I look at a desk like that I say, ‘Why, this guy has no idea what he is doing two days from now or three days from now.  There’s no way he can.’  And yet he’s going to arrive at the same meeting I’m going to arrive at, at the same time.  He’ll probably be earlier than I will be.  So I don’t know that we teach ourselves these things.  I’m much more of a believer that you kind of evolve a system that works for you.


By contrast, Neil Oldham, a successful senior partner of a small insurance agency, placed his highest priority on attending to personal relationships.  Whenever family and friends would call, he would drop whatever he was doing and would converse for as long as the other party required.  This habit resulted in constant displacement of his work activities.  Similarly, if a client called inquiring about the progress being made on an account, Oldham would immediately pull the account out from the middle of a stack of papers and shift it to the top of the pile, re-prioritizing the client’s work.  Because he emphasized human contacts above all else, this manager was unable to adhere to any pre-established agenda.  Surrounded by piles of papers, he waved his arm across the desk and commented:


Look at this mess.  Now my buddy, Charles Foreman, is very much an advocate of you handle a piece of paper once and out it goes.  I can’t do that.  I’m not able to do it, I think, because of outside influence.  In fact, I’m not able to do it because I’m fundamentally a teddy bear and like to hang on to all that stuff.  So there’s a dramatic difference between us . . . In fact, I probably find a fair amount of my self-worth in how busy I look.  You open that cabinet and you will find out that I have great self-worth because that pile is two feet high . . . Pressure dictates how things happen.  I think it’s madness, but I haven’t found anybody who could help me clear that up.  I always take phone calls from my kids.  I think that’s just one of the things that I expect of myself as a parent and I hope that my kids expect that kind of accessibility from me.  Therefore, if I’m working on those, and the call from my daughter in college comes, that suddenly becomes a priority . . . I’ve spent a lot of time studying the psychology of me and I’ve almost concluded that the way I am is the way I am.  I don’t do too many people any harm at it, so I may just stay this way.  And the economics have been very kind to me.   


Clearly, Charles Foreman and Neil Oldham have different ways of managing their activities.  Yet, both men were successful, financially and in the eyes of their peers.  Their comments and behavior suggest that personal style is an important factor in their agendizing behavior.  However, Oldham also mentions external factors:  the importance of  “outside influence” and “pressure” from valued constituencies (such as clients and his children), and a favorable situation that allows him to give full rein to his personal style.  He suggests that, if the situation changed, he might have to rethink his ways of allocating attention.


Our interviews with managers also indicated that they increase the time and effort devoted to agendizing when they are dissatisfied with organizational, unit or individual performance.  For example, the general manager of a large industrial electronics firm stepped up noticeably the amount of time he spent creating new agendas after annual financial statements revealed substandard performance.  Once he understood the reasons behind the shortfalls, he created a new divisional strategy and twelve new programs intended to improve performance.  Throughout this time, the notebook he used as a workspace for forming his short and medium term agendas doubled in size.  Similarly, the executives that Kotter studied were most likely to create agendas during the first six months of their tenure, after they had assessed where organizational improvements could be made. 


On the other hand, the tendency of managers to write out detailed, prioritized agendas seemed to decrease with experience with the task at hand.  This may because the experienced manager often is able to handle situations as they arise.  For example, one of the most seasoned executives in the study, a marketing vice president, had developed routines for quickly handling most situations he encountered.  Consequently, his agendizing was limited to scheduling appointments, often without indicating what the appointments were about.


Finally, other goals and interests in a manager’s life constitute internal imperatives to agendizing.  Carroll and Gillen
 pointed out that most managers have life agendas that influence their work agendas.  When we recognize the degree to which agendizing is a mediating activity, it becomes more important to try to bring try to bring personal goals and organizational goals into alignment.  This reduces the competition for agenda space, and ultimately, the manager’s attention and energy.  This is worth considering in the case of one’s own life and work agendas, and also in relation to the agendas of those one supervises.

What constrains personal style?


Volume, interdependency and origin.  We observed that work volume, interdependency and origin of work assignment seem to have strong relationships with agendizing behavior, and complex relationships with each other.  When work items are self-generated and self-focused, personal style and cognitive limits may determine whether or how a person uses work agendas.  It may take a relatively large number of items to compel the person to engage in formal agendizing.  However, as interdependence increases—i.e. others cannot complete their work until the incumbent finishes his or her task—the need for formal agendizing seems to increase.  This may be because interdependence increases the cost of uncompleted items:  If another person’s performance suffers because of the manager’s delay, the manager likely will be the first to know.  Agendizing seems to become even more extensive if items are imposed by others, particularly others with power over the manager (such as his or her boss).  In short, the pressures to create articulated, prioritized agendas seem greatest when the job holder receives many items from dependent, powerful others.


These relationships are exemplified by the case of Pam Forester, a project manager we observed over time who did not have subordinates.  As more people became dependent on her for project-related information, she began spending more time writing out her agenda.  Prior to becoming a project manager, she updated her agenda once a week.  Within a month of assuming the new job, she began spending thirty minutes to an hour every morning reviewing her agenda.  She also created a distinct agenda workspace.  Previously, she would work on her agenda wherever she happened to be, using a penciled-in calendar.  Now, she began to perform most of her agenda work at her desk, using one pad for information-gathering and another for recording the agenda.  Her long-term agenda (six months) was posted on her office wall and looked much like a PERT chart.  Projects were linked by multi-colored arrows.  Next to this was a board on which goals and project-related information were recorded.


The same general relationship illuminates one reason why some of the corporate executives in our sample engaged in only low to moderate amounts of agendizing.  Given the broad scope of their jobs, one might at first expect that these executives would exhibit the greatest amount of agendizing.  However, when their jobs were carefully examined, it was evident that, although they had many things to accomplish, they had few people directly dependent on them for job completion.


Consider the case of Frank Boman, CEO of a large holding corporation, who had ten general managers of other companies reporting to him.  While Boman met frequently with these managers, most of the meetings were of a reporting nature in which the general managers would review earnings statements.  They were seldom directly dependent on Boman:  that is, they did not need Boman in order to complete the bulk of their work.  Similarly, his support staff all had goals and projects that they could complete independently.  Thus, because most of his work involved supervising others’ agendas, he seldom constructed a written agenda of his own.  He explained:


I rarely use a detailed, written agenda.  I tend to have other people writing their agendas rather than me writing my own.  This is because of the very general nature of the job.  For instance, if there is a chief executive of a company that reports to me, or a chief operating officer, they’re the ones that should have a detailed agenda to arrive at certain objectives.  To the extent that we agree on what the objectives for the year are, they are written, but that’s the extent of what I keep recorded.  The far more definitive agenda is how they (the general managers) intent to accomplish those objectives, and I expect their agendas to be carefully laid out and in writing.  From these agendas, I determine my check points.  The things that I think will probably be the most troublesome items on those agendas are the items that I would continue to monitor pretty closely to make sure of the direction they were pointed in.

The agendas of Ted Schmidt and Rob Bentley that appear in Figure 1 also demonstrate ways in which agendas seem to be affected by the degree of interdependence with powerful others that a job involves.   Schmidt’s agenda for the week is much longer than Bentley’s, particularly when Bentley’s prior three weeks of travel are taken into account.  Both are presidents of companies.  However Bentley is the founder of an independent enterprise, while Schmidt runs a company that was acquired two years ago by a conglomerate.  The headquarters has imposed policy, structural and cultural changes on its new subsidiary, as well as strict monthly operating goals.  Schmidt was required to receive training in these new operating methods and is held accountable for implementing them.  He maintains frequent telephone contact with a superior at American division headquarters.  Thus, Schmidt’s job involves much interdependence with powerful others.  By contrast, Bentley is starting to plan for retirement and a major thrust of his agenda is preparing top managers to take over for him.  He is striving to reduce his interdependence with his managers. 


Identifying a relationship between work interdependence and agendizing behavior suggests that managers should be aware of the enormous effect of adding tasks involving interdependence to their work, especially ones in which others are directly dependent on the manager.  Each new interdependent link adds to the pressure felt by the manager.  The number of potential complaints about waiting increases, as may guilt from not always being able to meet others’ demands.  It also follows that adding more personnel to a project may geometrically increase the number of weak links in the chain, causing it to exceed a manager’s cognitive limits and ability to cope.  Managers finding themselves unavoidably placed in such situations probably should engage in more formal agendizing.  In particular, they might want to experiment with multiple linked agendas, which are discussed below.  They allow work to be rationalized, while preserving some flexibility through compartmentalization.


Scope.  Agendas are likely to vary with the scope of a manager’s responsibility.  For one thing, interdependency and origin of work assignment tend to change as one ascends a managerial hierarchy to jobs with broader scope.  Based on our exploratory work, we expect that lower level managers will tend to have the most formal or specific agendas.  This is because their bosses often set forth specific tasks or goals for them.  However, because these jobs also tend to be restricted in scope, only one or a few agendas are needed.  Middle managers often are given broad goals that may not involve a great deal of direct interdependence.  Consequently, they may create less detailed agendas than lower level managers.  However, because their responsibilities are broad, they will tend to have a greater variety and number of agendas.  Lastly, because upper level managers tend to assign work items to others, they will have the least specific agendas, although their agendas will be quite varied.


In particular, scope of the job appears to affect agenda focus.  Agendas seem to take on an increasingly relational and external character as a manager becomes responsible for greater numbers of people and functions.  Managers tend to assume a coordinating and integrating role, which involves meeting with others.  Increasing job scope also brings with it more responsibility for effective organizational design and positioning.  This requires the maintenance of a large, dynamic set of external contacts, which results in agendas that focus on these contacts.  In the agendas of both company presidents, Schmidt and Bentley, we see many meetings with others, including people outside the company.  Indeed, Schmidt’s daily schedule consists of non-stop meetings, during the course of which he attempts to implement items on his agenda. 


The scope of a job also seems to affect agenda prioritization.  In jobs with narrower scope, it tends to be discrete tasks or goals that are prioritized.  In jobs with a broad scope, the  managers we studied sometimes prioritized by selecting a theme or two to emphasize.  General managers typically realize that organizations can only focus on a few key issues or themes at any given time.  We observed managers at the highest levels spending significant amounts of time deciding on the themes they would promote.  They reinforced these themes whenever opportunities presented themselves.  For example, general manager Henry Wainwright decided that quality was to become the corporation’s highest priority.  This set in motion a multi-million dollar process that was to take six years to implement.  During this time, rarely a meeting passed in which quality was not discussed.  Likewise, an R & D manager who was trying to get his unit to become more market-focused, tied all of the major change items on his agenda to a “field-site” theme.  He took every opportunity to get his engineers out to the field to interact more with customers.

Effective managers also look for high leverage opportunities
 through which multiple agenda items can be implemented, and for projects that offer a substantial increase in organizational performance relative to the energy expended.  For instance, one executive we studied described how he turned a relatively mundane agenda item -- adding a wing to an existing building--into a high impact item.  He designated the new wing “an incubation center for high promise startups,” and announced that only “star” performers could work there.  He furthered several of his goals at once.  Getting the wing built meant that space-related hiring restrictions would be lifted and that he could hire new people.  He also emphasized the value he placed on entrepreneurship and created a means to reward high performance.

These prioritization strategies are particularly appropriate for chaotic, “garbage can” environments in which good timing facilitates results.  They allow for, and even take advantage of, high levels of ambiguity and unpredictability.  Prioritization by theme identifies those opportunities which are to be sought or created.  One might try to attach the theme to as many events as possible, recognizing that it often is difficult to predict which efforts will succeed and which will fail.   In other words, the emphasis is on finding a fit between goals and environmental conditions, and on trying to piggyback goals on situations that show movement.  Relative to prioritization by theme, prioritization of discrete tasks or goals is inflexible.  Thus, in jobs with broad scope or high unpredictability, many managers try to find ways to shape ambiguous events in accord with their priorities, and to prioritize while remaining flexible.  In our extended example concerning the agendas of two company presidents, Rob Bentley used this approach.  An important theme he returned to repeatedly was preparing top managers for his retirement.  He looked for opportunities to develop his top managers while carrying out other items on his agenda.  When he took advantage of these opportunities, he got a double return on his time investment.


 Identifying the relationship between job scope and agendizing behavior suggests that managers should rethink their agendizing habits when they change jobs, or when their responsibilities change.  They might benefit from institutional support or training in this regard.  Agendizing strategies that worked in one job or role may not be as effective in a new job with a broader scope, or one situated in a more turbulent environment.  Greater attention to developing interpersonal networks, more flexibility or prioritization, and greater attention to the agendas of others also may be required in a new job or role.  It may take managers some time to detect these new, somewhat hidden requirements.


Degree of change sought.  The amount of change a manager is required to generate also seems to influence the qualities of his or her agenda and the amount of time spent agendizing.  Managers who were tasked with changing their organizations tended to be concerned with more issues, and created larger agendas, than managers concerned with maintenance.  Once again, the contrast between the agendas of Schmidt and Bentley is relevant:  Schmidt’s long agenda could be affected by the fact that he was being urged by company headquarters to bring about substantial change, while Bentley was not involved in that degree of change management.  Managers in a “build” mode tend to be heavily involved in information-gathering, and this seems to lead them to devote more time to agenda construction.  Sometimes, they may use their agendizing work as a way of making sense of what is going on and constructing alternative scenarios of how to proceed.  For example, Bill Bradley, general manager of a successful medium-sized industrial electronics division, had spent three years trying to generate double-digit growth figures.  He had collected a vast amount of information and used numerous means for recording and retaining it (e.g. notepads, drymarker boards, a portable computer that he brought to meetings).  Bradley began to set aside distinct periods of time for digesting this information and reviewing and updating his agendas.  Since having embarked on the growth campaign, he reported spending 30 percent more time on agendizing.  He bounded these periods of time from other organizational activities, typically working after hours.


Managers assigned change responsibilities also seem to spend extra time and effort sorting and prioritizing agenda items.  Because change-focused managers have more to attend to than managers engaged in routine activities, they run a greater risk of becoming overloaded.  Consequently, prioritizing items into high, medium, and low importance categories becomes an important way of cutting an agenda’s size.  However, innovation also requires that agendas be flexible.  The change managers we studied were unable to predict many of the barriers they would encounter as plans were implemented.  Having to frequently revise their expectations resulted in agendas that were tentative by design.  For example, when putting together his growth plans, Bill Bradley had assumed that most of the new employees he would need could be attracted in the community.  But as he stepped up hiring, local leaders expressed fear of becoming overly dependent on the company.  After wrestling with this issue for three months, Bradley’s boss announced a cap on all hiring.  This forced Bradley to shift his expansion efforts overseas.  Reflecting on the decision, Bradley noted that he almost always had multiple means in mind for accomplishing the more important items on his agenda.  This was a strategy he had developed since taking on the job of general manager.

Managers involved in change also sometimes find that they must fracture their agendas; they create multiple agendas around different change sectors.  For example, Ron Adams, general manager of another growing industrial electronics division, divided his long term agenda into six parts: introducing a total quality process, integrating R&D and sales efforts, expanding an international program, moving the division to more spacious quarters, buying several related companies, and unifying the disparate elements of the division.  Within each of these areas, he created distinct action sequences, and these constituted his daily and weekly agendas.  This exemplifies a strategy for managing the tension between inviolable sequences of actions and pressures for flexibility.  Adams could shift his attention from agenda to agenda as opportunities to move forward in each sector presented themselves.  However, his agendas also grouped together those items that had to be attended to sequentially.


Degree of work unpredictability.  From the above, we concluded that work unpredictability plays an important moderating role with respect to optimal agendizing behavior.  In other words, when job characteristics push a manager to form detailed agendas, the degree of work unpredictability will limit the amount of specificity that is functional.  For example, some managers who had voluminous amounts of work struggled to create structured agendas.  But because their work was so unpredictable, they found that they had to keep their agendas open-ended.  Many of them developed strategies for dealing with this tension between volume and unpredictability.  These strategies included prioritizing themes rather than tasks, fracturing agendas to identify necessary sequences and areas of flexibility, and identifying multiple means to achieve key goals.

IMPLEMENTATION

Although agenda implementation was not the focus of our study, our findings do support Kotter’s
 emphasis on the ways in which well-developed interpersonal networks facilitate implementation of agendas.  Kotter pointed out that managers use these seemly casual webs of relationships to gather information and seek out support.  These activities often are crucial for the successful implementation of agenda items.  Most of the managerial agendas we studied included a great many items that hinged on collaboration with other people.  This suggests that skills in developing and maintaining interpersonal networks indeed are important.  Managers also should learn to communicate with others about their high priority agenda items, and assess their receptivity.  If they sense resistance, they need to be more persuasive or modify the agenda.  In our study, we found several managers who had extensive agendas but poor interpersonal networks.  One such manager, Don Sawyer, was tasked with introducing a new project.  His sparse network limited his ability to gain the support he needed from his company’s manufacturing and distribution systems.  Further, he added numerous items to his agenda that ran counter to other managers’ product launch agendas.  Consequently, few of his agenda items were implemented, and ultimately, he was fired.

AGENDIZING AND SATISFACTION

For many managers in our study, the successful implementation of agenda items affected their sense of achievement.  Charles Foreman reported experiencing a sense of accomplishment at work to the extent that he was able to complete all the items on his agenda.  He was frustrated when he was unable to cross off particular items.  He scrutinized these, trying to figure out what was preventing their accomplishment.  Then he would re-prioritize, either giving these items extra attention or discarding them.  Managers at an aerospace company also described their frustration with incomplete tasks, and their pleasure upon accomplishing agenda items.  Said one manager:


Yesterday was a real good day.  I did all the things I set out to do.  I felt really good one day last month too.  I completed a big project quickly halfway through the month.  I reached my figure and fulfilled my obligations.  My worst days are when little is accomplished.  My biggest frustration is that I can’t usually do what I want to do because I’m always fire-fighting and problem solving.  I try not to feel frustrated but I do take home unfinished things.  I feel frustrated because I can’t follow my plans in a systematic way.


These remarks are consistent with the “Zeigarnik effect”
 a need for closure that drives individuals to finish incomplete tasks ahead of new tasks.  However, our study also suggests that agenda completion is not the only factor that affects satisfaction.  One manager said that he rarely felt a sense of satisfaction when all of his agenda items had been cleared for the day.  Upon further questioning, he described feeling satisfaction and a sense of achievement when he was able to change the title and responsibility of a long-time staff person whom he liked and felt was treated unfairly.  The difference between that item and the others was that it was self-initiated.  By contrast, most items on his agenda originated externally.  A campus-level administrator expressed similar sentiments:  his feelings of accomplishment and satisfaction were limited because “completed” agenda items kept coming back:


We don’t seem to be able to solve problems once and for all.  We just push them aside.  I encounter the same problems again and again.

Indeed, this particular manager quit after one year in the highest levels of campus administration because of his feeling that nothing really was accomplished except putting out fires and responding to demands of others.  This relationship between accomplishment of self-initiated goals and tasks and satisfaction was supported in still other interviews.  Said a third manager:


My boss gives me a project,  so I have to put aside my project for his project.  This makes me mad.  His project could have been done by him.  If it’s something I started, I don’t want to turn it over to somebody else.

In other words, satisfaction may depend not only on the number of agenda items completed, but also on their personal value to the person implementing the agenda.  Personal value appears to be influenced in part by whether the item is self-initiated or imposed externally.  Managers who are concerned about subordinates’ motivation might refrain from imposing so many items on their subordinates’ work agendas that subordinates cannot accommodate goals and tasks that are high on their own personal work agendas.  Likewise, in constructing one’s own agenda,  it may be advisable to include as many self-originated items as are feasible.  Finally, this suggests that it may be well worth the effort involved in trying to harmonize personal and organizational agendas.

SUMMARY

Through analysis of 45 managers’ agendizing behavior, we concluded that not only personal characteristics but also work characteristics and conditions seemed to shape the kinds of agendas that the managers created.  When conditions are relatively favorable, managers may be able to follow their personal style of agendizing.  However, work characteristics and conditions such as high volume, interdependence and unpredictability, and responsibilities for implementing change, may force managers to adapt their personal style in order to be more effective in achieving outcomes.


We came to understand work agendas as both mediating and enacting mechanisms.  They are mediating mechanisms in the sense that managers use them to bridge the gap between the long term organizational goals and plans that they are tasked with implementing and the changing opportunities, constraints, and interdependencies that they encounter in the moment-to-moment process of managing.  We suspect that the more fluid the situation is, the more agendas can become mechanisms of enactment.
  Agendas may begin as loose compilations of people, tasks and deadlines.  However, as managers prioritize items and link them together, they may create an easily-remembered story about what it is that they are trying to accomplish.  Other people are recruited to be actors in that story as opportunities arise.  Thus, we concluded that appropriate agendizing behavior may range from the use of finely articulated agendas to flexible agendas prioritized by theme, depending on the situation.


It appears that as the volume of work, the interdependencies with other people, and the amount of change required increase, so does the use of formal agendas, the amount of time invested in this process, and the length and complexity of the agendas.  In general, as work becomes more unpredictable, effective agendas become less linear.  Managers begin to use techniques such as multiple linked agendas and prioritization by theme in order to prioritize while remaining flexible.  They may emphasize the same few themes at every opportunity.  They also preserve multiple avenues to their most important ends.  On the other hand, in stable situations, higher level managers may use simpler agendas than lower level managers because fewer people are directly dependent on them for task completion.


The commercial planning devices that we have encountered generate intricate, structured work plans.  Our research suggests that these tools should be useful for people whose jobs are complex but relatively predictable.  However, these type of tools are not appropriate for people working in situations that involve rapid change or unpredictability.  Indeed, use of such systems could prove demoralizing as managers find themselves unable to complete many items.  In addition, excessively detailed plans can divert attention from the most important themes of an agenda and cause managers to miss high leverage opportunities.  On the other hand, electronic scheduling devices could prove useful to many managers.  For example, hand-held devices are available that enable the user to record notes in the course of activities and create daily, weekly and monthly schedules, to which are attached files of information.  The information can be displayed, printed and transmitted to others in various ways.  While schedules record time commitments, a manager still must do the hard work of evaluating the links between these commitments and the goals—the agenda items-- that are to be served by them.


In addition, managers may want to bear in mind the following points:

· While interdependence is fundamental to life in most organizations, remember that new interdependencies usually increase the complexity of personal work agendas.  When you are in a highly interdependent situation, you may need to create more detailed and prioritized agendas.  When flexibility also is essential, creating multiple agendas may help you keep track of your responsibilities to others, and identify inviolable sequences of action and areas of flexibility.

· In ambiguous situations, try thinking of your high priority agenda items as themes that you will return to whenever an opportunity presents itself.  By continually reinforcing a high priority theme, you may shape the way in which others interpret events and behave.  In addition, look for “two-fers” and “three-fers”—opportunities to accomplish more than one agenda item at once.   Sometimes, you get this extra leverage through the way in which you define a situation to yourself and to others.  Your definition might link the situation to other items on your agenda.

· Consider whether your personal goals, or life goals, compete in your agendas with the organizational goals you are charged with implementing.  If they do, try to find ways to resolve some of these conflicts.  Likewise, subordinates may be more productive if you can resolve conflicts between their work and personal agendas.

· Think about the focus of the work agendas you typically create.  Do they tend to emphasize either tasks that can be accomplished without others, or building and maintaining relationships with others and accomplishing tasks through others?  Does the focus tend to be limited to those to whom you are formally linked, such as subordinates, staff and superiors, or does the focus extend to peers and external stakeholders?  A narrowly focused agenda could mean that you are not building the interpersonal networks and the influence necessary to accomplish your work objectives.  When you change jobs or job responsibilities, you should reevaluate your agendizing behavior to be sure that it is appropriate for the characteristics of the new job.

· Try to avoid imposing so many items on the agendas of subordinates that they cannot accommodate goals and tasks that are high on their own personal work agendas.  On your own agenda, include as many self-originated items as are feasible.  Both of these measures  support work satisfaction.
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