
Prologue: The Truly Scarce Resources
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 effort people can bring to the workplace. When they run into 

trouble, their fi rst (and sometimes their only) reaction is to 

reduce head count, a move that itself is usually demoralizing. 

Their productivity suffers accordingly. 

 This book is about how to change all that. It’s about how 

to manage your organization’s time, talent, and energy with 

the same care that you apply to managing fi nancial capital. 

It’s about how to boost people’s productivity rather than sim-

ply cutting costs. It is primarily a book for CEOs and other 

senior  executives—  the people who are ultimately responsible 

for  allocating the scarce resources we describe. But it’s also 

for leaders throughout the  organization—  leaders of busi-

ness units, departments, or teams, for  instance—  many of 

whom can take steps right now to manage these resources for 

0

100

4,000

Cumulative produced output
(indexed at 100 at year 0)

The best

Difference of
31.5 times
over 10 years

The rest

Year
10

FIGURE  P-  1

Top-quartile companies outproduce others by more than 
30 times over 10 years

Source: Bain/EIU research (N = 308)
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  The productive power index 

 To understand the magnitudes involved, it helps to think of 

an organization’s productive power as an index. We assume 

that a company starts with 100—the output it should produce 

with an average mix of largely satisfi ed employees who can 

devote 100 percent of their time to productive work. That’s the 

top line fi gure 1-1. 

 From this base of 100, we subtract the productive power 

lost to organizational  drag—  all the factors that waste time and 

prevent employees from being as productive as they could be. 

That’s the next line in fi gure 1-1. As you can see, the average 

company loses 21 percent of its productive power to organiza-

tional drag. The index plunges to 79. 

 Now let’s add the gains (or losses) that organizations re-

alize from their mix of talent, collaboration practices, and 

FIGURE 1-1

The average company barely offsets organizational drag 
through its talent and energy

STARTING POWER INDEX

ADJUSTED POWER INDEX

+100

–21

+10

+24

=113

Productive capacity

Time (Drag)

Talent

Energy

Productive output

Productive Power Index: Companies in the Bottom Three Quartiles (%)

Source: Bain/EIU research
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The best can produce 1.4 times as much with the same resources, 
and this difference compounds every year.

STARTING POWER INDEX

ADJUSTED POWER INDEX

STARTING POWER INDEX

ADJUSTED POWER INDEX

+100

–24

+4

+22

=102

Productive capacity

Time (Drag)

Talent

Energy

Productive output

+100

–13

+29

+28

=144

Productive capacity

Time (Drag)

Talent

Energy

Productive output

Productive Power Index: Companies in the Bottom Three Quartiles (%)

Productive Power Index: Companies in the Top Quartile (%)

and they foster better collaboration. They also  engage and 

 inspire employees to invest more of their discretionary energy 

in the company’s success. That’s how they generate a produc-

tive power index of 144, or over 40 percent more than the 

average of the other three quartiles.           

FIGURE 1-2

The best vs. the rest

Source: Bain/EIU research
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(the  pre-  email version of “Reply All”); the cost of leaving a 

message thus declined, and the number of messages left rose 

accordingly, perhaps to ten thousand a year. Then, fi nally, 

came today’s layers of  networks—  phone, email, IM, and so 

 on—  in which the cost of communicating with one person or 

many hundreds of people is virtually nil. Not surprisingly, the 

number of messages has burgeoned, perhaps to fi fty thousand 

a year (see fi gure 2-1). Taking, responding to, and dealing with 

the consequences of all those messages obviously puts a bur-

den on the individual. But it’s not only the people directly con-

cerned whose time is consumed. Other employees must also 

get involved. The more senior an executive, the more time oth-

ers will have to spend fi ltering, organizing, and coping with 

those fi fty thousand messages and conversations. 

 Today, companies have  time-  tracking tools that weren’t 

available in the past. With the widespread use of Micro-

soft Outlook, Google Calendar, Apple Calendar, and other 

Communications per
executive per year 

~5,000
1970s 1980s 1990s 2000s

~10,000
~15,000

~25,000
Person-to-
person/mail–
centric 

Voicemail-
centric 

Email-centric 

~50,000

Collaboration-
centric 

2010s

FIGURE 2-1

The dark side of Metcalfe’s Law

Source: Bain & Company
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Ripple effects

Manufacturing

Special
projects

FinanceBusiness
development

Business
lines

Business ops
Procurement

Each dot
represents
one meeting

The true cost of
an ExCom meeting

~300,000 hours/year (~150 FTE)

~27,000 hours/year (~13 FTE)

~7,000 hours/year (~3.5 FTE)

~90,000 hours/year (~44 FTE)
Excom
meeting

One weekly meeting
accounts for 7,000
hours a year

Unit meetings
20,000 hours
a year

Team meetings 63,000
hours a year

Preparatory meetings
210,000
hours a year

Annual total 300,000 hours

FIGURE 2-2

Ripple effects of a single leadership meeting

Source: Michael C. Mankins, Chris Brahm, and Greg Caimi, “Your Scarcest Resource,” Harvard Business Review, May 2014.
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she wouldn’t be able to start other work until late Thursday af-

ternoon. But, of course, they aren’t bunched  up—  they regularly 

 interrupt the manager’s other work. If you were to deduct periods 

of less than twenty minutes of working time from her productive 

time, you would fi nd that she has something like 6.5 hours a 

week of uninterrupted time for tasks other than meetings and 

communications (see fi gure 2-3). Studies have shown that, while 

multitasking can be emotionally satisfying because you feel busy 

and important, your performance drops signifi cantly. 

 The good news, however, is that between 25 percent 

and 40 percent of the typical manager’s time is potentially 

 recoverable. The secret is to bring greater discipline to time 

management.   

Example of manager time budget
(hours per week)

21 8 11

Needed to attend
Necessary

Should not
have

responded
Should not

have
received

Email Individual
work

Individual
working time

Did not need to attend
whole meeting

Did not need
to attend

Should not have been scheduled

Meetings

More than 16 hours per week of time can be liberated

FIGURE 2-3

Meeting overload leaves little time to think or work

Example: 40% of time can be liberated by reducing meeting frequency, 
reducing invitees, and/or reducing email.

Source: Bain & Company
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FIGURE 3-1

A culture of swirl

Complex organizations are often paralyzed by bureaucratic “swirl” and lose focus on what matters.

Implications of “swirl”

Issue requires
resolution

1
New process/

initiative
development

2

Additional
request come
from meetings

Resources and time required
to resolve issues increase
over time as meetings result
in additional meetings and
more work 

High risk of additional problems
and “analysis paralysis”

Counter to cost-reduction
priorities

5

Follow-up
meetings to

review answers

7

Data needed to
answer requests

6

Meetings scheduled
to update on

progress

4 Data needed to
track progress

3

Source: Bain Brief. “Four paths to a Focused Organization”
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than to agree on data, to manage new stakeholders, or to 

 prepare for the next meeting. As the number of nodes pro-

liferates, so does the number of interactions it takes to get 

work done. In a 2015 study, the research and advisory fi rm 

CEB found that more than 60 percent of employees now must 

interact with ten or more people every day to do their job; 

30 percent must interact with twenty or more. These percent-

ages have increased consistently over the last fi ve years. CEB 

also found that between 35 percent and 40 percent of man-

agers “are so overloaded [by collaboration] that it’s actually 

impossible for them to get work done effectively,” according to 

researcher Brian Kropp.  2   

Customer #1

Product #1 Product #2 

Legal 

Marketing 

IT 

Finance 

Human
resources

Customer #2

FIGURE 3-2

Nodes increase geometrically

A simple product function matrix has only 11 “nodes” of interaction, but 
 adding just 2 units on a 3rd dimension creates 26 nodes—more than double 
the complexity.

Source: Bain & Company
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burden comes to 4.2  full-  time equivalents per hire, including 

the executive’s own time (see fi gure 3-3).  4   

 So  spans-  and-  layers changes that eliminate unnecessary 

supervisors can be helpful. But they’re helpful only if they are 

done right. The rule of eight, for instance, is rarely applica-

ble. Highly repetitive transactional work can typically support 

a broad span of control, involving perhaps fi fteen or more 

people under one supervisor. Specialized work requires closer 

FIGURE 3-3

The true cost of your next manager

As managers move up the hierarchy, their need for support staff grows. 
Here’s how much time this takes up for everyone involved.  

Source: Michael C. Mankins, “The True Cost of Hiring Yet Another Manager,” Harvard 
Business Review, June 2014.

2.0

Manager

1.3

Junior
manager

 

3.0

VP

4.2

EVP/SVP

2.6

Director

“Caravan”
of assistants

Work created for 
others

Own time 
consumed

Hiring a junior 
manager means 
adding about a 
third of someone 
else’s time

Most senior executives
create work for about
three other people
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the potential number of nodes.  Accountabilities  determine 

which nodes are activated or deactivated through assign-

ment of responsibility, authority, and resourcing.  Governance 

 determines the frequency and nature of interactions across 

nodes. And  ways of working  shape how effi ciently and effec-

tively people execute these interactions. To take work out of 

an  organization—  and to make it stay  out—  a company must 

systematically address each element of the operating model.  5   

  1. Simplify the structure 

 A complex operating model invariably leads to a complex 

structure and too many decision nodes. Yet that’s the trap 

many big companies are caught in: their operating models are 

needlessly complex. Rather than choose a dominant dimen-

sion for decision making, for example, they adopt a variety of 

Strategy inputs

• Ambition and purpose 

• Portfolio and business
unit strategies
specifying where to
play and how to win 

• Cost envelope and 
affordability targets 

• Leadership and 
management model 

Impact on work

• Determine what
work gets done, 
where it gets done, 
and who does it  

• Determine how we
act and interact to
get the work done 

• Determine if we 
have the right
talent with the right
tools to do the
work efficiently 

Operating model building blocks

Structure
Account-
abilities 

Governance
Ways of
working

Capabilities 

People Process
Tech-

nology 

FIGURE 3-4

Simplify the operating model to eliminate work

Source: Bain & Company
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FIGURE 4-1

All talent is not created equal

“The best” are often a lot better than “the rest”

Source: Bain & Company

Retail
sales
associate

Navy  
Seal 

Software 
developer

Best vs. average performance 

Repetitive,
transactional tasks

Creative, highly
specialized tasks

3x 12x5x 8x

9x

10x

Fish 
butcher 

Blackjack
dealer 

Corporate
attorney 

2x

Barber 
Cardiac 
surgeon

6x

1x 3x 5x 8x 9x 10x 12x 2x 4x 6x 7x 11x 
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The rest—14% A-level talent

Business-
critical roles 

Roles that are not
business critical 

A-level talent across business critical roles

0

20

40

60

80

100%

%
A-level talent is
spread evenly
across all roles 

The best—16% A-level talent

Business-
critical roles 

Roles that are not
business critical 

A-level talent across business critical roles

0

20

40

60

80

100%

%

A-level talent 

95% of business 
critical roles
are filled by
A-level talent

FIGURE 4-2

While the best and the rest have similar amounts of A-level talent, top companies focus that talent on 
 business-critical roles

Source: Bain/EIU research (N = 308)
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Compelling leadership signature
internal graphic

Rigorous data and redesigned 360 feedback
HR workflow 

Who How What 

Analytical engine 

• Behavior explains 40%–60% of variability in performance 

• Leadership behavior biggest driver of culture (nonlinear relationship) 

• Single longitudinal database for all outcome, behavioral, and contextual data 

Tough love.

Delivers.

Inspires.

Winner. Collect 360 feedback 
with minimum hassle

Interpret through 
analytical engine

Provide predictive and
actionable feedback

Take action, assess 
impact, refine

Driven to be the best,
and wants to win.
Open to new
angles and rapidly
absorbs learnings.
Shows real grit and
will do what it takes

Cares about and
delivers results.
Juggles many
balls, yet cuts
through the
noise and sets
sound priorities.
Stays focused
until what has been
promised has been
done.

Radiates optimism, and
approaches challenges
with a ‘yes we can’
attitude. Respected and
builds a deep following

Demands results, yet
cares deeply. Effortlessly
‘tells it as it is’ and gives
insightful feedback that
can be acted on. Links
consequences to
delivering promises

FIGURE 4-3

Case study of European financial services company

Big Data capability was applied to leadership and culture

Source: sqn

233531_04_081-116_r0.indd   102
233531_04_081-116_r0.indd   102

11/3/16   7:17 A
M

11/3/16   7:17 A
M



1234567891011121314151617181920212223242526272829303132

Focus Measure
Linkage to 

rewards Frequency
Leadership’s 

role

Evaluate • The “what” • Outcomes • Meritocratic
•  Meaningful 

consequences

•  Semiannual 
performance 
reviews

•  Establish objectives
•  Determine performance

Coach • The “how” •  Behaviors, 
methods, and 
style

• Never •  Daily and real-time 
coaching sessions

•  Role model behaviors
•  Coach each individual to 

personal full potential

FIGURE 4-4

Separating coaching from evaluation is critical

Source: Bain & Company

233531_04_081-116_r0.indd   109
233531_04_081-116_r0.indd   109

11/3/16   7:17 A
M

11/3/16   7:17 A
M



TALENT

112

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

retention, and engagement. Here’s how Hoffman and his coau-

thors defi ne the concept in their book  The Alliance : 

  When Reid fi rst founded LinkedIn, for example, he offered 

an explicit deal to talented employees. If they signed up for 

a tour of duty of between two to four years and made an 

important contribution to some part of the business, Reid 

and the company would help advance their careers, prefer-

ably in the form of another tour of duty at LinkedIn. This 

approach worked: the company got an engaged employee 

who worked to achieve tangible results for LinkedIn and 

who could be an advocate and resource for the company if 

he chose to leave after one or more tours of duty. 

 The employee transformed his career by enhancing his 

portfolio of skills and experiences. By recasting  careers at 

your company as a series of successive tours of duty, you 

FIGURE 4-5

Weiner’s Venn diagram to identify difference makers

Source: Jeff Weiner, CEO, LinkedIn, linkedin.com.

Dream 
big 

Execute

Know how to 
have fun 

People I
most enjoy 
working with 
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Employee engagement by industry (percent)
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FIGURE 6-1

Employee engagement is a problem in every industry

Source: Bain/EIU research (N = 308).

233531_06_133-166_r0.indd   138
233531_06_133-166_r0.indd   138

11/1/16   5:32 P
M

11/1/16   5:32 P
M



1234567891011121314151617181920212223242526272829303132

Inspiration drivers 

Get meaning and 
inspiration from 
their company’s 
mission 

Are inspired by 
the leaders in 
their company 

Have autonomy
to do their jobs

Intrinsic motivators 

Are part of an 
extraordinary team 

Learn and grow
every day

Make a difference 
and have an impact

Have the tools, 
training, and 
resources to do 
their jobs well

The qualifiers 

Have a safe work 
environment

Can get their jobs 
done efficiently, 
without excess 
bureaucracy

Are valued and 
rewarded fairly

Satisfied 

Inspired 

FIGURE 6-2

The pyramid of employee needs

Source: Bain & Company
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PO PO PO PO PO PO PO PO

Squad Squad Squad Squad Squad Squad Squad Squad

Chapter

Tribe

Chapter

Chapter

Tribe

ChapterGuild

FIGURE 6-3

The structure at Spotify

Source: Spotify.com

Note: “PO” in the figure stands for Product Owner.
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at the heart of building an engaging and inspiring working 

environment.    

  3. Develop leaders who deliver 
results  and  inspire 

 Strong leadership is one of the most critical elements re-

quired to move from engagement to inspiration. In the  Bain– 

 Economist Intelligence Unit study, we asked respondents to 

rate their leadership team on their ability to inspire and mo-

tivate. The results are displayed in fi gure 6-4, and they are 

. . . are skilled at
inspiring 

their teams

0 25 50

% of respondents

Strongly disagreeLeaders in our
organization . . .

Disagree Agree
Neither agree nor

disagree
Strongly

agree

75 100%

. . . unlock
the intrinsic

motivation in others

. . . invest in the
growth of others

. . . foster
engagement

and commitment

. . . role model the
culture and values of

our organization

FIGURE 6-4

Does your organization have leaders who inspire?

Please indicate the degree to which you agree with the following statements 
about leaders in your organization

Source: Bain/EIU research (N = 308).
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Setting the tone Leading the team

Connecting with othersDeveloping inner resources

Centeredness
Engaging all

parts of the mind
to become fully

present

Vision

Focus

Direction

Harmony

Empowerment
Co-creation

Sponsorship

Servanthood

Humility

Listening

Empathy
Vitality

CommonalityExpressiveness

Assertiveness

Development

Shared ambition

Recognition

Openness

Unselfishness
Balance

Worldview

Responsibility

Follow through

Emotional expression

Self-
actualization

Self-regard
Stress tolerance

Optimism

Emotional self-
Awareness

IndependenceFlexibility

FIGURE 6-5

Bain inspirational leadership model

Source: Bain & Company
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Desired
Behaviors

Purpose 

Values Beliefs 

Internal
Compass

Organizational
Environment

• Organizational environment: Operating
model, talent systems, rewards and
consequences, and leadership actions that
influence ways of working and behaviors 

• Desired behaviors: Daily behaviors that connect
purpose, values and beliefs

• Internal compass: nonnegotiables that guide
behaviors and decisions 

- Meaningful purpose:  A shared customer
or socially centered purpose that employees
find meaningful and proud to be a part of 

- Winning values: core attributes that are
hallmarks of winning organizations   

Accountability, collaboration, agility,
innovation, ambition, integrity, people-
orientation 

- Reinforcing beliefs: unique to company
based on industry context, strategic choices
& company heritage 

FIGURE 7-1

Anatomy of a winning culture

A system of shared purpose, values, beliefs, and behaviors that drive superior engagement and performance.

Source: Bain & Company
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FIGURE 7-3

Three interventions to activate a performance culture

Raise the ambition and
recenter the purpose

Reawaken the
ownership mindset

Reset ways of working
and talent plan

Elevate the ambition to stretch and engage
the organization. Reenergize and recenter
your purpose by linking each individual’s role
to the company’s customer mission

Litmus test: Can you see your company’s
purpose come to life every day in your
employees’ actions?

Disrupt culture-weakening behaviors and
routines through leadership role-modeling
at critical moments of truth and a consistent
consequence-based reinforcement system

Litmus test: Have you created a culture
of renters or owners?

Litmus test: Are you encouraging and
embedding culture-strengthening or
culture-weakening behaviors?

Having “unfrozen” the organization, embed
the high-performance behaviors in your
operating model, better ways of working,
and talent management systems
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TABLE 7-1

Seven universal values

Culture strengthening Culture weakening 

Innovation

•  Recognize and celebrate risk taking when it was 
done on a  data-  driven basis, even if the outcome 
was not as expected.

•  Create time and space to explore ideas in an un-
constrained manner.

•  Firing someone for bad outcomes related to informed risk 
taking.

•  Constraining resources and time to the point that little effort 
is focused on thinking boldly and from the future back.

Ambition
•  Setting targets that are stretching without 100% 

certainty they can be achieved.
•  Setting targets in annual plans and performance contracts 

that are achievable to ensure consistent payout of bonuses 
for fear of demotivating employees.

High integrity

•  100% adherence to established ethical standards.

•  Surfacing and debating ideas in public forums 
with complete  follow-  through by all participants, 
even those with dissenting views, once the path is 
chosen.

•  Overlooking minor ethical lapses or keeping high performers 
who violate cultural norms.

•  Allowing pocket vetoes by executives or passive noncompli-
ance with the plan.

Accountability

•  Strong commitment to designing in the right mix of 
autonomy and accountability. 

•  Building an operating model and ways of working 
that allow for agility but not ambiguity on account-
abilities.

•  Committed to a recognition and rewards system 
that celebrates results, not promises or intentions.

•  Embracing management practices that are overly directive, 
overmeasured, and micromanaged.

•  Leaving excessive accountability ambiguity in the model and 
expecting teamwork and collaboration alone to resolve. 

•  Egalitarian recognition and rewards systems.
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Collaboration

•  Empowering teams of  high-  performing individuals 

•  Embracing diversity and constructive tensions to 
ensure the best ideas come forward and are fully 
considered. 

•  Externally focused with infl uence gained through 
building partnerships and collaborations.

•  Design in structures, processes, and forums to cre-
ate appropriate levels of constructive tension, while 
also developing ways of working to quickly resolve 
these tensions.

•  Empowering managers and hierarchies. 

•  Allowing the loudest or most senior voices to dominate 
discussions. Failing to create methods of resolving tensions 
constructively and quickly.

•  Internally focused with infl uence gained through managing 
internal politics.

•  Valuing consensus over constructive tension.

Agility

•  Systematically eliminating strategic, organizational, 
and process complexity that dilutes accountability 
and impedes speed.

•  Investing in making change a core competency and 
realizing that change only happens with leadership, 
sponsorship, and effort

•  Embracing agile principles and ways of working 
and knowing when to drive repeatable routines or 
innovate new ways of working.

•  Allowing complexity and bureaucracy to perpetuate ways of 
working that rob the organization of time, talent, and energy.

•  Expecting change to happen once decisions are made and 
plans established.

•  Expecting playbooks, standards, heuristics, and rules to 
direct individual actions and behaviors.

People orientation •  Building an operating model and talent system that 
emphasize performance and engagement in mutu-
ally reinforcing ways.

•  Anchoring the company’s purpose in an inspiring 
 customer-  centered mission.

•  Creating a working environment that sacrifi ces performance 
for engagement or engagement for performance.

•  Creating a purpose that lacks credibility and is far removed 
from the content of an employee’s daily life.
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TIME, TALENT, ENERGY
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 Here’s how the fl ywheel works. The quality of a company’s 

workforce sets the baseline for its productive power. A work-

force composed of great talent can produce more than one 

made up of average or mediocre employees. Teaming and de-

ployment act as a force multiplier, increasing the organization’s 

productive power. Lean organizations, free from bureaucracy, 

allow employees to get more done, with less wasted time. If 

the work has a clear purpose, one that employees value, more 

of the workforce will be engaged. And if the company’s leaders 

see their job not just as managing tasks but as inspiring their 

teams, employees will devote still more discretionary energy 

to the company, its customers, and the community it serves. 

Under these conditions, the fl ywheel spins quickly, unencum-

bered by bureaucracy and fueled by the productive power of 

the organization. 

The spinning
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Source: Bain & Company

FIGURE  E-  1

The flywheel of organizational performance

233531_99a_193-202_r0.indd   198233531_99a_193-202_r0.indd   198 11/3/16   7:17 AM11/3/16   7:17 AM


