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Leader Attention as a Scarce Resource
Your calendar is your real strategy. Audit it like a budget.
WHAT IT IS
Your attention is the team's scarcest shared resource. What you inspect improves. What you attend to gets prioritized. What you ignore quietly signals that it doesn't matter. Span-of-control and time-use research land on the same point: leadership efficiency is less about working faster and more about allocating a fixed attention budget where it compounds.
WHY IT WORKS
Teams read your calendar as the org's true priority list, whatever the stated strategy says. Attention also has hard limits: past roughly 7 to 9 direct reports (fewer for complex, interdependent work), per-person coaching time collapses below the level where development happens, and one-on-ones turn into status theater. Most “leadership capacity” problems are really unexamined allocation: attention flowing to the urgent, the loud, and whatever escalated most recently.
HOW TO USE IT
1. Run a two-week calendar audit. Code every hour: developing people, deciding, coordinating, producing, firefighting. Compare the distribution to your stated priorities. The gap is your real strategy.
1. Protect the compounding categories. Coaching, hiring, and process improvement return multiples over months. Firefighting returns nothing beyond the fire. Book the compounders as recurring blocks before the week fills.
1. Do the span math. Direct reports times minutes of real attention each per week. Under an hour per person? Either the span shrinks, the interdependence gets reduced, or development is being quietly cancelled.
1. Audit what you inspect. Whatever you ask about in every one-on-one is what the team optimizes. Make sure the question list matches what you actually want more of.
1. Subtract before you optimize. The highest-yield move is rarely batching email. It's exiting one recurring meeting, delegating one decision class, and declining one project that wants your presence, not your judgment.
PITFALLS TO AVOID
1. Availability as virtue. “My door is always open” often means attention gets allocated to whoever walks through most confidently.
1. Firefighting as identity. Leaders praised for crisis response start unconsciously needing crises. Count the fires that recur. Recurring fires are process gaps wearing urgency.
1. Peanut-butter attention. Spreading time perfectly evenly ignores that people and problems differ. Allocate by need and return, and be able to say why.
Shortcut: print last month's calendar and mark every hour that developed a person or improved a process. Under 15 percent? Your team is inheriting your leftovers. Rebook next month before it books you.
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Calendar Audit Sheet
Two weeks of data. Code, count, compare, rebook.
STEP 1: CODE TWO WEEKS OF CALENDAR
D = developing people · X = deciding · C = coordinating · P = producing · F = firefighting
Hours by code:   D: ____   X: ____   C: ____   P: ____   F: ____   Total: ____
STEP 2: COMPARE TO INTENT
What I'd want the split to be:   D: ____   X: ____   C: ____   P: ____   F: ____
Biggest gap and what's causing it:
 
 
STEP 3: THE SPAN MATH
Direct reports: ____  ×  real minutes each/week: ____  =  ____   (under 60/person = development is being cancelled)
STEP 4: SUBTRACT
One recurring meeting to exit: ______________________________
One decision class to delegate (type + threshold): ______________________________
One request to decline this month: ______________________________
STEP 5: REBOOK
Recurring blocks added for compounding work (coaching, hiring, process):
 
 
Repeat quarterly. Calendars regrow, same as meetings.
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