MANAGEMENT

Stop the clocks and start the flow

A sense of timelessness in the workplace can be surprisingly productive, says Sarah Butcher

here would we be

without clocks,

watches and elec-

tronic personal
organisers? Late and disor-
ganised, maybe. But also,
quite possibly, higher-
performing, more satisfied
and more creative.

People who become so
immersed in what they are
doing that they forget what
time it is, work better. The
advantages of “timelessness”
are such that organisations,
instead of putting clocks on
‘the wall and ensuring that
employees adhere to a sched-
ule, should go out of their
way to create a “space” in
which timelessness can be
nurtured.

This is the opinion of
Charalampos Mainemelis,
assistant professor of organi-
sational behaviour at the
London Business School. In
an article in the Academy of
Management Review, Prof
Mainemelis says timeless-
ness is one of the few experi-
ences at work to combine
complete involvement in the
task at hand, peak perform-
ance and pleasure. Employ-
ees who experience it will be
more motivated and more
productive.

Prof Mainemelis is not the
first to make a connection
between timelessness and
high performance. The con-
cept can be traced back to
Plato and more recently to
Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, a
professor of psychology at
Chicago University. Prof
Csikszentmihalyi is best
known for writing on “flow”,
a mental state resulting
from uninterrupted atten-
tion and total involvement
in a task; timelessness is one
of its corollaries.

Taking his cue from
Prof Csikszentmihalyi, Prof
Mainemelis suggests several
steps to encouraging
timelessness:
® People should work auto-
nomously and without dis-
ruption.
® The work should be mean-
ingful and challenging — but
not so challenging that it
becomes arduous.

@ Individuals should be able
to judge how well they are
doing.

® The work should be an

end in itself, not merely a
source of income.

® Meaningless work,
extreme workload pressures,
imposed work times and the
enforcement of a particular
style of working are to be
avoided.

So far, timelessness has
not proved particularly pop-
ular with practitioners — per-
haps partly because Prof
Mainemelis’s criteria could
prove difficult to apply to
many jobs. “This is not
something that companies

‘Flow’ is also valued
for its ability to
unleash creativity

are too crazy about,” admits
Prof Mainemelis. “When you
start working to deadlines
everything can seem too
complex and problematic.”

Flow is a different matter.

Prof Csikszentmihalyi has
been expounding its virtues
for 30 years and has gained
quite a following in the pro-
cess. He lists the Swedish
police force and Volvo Cars
among his fans.

At Volvo, he says, giving
employees more autonomy,

clearer goals and better feed-
back has helped them. Swed-
ish police officers have
gained flow simply by being
allowed to work alone. When
in pairs, one officer tended
to take charge, leaving the
other unmotivated; working
individually restored the
sense of challenge.

The information technol-
ogy sector is fertile ground
for flow; programmers bene-
fit from the increased con-
centration. Although not
ostensibly following Prof
Csikszentmihalyi’s doctrine,
Microsoft has encouraged a
culture based on e-mail
rather than the telephone,
resulting in fewer interrup-
tions. Ulrich Holt, the com-
pany’s European human
resources director, says
employees needing to think
are able to work in individ-
ual offices or outdoors.

Flow is also valued for its
ability to unleash creativity.
Anne Miller, managing
director of The Creativity
Partnership (a subsidiary of
technology innovator the
TTP Group), is among those
running workshops for this
purpose. To help stimulate
flow, she asks participants to
perform engaging but simple
tasks such as mentally rota-
ting shapes.

Alfred Legner, inter-
national director of DZ
Bank, is among Ms Miller’s
pupils. He says playing with
shapes has advantages: “The
flow state is very neglected.
It is not only a source of
product innovation but a
method of arriving at a stra-
tegic vision for the future.
We are at present involved
in a discussion of what bank-
ing will look like in three
years’ time; it makes it
much easier to project this.”

Mr Legner says businesses
need to give employees the
space in which to achieve
flow. Prof Mainemelis
agrees. He also says employ-
ees should be free to under-
take activities that facilitate
it. These are likely to vary
according to the individual
but may include rituals such
as sharpening pencils or
playing a computer game.

Companies that get it right
are likely to be a hit with
employees. Prof Mainemelis
says the sense of timeless-
ness that comes from flow is
the same as the one some-
times generated by intense
love and moments of epiph-
any. As a result, it is so
enjoyable that employees
who have experienced it
once will seek to re-create it
of their own accord.




