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As the old adage goes, when you’re at the bottom of a hole, the first thing you should 
do is stop digging. When you’re utterly overwhelmed by your workload, stop doing your 
job the same way—and for god’s sake, stop doing your job the same way, but till 9pm 
every night.  

Recently I started a new coaching assignment with Bill, an accomplished radiation 
oncologist at a major teaching hospital. He’s a clinical and academic superstar, but even 
his strong back is beginning to bend beneath the weight of his work commitments. 
Although he came to me for time management help, an analysis of his workflow 
revealed that the most significant factor affecting his ability to get his work done wasn’t 
his personal work habits at all. (﴾As I’ve written before, time management struggles are 
usually just manifestations of larger, underlying systemic problems.) It was the way the 
scheduling software had been set up.  

The hospital scheduling software assigns to Bill a pre-determined number of clinic slots 
each week. However, each patient requires radiation “contouring” after the visit, which 
essentially consumes an additional clinic slot. But because the software doesn’t count 
contouring as a clinical visit, he ends up with so many visits that he has no time to do 
the contouring for all the patients he sees. 

The solution, of course, is simple for anyone who remembers the Kobayashi Maru (and 
video here): change the software to treat contouring as a clinical visit, and then block 
out the appropriate amount of time to handle each patient. Bill just asked the IT 
department to change the software, and already he’s doing dramatically better.  

But this story begs the question: if the solution is so simple, why didn’t Bill—who’s no 
dummy—make this change on his own? Why did he need to talk to me before coming 
up with this idea? After all, in lean organizations you see people with far less intellectual 
horsepower making these kinds of improvements everyday, in every department, and 
every job function. (Norm Bodek has written the book—literally—on this kind of kaizen.) 

I think that Bill, and anyone else who keeps digging when they’re at the bottom of the 
hole instead of figuring out a better way to do their job, is handicapped by poor 
leadership. Mark Graban talks about 25 leadership behaviors that create a culture of 
continuous improvement. In my experience, leadership at this hospital exhibits very few 
of them, which stunts Bill’s innate “kaizen creativity” as surely as poor soil and drought 
stunt the crops on a farm. Bill is certainly creative enough in solving his patients’ 

http://timebackmanagement.com/blog/the-iceberg-that-sinks-performance/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kobayashi_Maru
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8N-H1lz3OJ4
http://www.amazon.com/The-Idea-Generator-Quick-Kaizen/dp/0971243697
http://info.kainexus.com/thank-you-leadership-behaviors-webinar
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oncologic problems, but because his hospital doesn’t value kaizen in operational 
processes, Bill’s not in the habit of figuring out better ways to do his job. 

We’ve all been exhorted at one time or another to “work smarter, not harder.” Those 
words are awfully easy to say, but they put the entire burden for being “smarter” on the 
employees.  They exempt management from any responsibility for creating an 
environment that fosters smarter work. Perhaps senior leadership should try “leading 
smarter” for a change.  

 
NOTE: I’ve changed my corporate name from “TimeBack Management” to “Markovitz 
Consulting.” My new contact info is: 
 

www.markovitzconsulting.com 
dan@markovitzconsulting.com 

  
My new website won’t be live for another few weeks, but please update your address books, 
email clients, white lists, Christmas lists, etc. in the meantime.  
 
 

(Like this newsletter? Read my weekly blog post here.)  
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