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Introduction 
Every day, across the world, time management seminars and time management books draw thousands 
of eager acolytes. Time management is aptly named since it's about management - tactical 
considerations about time. What can I do today, right now, with the phone ringing and three people 
lined up outside my office door? How can I block out my calendar more efficiently? How can I cram 
more work into my day? 
 
Clearly that's useful. Tactical considerations are important. Yet there's a well-documented difference 
between management and leadership. Leaders, we hope, are more concerned with strategic issues. And 
they must approach time in the same manner. 
 
Watching hundreds of supremely effective executives has shown that many of them seem to treat time 
differently from most other people. Indeed, certain leaders seem to have a deeper understanding of time 
- a temporal intelligence that allows them to excel. They understand that time isn't a management 
problem. It's a leadership opportunity. 

White Space and Time Compression 
Take Paul Charron, chairman of Liz Claiborne, who exhorts his executives to be less busy, to cherish 
what he calls "white space": those rare hours free of the tyranny of the calendar. During those "bonus 
hours," he urges his executives to slow down and think. They should focus on effectiveness rather than 
efficiency, asking - even when time is critical - "why?" at least as often as "what?" Charron knows it 
takes time and reflection to stir things up, to innovate and plant the seeds of change. 
 
Then there's Don Knapik, train buff extraordinaire and creator of Amtrak's Acela, America's first bullet 
train, who's very conscious of the malleability of time. What Knapik is selling, he reveals, is "not travel 
but time compression." 
 
That sounds like marketing hype, but a trip on the train shows that time flies on the Acela in ways that it 
doesn't at 32,000 feet. While airborne shuttle passengers are being told to buckle up, sit down and enjoy 
the pretzels, Acela's guests (yes, they're called guests) are up and networking, ambling around and 
savoring gourmet food and wine in the train's spacious cars. An Acela journey confirms what Knapik 
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sensed and Einstein discovered: that time, even commuting time, is relative. It's capable of being 
shaped, sped up and slowed down. 
 
People with high levels of temporal intelligence, like Charron and Knapik, aren't slaves to time. Instead, 
time works for them. They aren't time managers but time masters. They conceptualize and profit from 
time in six different strategic ways. 

1. Leadership Time Travel 
Striving to achieve the "right" time perspective - the best balance of the past, present and future in our 
lives and our work - helps us make sense of things. An appropriate mix gives meaning to history, 
illuminates risks and opportunities that face us "now," and helps us paint alluring pictures of things yet 
to come.  
 
Such attempts at sense-making are similar to investors who use asset allocation models to deliver the 
highest return, carefully dividing their investments into different categories, such as cash, bonds, stock 
and real estate. 
 
Traditionalists celebrate the past, seeing it as the foundation from which people and organizations 
evolve, change and grow - the source of expertise, wisdom and skill. They see the past as a powerful 
ally, a prologue without which no agendas for the present or future can be set. They believe that what 
we do today should be a continuation of what we did yesterday. 
 
Contemporaries operate almost exclusively in the present. Indeed, people and organizations tend to 
view the present as a kind of organizational safe haven. It's a temporal zone in which time-tested 
routines can be perfected, existing methods sharpened and current procedures refined. 
 
Futurists have weaned themselves from the past and present. They live in the future tense, acting and 
thinking ahead. They've discovered the joys (and the good business sense) of imagining and envisioning 
the future, and have rejected the limitations of current routine. Their focus is strategy and innovation. 
 
Most individuals, organizations and even nations seem to be preoccupied with the present. The key, 
however, is to find a temporal golden mean that's the right proportion of past, present and future to 
optimize leadership. 

2. Going With the Flow 
Like the rest of us, time masters live in the perpetual white water of turbulent schedules, caroming from 
one meeting to the next, their days filled with a hodgepodge of different roles - hosting a client dinner, 
taking a phone call, monitoring a colleague, communicating critical information, deciding who gets 
what. They exemplify the multitasking leader, engaging in many activities at the same time. 
 
But time masters don't schedule every minute of the day, nor do they live slavishly by the lines and 
entries in their calendars. They realize that very detailed to-do lists can cause the really important 
priorities of the day to fall through temporal cracks. They refuse to divide up what's actually a 
continuous flow. They perceive time as seamless and indivisible. They go through their day making 
time when needed, joining diverse experiences into a meaningful pattern, creating order in a chaotic, 
fragmented world. Unwitting temporal iconoclasts, they seek continuity, sensing that life - both personal 
and organizational - is a process, a series of gradual changes. 



 
Temporally intelligent leaders don't believe in endings. Instead, they keep discussions going. They don't 
buy into platitudes that insist they must always go for the close, set priorities, summarize action steps, 
assign responsibilities - and finish. Instead, they often purposely leave things open, even ambiguous, in 
the belief that tying up all loose ends can ruin what has gone before. 
 
Time masters have a healthy skepticism towards deadlines as well. They know that deadlines have their 
place, but often shun them when working with people on their teams, because hard stops shut down 
creativity. 

3. Time's Amazing Elasticity 
Ever since Albert Einstein proposed his special theory of relativity, we've known that time itself is a 
relative construct, different for objects (or people) traveling at different speeds. Everything is relative. 
 
Time masters have learned not to rely solely on clock or calendar time. They know the right time to act 
is almost always determined by the competition and the market, not by the clock. No wonder they're 
likely to ask, "How fast is the competition going and in what direction are they heading?" rather than, 
"Will they launch their new product in the third quarter?" 
 
The sea, of course, is the focus of many stories on time's elasticity. The passage of time at sea can be 
measured in distance traveled rather than hours, and fishing days are marked by concepts like dusk and 
dawn rather than specific hours.  
 
When driving or jogging, sometimes time disappears as you're on auto-pilot and you wonder where 
those lost 10 minutes went. In a crisis, time can stop still. 
 
Time can stretch or tighten, and you need to be alert to its elasticity. Don't restrict yourself to clock time 
- living by the minutes or hours. Be aware of the time-related differences of your team members, 
recognizing everybody has a time personality. And try to slow time down. Recognize that top speed isn't 
always the most appropriate pace. 

4. Rhythm 
Rhythm plays a vital role in communication. Martin Luther King Jr. and John F. Kennedy knew that a 
conversation's rhythmic properties give it meaning. Beat and cadence also energize any occasion in 
which passion and enthusiasm play a role. 
 
People possess a remarkable ability to sense, either consciously or unconsciously, the rhythms around 
them and to integrate those rhythms into their own - a process known as entrainment, which involves 
synchronizing different rhythms. Leaders with a high level of temporal intelligence are able to get 
people and teams to adjust their activity patterns so they align closely with one another. They know that 
dissimilar rhythms cause most of the problems between individuals and between individuals and their 
environment. They know, too, that selecting the right rhythm can make or break organizational 
transformation. 
 
Joäo Viera Da Cunha and some MIT colleagues wrote that "model organizations are those that are able 
to synchronize with the pace of those phenomena underlying their activity ... Managers thus play a very 
different role under this understanding of time. Their role is to foster consideration of relevant rhythms." 



 
That doesn't mean speed is unimportant. It means that incorporating "faster is better" with the right 
rhythm can provide an organization with an important competitive edge. 
 
Leaders must also be alert to zeitbegers - temporal cues from the surrounding environment. E-mail, for 
example, has changed the rhythm of our day and is a zeitbeger. Every organization is subject to 
numerous external rhythms that dictate how we do business, from economic cycles to seasons, if you're 
in the vacation or air conditioner business, to quarterly reporting requirements. Organizations are also 
subject to internal rhythms like budgeting cycles or weekly meetings.  
 
Make an inventory of the zeitbegers, or external pacers, that drive the rhythms of your organization, 
weeding out those that are no longer relevant and the source of wasteful recurring activities. Harness the 
power of entrainment to create new organizational rhythms. 

5. Chronos and Kairos 
The Greeks delineated two types of time. Chronos, named after Zeus's father, was the time we monitor 
through watches and clocks. It's a limited asset and must be used sparingly. But they believed there was 
another kind of time, which they named kairos, after Zeus's youngest son.  
 
Kairos isn't concerned with minutes, hours or days but with the "right time," the point at which 
everything changes - when a sailboat, for example, catches the wind and is almost sailing itself, or when 
a decisive point is made in an argument. A kairotic moment marks an opportunity or point of departure.
 
A kairotic moment might be when you suddenly decide that a junior analyst is ready to become a 
manager and you promote her ahead of schedule, or when you decide to increase your factory's capacity 
even though the raw numbers suggest otherwise, or when your gut tells you the high-end product with 
those wonderful margins is about to become a dog.  
 
The kairotic moment usually isn't apparent beforehand. It requires a sense of timing. Each of us has a 
kairotic clock within us that can act, if we let it, as a temporal guide. The key is learning how to read 
this kairotic clock accurately and master the courage to rely on it. 

6. Time as Energizer 
Time isn't something just to be endured, dealt with or managed. Time can be an energizer, the source of 
creative impulse. It can help us, if we're patient, as when we plant a garden or invest in a long-term 
bond. 
 
Sometimes there's a virtue in doing nothing and allowing time to take its course. That's what the Tampa 
Bay Lightning did after the hockey team won just 27 of its 84 games in the 2001-'02 season and fans 
were calling for immediate action. Instead, team management waited for things to jell, believing in the 
squad they'd assembled. Two years later the team won the Stanley Cup playoffs for hockey supremacy. 
Goalie Nikolai Khabibulin told the Associated Press the secret was "doing nothing." 
 
Oprah Winfrey, a woman of action, always involved in a multitude of projects, says, "One of the biggest 
lessons I've learned recently is that when you don't know what to do, you should do nothing until you 
figure out what to do."  
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Similarly, create white spaces - breaks in which you can nurture yourself and think. Constant activity 
doesn't always lead to productivity. 

Conclusion 
Temporal intelligence is as important to leadership success as long-heralded behaviors such as 
empowering others, modeling the way, challenging the status quo and creating shared visions. Whether 
it's a fresh new sense of how a team's rhythm can be changed or how slicing, dicing and calendarizing 
time can be trumped by the continuous flow of peak experience, time intersects with almost everything 
you do and can be harnessed by increasing your temporal intelligence.  
 
- End - 
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