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In any Workflow Process, the concept of “Time” will always be close to the top of any business agenda. However, when the idea is fully explored it is often found to be much more involved than people first believed.

This paper will attempt to give an overview of the concept of Time when applied to automating work.

We will have a brief look at :

Arrival Time

Job Selection Time

Job Acquaintance Time

Time to set up Work Space

Time doing the Job


Measured time


Rated time


Standard time

Referral Time

Time to clear Work Space

Job Movement Time

Job Rework Time

Idle Time – No Jobs to do

Idle Time – Work Space Maintenance : enforced

Idle Time – Work Space Maintenance : planned

Interruption Time

1. Arrival Time.

The first “Time” to look at is the concept of Arrival Time. In its simplest form this is, of course, the time that a job arrived at a Work Space.

However, there is one key ingredient which is missing from this simple definition, that is that the job is also available to be worked on. Namely, it is the time that :

1.1 Sufficient parts have arrived to allow work to validly start.

1.2 The parts have arrived in a state which is suitable for work to start.

This gives us the two main issues to be addressed:

1.1.1 If components of the job arrive over a significant time frame, when is the “arrival time”? For example, if the work takes 5 minutes to do and the job arrives at 11:00, then the arrival time is obviously 11:00. However, if it arrives between 11:00 and 11:05 it might be that work can start anytime between 11:00 and 11:05.

1.1.2 Components need to be checked to make sure they are in a usable form. If a job physically turns up at 11:00, but is not vetted until 11:05, then the arrival time should really be considered as 11:05.

2. Job Selection Time.

This is the time it takes to review the amount of work available to be done and deciding which Job to start next. Many automated systems take this decision for you by simply presenting the next appropriate Job based on its own stored algorithms. 

In the manufacturing world this is also made easier by giving simple rules such as FIFO or LIFO as the way to work on the Jobs queue.

However, this does bring us into the area of “Cherry Picking”. Where a person in a group scans the available Jobs and does the easiest or the best paid. This can be alleviated by regularly, say once a week, holding back the flow of work into the department to flush out the “Old Fruit” that has been left behind.

3. Job Acquaintance Time.

This is the time it takes to ascertain what tasks actually have to be done on the Job, work out where other components are and ascertain how any equipment or tools need to be configured to achieve completion of the job.

This stage will naturally cover a large amount of questions and referrals, such as “you are asking that task A be done on product Y, it is usually only done on product X, is that OK?” and “isn’t Bob better qualified for doing this type of Job?” etc. 

The key thing, is to make sure that this stage is being addressed. It should not be excessive, but neither should it be zero. It also depends on the information being available to be analysed as files can often be a very bad way of summarising the current state of play and highlighting what an individual needs to do next.

4. Time to set up Work Space.

In manufacturing, this is usually called “Tooling Time”. It equates to the time necessary to change equipment from dealing with one product to being able to handle a different product. On a Flowline this problem is removed because a Flowline will generally produce only one product, but any production planner will tell you, the time it takes for a Company such as Ford to switch manufacturing capability in a plant from the Fiesta model to the Mondeo model is measured in weeks or months.

However, even simple tasks like changing from drilling a 0.5” hole in 10mm thick steel for one product to making a 0.33” hole in 15mm aluminium for another product will be significant in the overall time of manufacture. That is why great time is taken to minimise this time by either making a work space dedicated to a particular task or by batching work needing the same task doing to it so that they are worked on together.

It always amazes me how little this is addressed in the modern office. Simple ideas like saying “We will try and clear all items that are at stage X this morning” could achieve significant results by minimising this type of “down time”.

5. Time Doing The Job.

Before we start a description of this area it is important to first cover the delicate issues surrounding this area. 

Sooner or later someone will mention “Taylorism” when discussing timing of job activities and it is often gravely misquoted. Taylor found that the time taken to do a job increased when the activity was being measured. Something to be wary of.

Also, it is important to not turn “knowledge” work into perceived “unskilled” work by watching over people with a stop watch.

However, despite these two things, it is also important to not stop discussion of this subject altogether.

There are broadly three type of time to be considered.

5.1 Measured Time.

This is the time actually observed by measuring a task or inferred by measuring a group of tasks and taking the average. This time will be different for every individual, and, because of “The Learning Curve” should be reducing with experience.

5.2 Rated Time.

This is the assumed time taken for the task over a group of people and this can be a negotiated or a statistically derived number.

5.3 Standard Time.

This is the time used to dictate payment and capacity planning and will include any natural breaks needed but exclude allotted breaks such as lunch or coffee breaks. This almost always be a negotiated number.

These descriptions, of course, only apply when there is a degree of consistency in the amount of work content for a task.

This consistency can be generated in an office environment by one of two simple techniques.

a) Assume that the work content evens itself out over time. This only applies if people cannot “cherry pick” the best work available.

b) Categorise the work and apply the times to the work categories, such as “Complex”, “Average” and “Simple”. This will only work if there is some consistent way of assigning the categories to the tasks.

If you are going to assign times to tasks, care should be taken to apply it even-handedly. If you are going to “time” the staff, then the supervisors and managers should be timed as well. You will often soon find that it is delays caused by referral to supervisors or managers that really affects “throughput time” the most.

6. Referral Time.

This is the time necessary to obtain any clarification on the work needing to be done, from either a supervisor, a specialist or a colleague.

There is a natural issue with this time, it can be an indication of poor supervision or the allocation of work to an insufficiently skilled member of staff.

On the other hand, time spent conferring with a specialist can be a good and cost effective technique. For example, in an insurance firm, there was a specialist for any property insurance where asbestos was present or had a history of being present. The time necessary to get every member of staff trained in a specialism that rarely occurs is counter productive.

7. Work Space Clearance Time.

This is the time necessary to fully clear away a work space including storing equipment which is no longer needed together with the time taken to clear away waste created and any errors.

8. Job Movement Time.

The time taken to move a job from one work space to another.

9. Job Rework Time.

The time taken to correct errors that can be corrected by rework. It is worth noting that not all errors may be able to be reworked, and even if they can be, might not create a top quality product.

10. Idle Time.

Idle time is the time when no work is possible. It covers three main areas :

· Time where there are no Jobs to do.

· Time when planned Work Space Maintenance is carried out.

· Time when unplanned Work Space Maintenance is carried out.

11. Interruption Time.

Any time spent when the activity is interrupted by any other activity, assumed to be unplanned, and is the time taken from the first point of interruption to being back at the same level of productivity as before. This would usually constitute things such as telephone calls. 
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