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Concept of Time-Span of Discretion
The essence of an assignment in managerial organizations is that a subordinate is expected to use his/her
capability to overcome the un-anticipatable obstacles that inevitably arise in working towards a goal.
The time-span of a role can be thought of in terms of the longest periods of time during which a
subordinate’s tasks require him/her to be using his/her discretion in coping with the inherent
uncertainties and complexities of each task.
All work requires that the individual doing the work must continuously balance the pace at which
he or she is working and the quality of the output produced; i.e. must work just quickly enough
and just well enough: not so quickly as to produce substandard quality; and not so preoccupied
with quality as to be too slow.

Single-Task and Multiple-Task Roles
There are two types of roles in managerial hierarchies:
• Single-task: A subordinate is assigned only one task at a time.
It is only when each task is completed that the subordinate gets the next task to do.
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(Covers the case where a subordinate might be given two or more assignments at one
nal
time, but is told the order in which they are to be completed.) Most Str-I roles are singleDevelop
task.
ment

• Multiple-task: A subordinate has two or more tasks on his/her plate at any given time,
many of which are discontinuous in the sense that they cannot be completed at one go.

● TimeSpan
Measure

The person is faced with the problem of ensuring that all discontinuous tasks are
progressed so that each one is completed to quality standards and on time.

ment

Nearly all roles at Str-II and above will be found to be multiple-task.

General Procedure

Reprinte

Interview the immediate manager to explore the actual tasks that the manager is assigning to thed with
permissio
subordinate. It is the manager, and only the manager, who decides the QQT/R—quality standard
(Q),
n of
quantity (Q), target completion time (T) and resources (R)—of these assignments.
Cason

The immediate manager’s decision about QQT/R for any particular assignment is an objective
Hall &
fact; however the manager might have arrived at that decision.
Co.
Publisher

Where possible, it is useful also to interview the subordinate to get his/her picture of the assigned tasks.
s

Any discrepancies between the manager’s stated assignments and the subordinate’s understanding of
these assignments can be used for further clarification of the role.
In the case of a newly established role, or a vacant role, the immediate managers should be asked about
specific examples of the types of tasks he/she intends to assign to the role.
An official time-span measurement (validated) is complete only when the manager’s own manager
has agreed that the tasks being assigned are in fact within the manager’s authority (terms of reference) to
assign. This segment is of special importance in the case of new and currently-unfilled roles.

Procedure for Multiple-Task Roles
The time-span of a multiple-task role is measured by finding those tasks assigned to the role that have
the longest target completion time.
Explore with the manager three types of assignment:
•

work for which the role has been established;

•

special projects, e.g. improvement or development projects;
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•

staff development (managerial roles), e.g. target time for induction of new subordinates nal
to the point where they can function independently; or for special staff upgrading projects.

Develop
ment
● Time-

Problems establishing target completion time—“Review” points:

Span
Measure

Managers sometimes get confused between their own tasks and those they assign to their subordinates.
ment
For example, a manager who thinks he has assigned an 18-month project to a subordinate but it turns out
that he/she has the 18-month target, and has assigned only the first phase of 6 months, at which point
he/she will review the work and if satisfactory, will then assign a second 6-month task (and finally if all
goes well, a third 6-month task).
It is thus necessary to discover for any task whether there are shorter-term full review points or simply
Reprinte
in-process review points. A full review point is one in which what has been assigned by the manager
has
been completed. In the case of a phased project, the manager will then assign a next phase (this next
d with
phase might even be assigned to another subordinate). An in-process review is one in which thepermissio
subordinate gives the manager a progress report from time to time and difficulties are discussed, but
n ofthe
subordinate is left to go on towards completion of the project without the manager’s having signed
off on
Cason
progress to that point.
Hall &
Co.

In the full review situation, the subordinate is authorized and required to plan the project development
Publisher
only to the review point; in the in-process review situation, the subordinate is expected to plan and
s
progress the project to an end point beyond the in-process reviews.
In establishing a precise target completion time, it is often useful to employ a successive approximation
(bracketing) procedure where the manager is unsure about the target completion time for an assignment
(“can’t tell how long it will take” or “finish it as soon as possible,” etc.)
In carrying out this procedure, it will be useful for you to inform the manager that for the purpose of the
interview you are going to behave as though you are the subordinate whose role is being time-span
measured.
The following is an example of this type of interview:
Q: Denotes questions asked by the interviewer, who is acting as the subordinate.
A: Denotes the manager’s answers in response to the questions asked by the interviewer-as
subordinate.

Therefore, the interviewer asks,
Q: “What is my name for this interview,” and proceeds to act as though he/she was
“Bob” or “Jane” or whoever occupies the subordinate role.
Q: “Perhaps you could give me an idea of the kinds of tasks or assignments you are
giving me (Bob) to do.”
—Get examples.
3
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Q: “What would be an example of a task that would have one of the longest target
completion times?”
—Get an example.
Q: “By-when would you set as a target for me to complete the task?”
—Get an answer in terms of a by-when: for example, “18 months.”

Professio
nal
Develop
ment
● TimeSpan
Measure
ment

Q: (Bracket upwards): “If I said to you that I thought 18 months was too short and
asked for five years, would you give it to me?”
—The art is to pick a target
time well above the one offered; it helps the manager to focus by contrast.
A: “Absolutely not.”

Reprinte
d with

Q: “Would you give me 4 years?”

permissio

A: “No!”

n of
Cason
Hall &
Co.

Q: “Three years?”

Publisher

A: “Mmm . . . (hesitates). No!”

s

Q: “Two-and-a-half years?”
A: “Mmm . . . maybe . . . mmm . . . but no!”

Q: “Two years and three months?”
A: “All right. That probably would be just okay. But no longer.”

By this process you have discovered that the target completion time is no longer than 2 years, 3 months.
But it might be less than this if there are discrete phases. So ask the following additional questions:
Q: “Are there any shorter phases into which this assignment is broken up? Not, for
example, in-process-reviews, in which you review progress to ensure that things
appear to be progressing satisfactorily, but a distinct stage which has been
targeted for completion in its own right, before a next stage will be assigned?”
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A: “I think so. You mean that I have required you first of all to carry out a full-scale
preliminary evaluation within six months, at which point I would then decide how
to proceed with the project itself?”

Professio
nal
Develop
ment
● TimeSpan

Q: “That sounds like a separate stage. Will I have to limit myself to completing it? Measure
Or are you expecting me also to start up other parts of the process because they ment
have to be got underway from the start, but are not parts of the preliminary
evaluation?”
Possibility One:
A: “Oh no, only the evaluation first!”
Reprinte

This reply signifies that the evaluation is an initial six-month task, as against a reply such as the d with
following which would signify that the six months is only an in-process-review and not a separate
stage.
permissio
Possibility Two:

n of
Cason

A: “Oh absolutely. The preliminary evaluation is only to facilitate budgeting. But you
will have to get a lot of other things underway in order to prepare for other
milestones much later on, while you are also doing the evaluation.”

Hall &
Co.
Publisher
s

Whether the 6-month assignment is a stage, or whether it is not, proceed to discover if there are any subsequent stages. If no stages, then you have a 2-year plus assignment. If there are stages, ascertain the
longest.
Continue this process by asking if there are any longer-targeted assignments in the role, and repeat
the procedure for each one.

An alternative illustrative scenario could have been that the manager replied to the question about two
years and three months:
“Oh, no, as a matter of fact, I really wouldn’t give the full two years. Perhaps
somewhere between one and one half and two years; say, 21 months.”
The point is that this method of questioning helps the manager to pinpoint just what is the by-when that
he or she has actually targeted.
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Diagram 1 illustrates how it is that in a multiple task role, the task with the longest-targeted completion
nal
time sets the longest possible period during which a manager has to rely on a subordinate’s judgment.
Develop

If the subordinate uses substandard judgment on quality, it will often turn up at the
completion of the very short tasks. If the subordinate is maintaining good quality by
being too slow, it may not be evident for some time.

ment
● TimeSpan
Measure

In diagram 1, the beginning of B to the completion of B gives the longest task sequence.

ment

The subordinate can “borrow” against task B as necessary to ensure that all the
concurrent tasks in role are carried out by the target times. But eventually B has to be
completed, on time if possible, and to quality standard.
The variables that the subordinate has to cope with are therefore the summation of all
the variables in the whole of the “task basket” from B to K.

Reprinte
d with
permissio

Diagram 1: Time-Span Measurement of Multiple-Task Roles

n of
Cason
Hall &
Co.
Publisher

A

Review Point
May be either Direct or Indirect

B
C
D
E
F
G
B-K represents
a variety of task
assignments.
The longest sequence for
tasks completed on time
is given by task B.

H
I
J
K
L
M

Key
Completion of task
Task completed in one go
Task completed in a
succession of actions
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Procedure for Single-Task Roles

nal
Develop

The time-span of a single-task role is measured by the longest sequence of tasks that can occur before
the manager will inevitably get feedback if marginally substandard quality work is being done. ment

● Time-

The following Diagram 2 shows why this conclusion is so. If the subordinate is working marginally
Spantoo
slowly, that fact will turn up at the completion of each task, or at least because of the accumulating
Measure
lateness in the course of a few tasks.
ment
As is shown in Diagram 2, however, it is possible for substandard judgment to be exercised for an
extended period of time before any of it will reach the manager’s attention. How this delay occurs is
illustrated in the interviews that follow.
Diagram 2: Time-Span Measurement of Single-Task Roles
x

Reprinte
d with

y

permissio

A

n of
A

B
C
D

Publisher

E
Examples of
single-task roles:
Stratum I
Truck mechanic
Environmental
technician

Cason

Quality is reviewed
Hall &
at completion
Co.

s

F

B

G
In this Batch work the
Review of Discretion is Indirect

Quality is not reviewed
for some time after
completion

H
I

Stratum II
Cost analyst
IT analyst

DEFINITION: Indirect Review of Discretion: indirect review is review of discretion which takes place
not as a specifically organized act of review by the manager, but through the inspection or use by others
of the results of the task, in such a way that if the results were marginally sub-standard this fact would be
noted and reported to the manager.

The longest task-sequence in the illustration is B to F (review point) because E is the first review
point for tasks B - F. The manager may decide to review B, C and D and F when E is reviewed if E is
found to be substandard in quality.
The procedure is to explore with the manager a number of actual task sequences.
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Plot the successive tasks with target completion times, and then plot for each task the longest time
that
nal
could elapse before the manager could rely upon feedback if marginally substandard quality work was
Develop
being done: the quality review point.
ment

Examples of such review points would be:

● TimeSpan

• independent inspection during the task or at the end of the task;
• independent inspection at a later stage in the process;

Measure
ment

• impact upon a subsequent operation;
• final inspection;
• customer goods inward inspection
Reprinte
d with
The questioning might flow as follows, after establishing, as in the case of multiple-task roles, that
you
permissio
the interviewer are taking the role of the immediate subordinate of the manager being interviewed.

Q: “What role am I in?”

n of
Cason
Hall &

A: “You are ‘Bob,’ a detail draftsman, making up job tool drawings from a works order, to be used
Co.
in the tool room for making the tools.”
Publisher
s

Q: “Am I in a single- or a multiple-task role?”
A: “What do you mean?”

Q: “Do I have one thing to do at a time; that is to say, do I finish each task completely before I
start the next? Or do I have a number of tasks in process at the same time?”
A: “Oh, no. You only have one at a time. You have to finish each drawing before you can possibly
start the next one.”

Q: “What kind of judgment do I have to use?”
A: “You don’t have to use any. It’s all routine. But you can make mistakes by failing to follow the
rules.”
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Q: “I see. So I just follow the rules, and nothing is left to my judgment, even how quicklynalI
work?”

Develop

ment
A: “Oh, no. It’s not quite like that. You have to get on quickly enough, but not so quickly that
you
● Timestart making mistakes.” (Note: This kind of balancing of pace against quality is part
Span
of all work.)
Measure
ment

Q: “But there’s nothing else that would matter to the production people?”
A: “Oh, I suppose there are some things. You have to figure out how to lay out your drawings on
the page so that they are convenient for the tool makers to follow. And then there are lots of
small details like whether to provide for tightening of screws by screw drivers or Allen keys, and
Reprinte
so on, that make the tool easier for the operators to use.”
d with
permissio
n of
Q: “I see, and suppose I was using just marginally substandard judgment, how and when
Cason
would that show up?”
Hall &

A: “Oh, I would catch it. You see, I check all your drawings carefully myself before I send them
Co.
down to the tool room. If I find any substandard work, I will amend it myself, or give it Publisher
back to
you to do.”
s

DEFINITION: Direct or Immediate Review of Discretion: review by the immediate manager (or by
someone acting on his or her behalf) of the discretion exercised by a subordinate in carrying out a task,
as shown in the completion time and the quality of the result.
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EXAMPLE 1: Direct or Immediate Review of Discretion

nal
Develop

He then discovered that the longest drawings Bob could get to work on were 40 hours, or one week.

ment

The discovery of a one week targeted completion time led to the chart in Diagram 3.

● TimeSpan

From this chart it may be seen that the longest periods over which Bob can go on exercising judgment
Measure
unchecked is one week, as in the case of assignments A and E.
ment

Diagram 3: Single Task Role: Drawing Office Time-Span, 1 Week (A, E, F, G) – Bob
Direct or Immediate Review of Discretion
Weeks
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8
Reprinte
d with

A
B

permissio

C

n of

D

Cason

E
F
G

Hall &

Task completion
and direct immediate Co.
quality review
Publisher
Indicates longest time ofs
completion (1 week)

EXAMPLE 2: Indirect Review of Discretion
As an indication of what can happen in time-span measurement interviews, at the end of the above
interview Bob’s manager said that something had occurred to him:
He had another subordinate, Betsy, who was very reliable and experienced and whose
drawings he sent directly to the tool room without checking them. [Indirect Review of
Discretion.]
Under these conditions substandard work might possibly not be discovered until the tool was made, sent
to the production shop, and its shortcomings discovered in use. This point could be as much as 6 weeks
later.
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In this case, Diagram 4 shows that the longest sequence of unchecked drawings could be up to 6 nal
weeks—comprising tasks A through F to part of G—a longer time-span and a heavier accountability
Develop
than Bob’s role.
ment

● Time-

Diagram 4: Single Task Role: Drawing Office Time-Span, 6 Weeks (A to F thru part of G) - Betsy
Indirect Review of Discretion

Span
Measure
ment

Weeks
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

A
B
Reprinte

C

d with

D

permissio

E

Task
completion

F

Qualityn of
review

G

Cason

Hall &
Co.
Publisher
s

Definition: Level of Work Range: the range of level of work in a role, from the minimum level below
which the manager could not get all his work done, to the maximum level which the immediate
manager has been authorized to delegate to the subordinate in the role.

EXAMPLE 3: Indirect Review of Discretion
This second example (Betsy) contrasts with Bob’s role, but is similar to another single task role, that of
Jim (Example 3) who was carrying out a lathe operation in the production of certain engineering
components.
If Jim were using just marginally substandard judgment, such as machining the component consistently
too close to the upper or lower limit of tolerance, which would not show up until the component got to
the finished grinding operation, at the very earliest 2 weeks later.
The interview process that elicited this information took the same form as that for Bob’s role,
which is outlined on page 7. Jim’s role was charted in the following form (Diagram 5).
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Diagram 5: Single Task Role Lathe Operator Time-Span—5 Weeks (A to E thru part of F)
Indirect Review of Discretion – Longer and Shorter times for review

Develop
ment
● Time-

Weeks
Span
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

Measure
ment

A
B
C
D
E
F
G

Task
completion

Quality review
Reprinte
(by user of the

d with output)
permissio
n of

Examination of Diagram 5 will show, for example, that beginning at task A, Jim would have completed
Cason
tasks A, B, C, D, E, and part of F, over a period of 5 weeks, before any of the work he had done would
Hall &
have reached the review point at finished grinding—a time-span of 5 weeks if further analysis showed
Co.
this to be the longest sequence in Jim’s role.
Publisher
s

Note that in single-task roles, in which a single task is repeated, the review point of any one piece of
output is an Indirect Review of the judgment and discretion being used to complete each instance of the
task. The review of one piece of output indirectly reviews previous output for the judgment used, for
example, in machine settings, sharpening of tools, adherence to specifications, etc.

A Different Type of Single-Task Roles:
There is finally a class of single task roles that are very important but at first sight seem to be of very
short time-span; as for example, the operators at the control console of nuclear reactors, or air traffic
controllers or commercial airline pilots, or police department dispatchers.
The common initial reaction is that the critical feature of such roles is that of preventing catastrophes—a
nuclear meltdown, or an airliner collision or crash, or a murder or a riot. Given this view of the role,
review points seem to be almost instantaneous or perhaps some hours or days away.
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Such a view is incorrect in a very important respect:

nal

None of these roles is assigned any authority to exercise judgment that can cause a catastrophe.

Develop
ment

● Time- of
systems

Catastrophe avoidance is supposed to be contained by specified procedures based upon fixed
technological control or rules and regulations that give right-wrong, black-white, go/no-go, controlled
Span
actions.
Measure
ment

In such roles, it is important to explore clearly and explicitly, what judgments can and must be exercised
which can have significant effects, but not the catastrophe that could result from a control system
breakdown.
This approach will take you into a world of:
• the passenger discomfort and dissatisfaction that could result from myriad airline
pilot decisions, or
• the increasing lateness of plane landings because an air traffic controller is
marginally too careful and takes 61 seconds per plane landing instead of the
scheduled 59 seconds, or

Reprinte
d with
permissio
n of
Cason
Hall &

• the unnecessary operations generated by a marginally less-than-attentive nuclear
console operator, or
• the slight over response of a police dispatcher to the seriousness of calls coming in.

Co.
Publisher
s

To get hold of such information, it is necessary to question the manager carefully in terms of what could
be the effects of such marginally substandard work. The effects of substandard work may not come
readily to mind because it rarely occurs. Staff of this kind are so carefully trained and committed that
they use effective judgment and prevent the possible consequences.
Once you have discovered the judgment and discretion that has to be exercised in the role, and the
consequences that would follow upon marginally substandard judgment, you can take the final step.
The final step is to inquire about the systems that exist for showing up the consequences of any
marginally substandard judgments and decisions that were made—such as passenger complaints, or
slightly excessive demands made upon services, and carry through the analysis of the longest possible
sequences of undetected marginally substandard work.
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Rationale of Single-Task and Multiple-Task Time-Spans

nal

• Time-span of a role can be objectively measured as described.

Develop

• These role time-spans have been discovered empirically to give a measure of
experienced weight of responsibility.

● Time-

ment

Span
Measure

• Roles with the same time-span “feel” about the same “size” regardless of occupation.
ment
They feel as though they are increasing or decreasing in “size” if the time-spans are
increased or decreased by changes in tasks assigned.
• They elicit the same “felt-fair pay” responses in a given common economic region,
and they elicit the common 3M, 1Y, 2Y etc. boundaries for managerial strata,
regardless of culture.

Reprinte

The question is, however, why is it that time-span seems to coincide with experienced “weight of d with
responsibility” (or more accurately, with experienced level of work)?
permissio
It is suggested that the significance of the time-span measure is that it gives a measure of:

n of
Cason

• the longest period of time that the subordinate has to exercise continuous discretion
in balancing pace against quality in producing a satisfactory output; and therefore,
• the longest period of time during which the manager has to rely upon the
subordinate’s discretion (judgment and decision); and,

Hall &
Co.
Publisher
s

• the longer these discretionary periods of time, the greater is the complexity of the
work in the role that the subordinate has to cope with.
In the illustrated multiple-task role (Diagram 1), from the beginning of B to the final review of B gave
the longest task sequence, in that the subordinate can “borrow” against task B to ensure that all the
concurrent tasks are carried out satisfactorily. But eventually B has to be completed, on time and to
quality standard.
The variables that the subordinate has to cope with are therefore the summation of all the variables in
the whole of the “task basket” from B to K.
In the illustrated single-task roles, by contrast, it was shown that the longest task sequences are
determined by the point at which marginally substandard judgment with respect to quality becomes
evident to the manager, either through direct or indirect review.
The reason for the differences between the time-spanning of the two types of role, can thus be seen to be
that in multiple-task roles you can borrow against time. Your manager will have to rely upon you to
complete many tasks until you finally complete your longest one, before any marginally substandard
work becomes evident.
By contrast, in single-task roles your manager will have to rely upon you to work away on successive
series of tasks that fall between quality review points.
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The common feature, therefore, is determining the absolutely longest series of tasks that you arenal
required to carry during which your manager must rely upon your judgment.

Develop

The length of such series is determined by a combination of two factors:
• first, whether or not you complete each task without a break; and
• second, the length of time before your manager may find out whether you have been
working quickly enough and well enough in quality.

ment
● TimeSpan
Measure
ment

Addendum: Examples of Measured Time-Span
The following are some examples of the longest tasks found at various levels in a number of
occupations:
Reprinte
d with
Accounting
permissio
At higher level, accounting development projects and the development and organization of accounting
n of
departments. At intermediate levels, maintaining the monthly and annual accounts, often with a longest
Cason
task of fifteen months. On the costs and works side, projects concerned with budgeting and the revision
Hall
&
of budgets. Credit control projects concerned, for example, with reducing the average point of payment
Co.
of accounts.
Publisher

Buying
s
At higher level, not so much the act of buying itself, but the act of developing suppliers. At intermediate
level, purchases being negotiated one year to two years in advance with accountability for progressing
them and ensuring that the goods are received when scheduled. At Str-II, the longest task may be found
in connection with the negotiation and progress of purchases within the three-to-twelve-month time
limit.
Personnel work
The higher-level tasks concern special projects in recruitment, selection, organization and training, such
as a training/development program for all managers in large organizations, with shorter projects at lower
levels.
Product development and research
At higher level, translate capital authorization into programs of interconnected research and development
projects assigned to subordinate managers to carry through. At intermediate levels, the direct conduct
and management of assigned research programs.
Production management
At higher level, projects of two, three, five years for major changes in plant or equipment, or more in
dealing with local authorities and outside building contractors on civil engineering construction in
connection with building or rebuilding for the accommodation of a new plant. At department level, StrIII managers are concerned with changes in plant and equipment and method, without the responsibility
for rebuilding and civil engineering. At first-line level, Str-II tasks in connection with the staffing of
sections for the purpose of keeping production underway.
15
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In production engineering, chemical engineering, food engineering, mechanical engineering, etc.
nal
Projects aimed at the specification, design and development of new manufacturing methods, including
Develop
the design and specification of the machine tools, continual-flow-process equipment, large chemical
ment
plants, food manufacturing equipment, etc.
● TimeSpan
Programming and production control
Measure
At higher level, projects concerned with either the development and programming of new production
ment or
methods or with the forward planning of capacity requirements in connection with business expansion
business multiplication plans.

Sales
At higher level, development of new markets or of contact with new customers or the launching of new
products, or the carrying out of very extended sales negotiations. At mid-levels, development of specific
new large customers or customer networks, or time for regular covering of a territory, or date forReprinte
achieving a given increase in sales.
d with

permissio
n of

Further Reading
Jaques, Elliott.

Cason

Requisite Organization, second edition: Cason Hall & Co. Publishers, 1997.
Time-Span Handbook: available from Cason Hall & Co. Publishers, 1964.
With K. Cason, Human Capability: Cason Hall & Co. Publishers, 1994.
Social Power and the CEO: Quorum Books, 2002.

Hall &
Co.
Publisher
s

To purchase additional working papers, books and research by Dr. Elliott Jaques, please go to the
Requisite Organization Library™ bookstore at www.casonhall.com

To download current Featured Research, or further information contact:

membership@requisite.org

16

￭

www.requisite.org

Measurement of Time-Span of a Role Working paper ©1995 Elliott Jaques. All rights reserved. Do Not Copy

