
This deck covers 8 common workplace topics and offers suggestion on how you 
should approach them.  I’ve been collecting data on and off for years and thought it 
would be nice to have it all in one presentation friendly spot.  Feel free to use pieces 
of this presentation as the need arises. 
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‘Maximizing productivity’ is another way of asking to the team to squeeze water from 
a stone. The stone consists of the hard resource and time constraints the team 
operates under.  Naturally, the cost of failure to pull off a productivity miracle is 
couched in terms that most people wish to avoid. 
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People commonly measure ‘what was accomplished’, but often this is a poor measure 
of productivity.  It is possible to check in code and design decisions that must be later 
fixed or removed at great cost.  If you only measure work accomplished, you could 
generate great ‘productivity’ numbers but never ship a working product.  The real 
measure of productivity is valued working code in customer hands. 
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Most managers plow through the act of management with few guidelines other than 
gut or habit on what works best.   Luckily there is a large body of well researched 
material out there on what works.  Not all of it agrees.  However, there are some 
obviously broken concepts such as overtime that should be put to rest. And there are 
some practical ideas like small team sizes that offer a big boost for relatively little 
effort. 
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Let’s start with the most common productivity boosting strategy, overtime.  
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Ford chewed on this problem for 12 years and run dozens of experiments.  As a result 
of Ford’s experiments, he and his fellow industrialists lobbied Congress to pass 40 
hour a week labor laws.  Not because he was nice.  Because he wanted to make the 
most money possible.  We like to think of a 40 hour work week as a ‘liberal policy’ 
when in fact it was hard headed capitalism at it’s finest.   
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I love this graph. It shows the complete idiocy of crunching for long periods of time. 
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You’ll have to imagine the curve here. Chapman is using money produced as a 
measure of productivity.  Highmoon is using ideal hours as a measure of productivity. 
Both graphs show that productivity goes negative after an initial boost in productivity.    

8



9



10



11



When you crunch, you pay. 
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From http://www.shrm.org/hreducation/Creating_Flex_Work_PPT_Final.ppt
Research has shown no negative effect on worker productivity when employees 
participate in flexible work options. In fact, there is growing evidence that flexible 
work has a positive effect on productivity.  
A meta-analysis of 31 flexible work studies found that flexible schedules increased 
employee productivity and lowered absenteeism (Baltes, et.al., 1999).
In the National Study of the Changing Workforce, a study by the Families and Work 
Institute, 39 percent of employees with high availability of flexible work arrangements 
reported “high levels of loyalty and the willingness to work harder than required to 
help their employers succeed” (Bond, Thompson, Galinsky, & Prottas, 2002, p. 34).
According to the National Work Life Measurement Project, approximately one-third of 
managers said their work group was more productive because it included employees 
who used flexible work arrangements (Fried, Litchfield, & Pruchno, 2003, p. 36).
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There is some evidence that knowledge workers should only be working 35 hour 
work weeks.  Past this, they start becoming tired and making dumb decisions. This 
sort of talk makes business owners trained by Ford’s experiments from 90 years ago 
very uncomfortable.  Our well trained ‘gut’ assumes that less than 40 hour 
workweeks means that people are slacking. 

One of my favorite stories here is that business owner who realized that for certain 
jobs she could hire two part-time workers for less than the cost of two full time 
workers and still get the same amount of work done.  There was less absenteeism 
and workers stayed on task.  All at a much lower cost of course. 
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This is the most common objection I hear when I present this data.  People love to 
think that they are exceptional superhumans.  Particularly young single men with 
something to prove. 
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This assumes that the teams are roughly equal. This scenario has been played many 
times in the tech industry.  One of the more fascinating side effects is the perception 
of both teams with management. Since Team A has more ‘butts in seats’, they are 
often given more resources, promoted more and generally considered to be better 
workers.  Unfortunately, due to the burden that overtime places on workers, this is 
not a self fullfilling prophecy.  It is quite common that managers put all their eggs in 
the basket that ends up self destructing. 

The solution is better metrics so that managers can gain a more objective 
understanding of how projects are doing. 
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In a 60 hour crunch people have a vague sense that they are doing worse, but never 
think that they should stop crunching. They imagine that working 40 hours a week 
will decrease their productivity.  In fact, it will let them rest and increase their 
productivity. 

This behavior is fascinating to observe.  Zombies stumble over to their desk every 
morning.  Temper flare.  Bugs pour in.  Yet to turn back would be a betrayal.  
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These cognitive biases are all exacerbated by lack of sleep.  Crunch makes smart 
people stupid.  Especially if you are 23 and have very little work experience. 
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If you have a programmer who can churn through 10 features in a week working 
overtime, imagine how far your project would be along if he was programming 8 
features that were actually the right ones instead of 5 that needed to be ripped out 
and reworked?
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The numbers vary slightly here.  Some studies claim teams of 3 are good.  Others say 
9 isn’t so bad.  But in general 4 to 8 seems to work well. 
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Seating people together is probably one of the biggest productivity bangs for the 
buck that you can implement. 
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The constraints are important here.  If you cram 10 people in a cubicle and call it a 
‘team space’ you aren’t going to get many of the benefits.  There is a sweet spot.  
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Interestingly enough groupthink also tends to appear when groups become larger.  
Since so much effort is required to maintain group cohesion, alternative ideas are less 
tolerated. 
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We see a theme appear throughout product development literature.  It is better to 
produce a product with a small, but well-chosen feature set than a product with a 
large ill-targeted feature set.  This leads to some counter intuitive work practices.  
Improved productivity is less focused on ‘doing more’ and instead looks at ways 
people can ‘work smarter’ 
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These 8 experiments are just the start.  Improving productivity is a continuous 
process that must always be adapted to the human beings on the teams and reality 
of the situation at hand.  
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