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Do you have an effective way to measure, assess, and increase

team productivity in your organization? 

We’ve found that the current definition of labor productivity (i.e., worker output per hour of work) is

not useful or relevant for most leaders trying to increase productivity in their organizations today. 

We need a new definition and formula for productivity that enables leaders, managers, and teams

to identify the work that matters and direct resources (time, energy, money) toward that work in a

sustained manner.

So much about work – how we work, where we work, when we work, and the work we do – has

changed over the past decade. For most workers, especially in knowledge-based industries,

productivity cannot be explained by a simple input and output equation. 

In 2024, we are solidly in the new normal, but organizations and people are still struggling to

figure out and communicate what work, performance, and productivity look like in this new age. 

Introduction

When we
can’t clearly
define and
describe
productivity,
how can we
expect to
improve it?

About a year ago, I posed a question to a senior HR
executive at a Fortune 500 financial institution based on
the productivity challenges I was seeing in the
marketplace and with my clients: “Have you seen any
shifts in how your company is describing, defining, or
measuring peoples’ productivity?” 

She acknowledged this was the “core of what
organizations are struggling with” and admitted, “I don’t
have an answer yet.”

That response sounded like I’d hit on an important
question without an answer and so we embarked on this
research study to find it. “How DO we define, describe,
and measure productivity in our workplaces today?”

This paper presents what we found and introduces a new
definition, framework, and formula for measuring
productivity at work today.
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There was recognition that time is not the only input that matters, that outputs matter more than inputs, and

that the output depends on more than efficiency. 

Even today, the words productivity and efficiency can conjure up visions of pushing employees, always

asking for more and more, and focusing purely on numbers and not the humanity behind them.

Performance has a nicer ring to it. 

But there is a difference between performance and productivity. 

Performance is not an equation. It focuses on the outputs or outcomes without as much attention paid to the

inputs. 

Productivity, on the other hand, also considers the resources – time, energy, money, etc. – that resulted in

the outputs or outcomes. Performance considers what work got done; productivity also considers how we’re

getting the work done. 

So, while performance may have a nicer ring to it, productivity – when defined, described, and measured for

our workplaces today – actually pays more attention to the humans involved in both the inputs and the

outputs, and the toll that those inputs may have both on the individual and on short-term and long-term

productivity.
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The challenge of defining and measuring
productivity isn’t entirely new. 

Why does defining
productivity matter and
why does it matter now?

Organizations have been struggling with this question for a

long time. Throughout the 20th century, companies slowly

shifted away from efficiency and so-called productivity

measures to measures of performance, and for good reason. 
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So why is productivity back on our radar?

Top Factors Driving Renewed
Focus on Productivity

Companies are laser-focused on productivity right now, and both measuring and increasing

organization and team productivity are some of the biggest challenges leaders and managers

currently face. 

There are certainly economic factors driving this, but there are human and societal trends driving

it, too. 

Here are four top factors we see driving the renewed
focus and urgency around productivity:

Remote Work

Care for Well Being

Do More With Less

Changing Work Tasks
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Remote Work

It often goes like this:
“I know I might be old-fashioned, but I really can’t believe people are
productive and working hard at home.”
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One of the most obvious changes in how we work is the rise of remote work, which has been

trending upward for some time but was certainly accelerated by the Covid-19 pandemic. 

There are two big reasons remote work is prompting us to rethink and reevaluate productivity: 

(1) You can’t easily observe how much someone is working when they’re remote, and 

(2) You can’t easily observe company culture and expectations around working when you’re remote. 

Given this, leaders, managers, and team members all have questions and uncertainty about

productivity. 

We’ve had lots of closed-door conversations with leaders over the past year about their desire to get

people back working in the office.

At the same time, we’ve had lots of

conversations with team members that go

something like this. “If they make me go back

to the office, I’m quitting. I’m way more

productive at home.”

When you can’t observe or see someone

working, it’s hard to know how much energy

or effort they’re expending. Even in an office

environment, the energy or effort you see

may not always be an accurate reflection of

productivity, but it’s certainly even more

opaque in a remote environment.

As one leader interviewed in our study said:

In a remote
environment, we

can’t see the
inputs of effort
and energy so

it’s forcing us to
rethink

productivity.



In the absence of teaching through example, leaders and managers need to be

able to define and describe expectations about productivity, which is forcing them

to rethink what productive work really is. 

It’s a lot more difficult to say, “I expect you to be working until 7 pm” than hope

the new employee will pick up this company norm through observation. 

Remote work is forcing leaders and managers to rethink what productive work

looks like and what they want the expectations to be going forward. It presents a

great opportunity to redefine productivity.

05Opt imum Produc t i v i t y

One finding from our study is that productivity is often learned
by observing how others work.

Learning Productivity
Through Observation

Time and time again, we heard stories from study participants about how entire teams or

individuals learned to be productive from the examples of others. 

In many cases, this was a manager or supervisor but sometimes it was a teammate, and one

person even gave their mother credit. “I learned my work ethic from my mom. She knew that

if she didn’t do it, it wouldn’t get done, so she had a list, and she worked that list. I learned

that from her.”

This paper does not advocate for remote work or on-site

work, but it does provide a framework to discuss and assess

productivity that can bring the backroom grumblings from

both camps into a healthy – and productive – conversation

and help both leaders and team members evaluate their

productivity and productivity expectations more objectively.



Care for Well-Being
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One benefit that came from the forced remote work of the pandemic is

greater attention to people’s well-being and the acknowledgment that we are

all human with significant responsibilities and lives outside of our work. 

Increased focus on inclusion and belonging during this same time period

also highlighted the connection between people’s well-being and its impact

on the energy we have to direct towards work. Studies have shown that a

sense of belonging has a significant impact on job performance. 

While some people got some reprieve from work

over the pandemic, others were working round

the clock trying to keep their organizations or their

services afloat. A number of people experienced

burnout, and mental health continues to be a

concern both among our young people and in our

workplaces.

Leaders, in my experience, are in fact more

attuned to employee well-being than they were a

decade ago and feel a responsibility to support

employee health and well-being, while also

achieving business results. They know that

asking people to work longer and harder may not

be the answer to improving productivity, but there

are only so many levers they can pull.

A lot of this attention on

well-being is still present. 

In studies of Gen Z, work-life

balance and well-being are at the

top of the list as factors important

to them in an employer or job.

Many people’s relationship with

work changed over the past

several years. Most people

recognize that their health and

well-being is more important than

their work. Work is one part of

what we do, it is not who we are.



We are just starting to see an increase in labor productivity growth instead of a decrease

for the first time in decades. There is hope that technology, automation, and AI will

continue this positive trend. Organizations need to keep up to be able to compete.

Companies are spending and investing in technology and AI today, but most won’t see

large productivity payoffs right away. Organizations are hyper-focused on productivity now

so that they can both manage expenses and assess the future value of their investments.
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Lots of economic factors from inflation to interest rates to
economic uncertainty to right-sizing after pandemic spending are
causing companies to watch and cut costs.

Do More With Less

Many organizations were in survival mode during the years of the Covid-19

pandemic, and while many companies managed to survive and make it through,

survival is no longer enough. Companies must demonstrate thriving over surviving

to their boards and investors.

Many companies reported layoffs in the past six months, and

there are reports that these announcements will likely

continue. All of this means that organizations, divisions, and

teams are being disrupted, and there is pressure to show

increases in performance with fewer resources and people

to lift the ship. There is the need to boost performance while

also reducing costs, which is what productivity is all about.



Changing Work Tasks
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Technology including AI and automation is changing the work we do and how we do

it, which is raising lots of questions about how we should be spending our time, how

much of it we should be spending on work, and what even constitutes work.

Technology, automation, and AI all have the potential to make work easier and more

productive. A task that took multiple days in the past might only take a few hours

now. In theory, higher productivity – including productivity gains realized through

technology – should enable a higher quality of life and less time working, but many

people are still working long hours with increased stress.

The 9-5 work day is quickly becoming a relic of the past.

Technology enables us to work anywhere, anytime, and the lines

between life and work activities – especially in knowledge-based

industries – are beginning to blur. With increased automation,

more and more of us will be working in knowledge-based

industries.

All of these trends matter because productivity itself is being disrupted, while, at the same time,

companies are focused on trying to increase it and improve it. The fact that organizations, leaders,

and team members don’t currently have a common understanding or shared language around

productivity is challenging. People are talking at odds about productivity – or, in most cases, not

talking about it at all - and it is very difficult to increase or improve upon something when you can’t

articulate what it is that needs to be increased or improved. 

The purpose of our study and the resulting framework and formula is to provide organizations,

leaders, and team members with more clarity about what productive work is and how to measure it

and support it so that they can work together to build a working environment and team structure

that increases productivity in a way that is both good for business and good for people.



Think back over the course of your career and identify the most productive team that you

either observed or participated in. How would you describe that team and how they

worked?
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Our study was comprised of interviewing 30 leaders from director level
through CEO to understand their current perspective on productivity.
Participants crossed many different industries and size of company from
start up to Fortune 100.

Study Methodology

Most of the participants worked in knowledge-based industries because we think productivity can be

more nuanced and difficult to measure in these industries. While participants were different genders and

ethnicities, they all worked in the United States from the West Coast to the East Coast, and we recognize

that our data is therefore more representative of business and work culture in the United States.

The interviews were simple and included two questions related to productive teams and two questions

related to productive individuals. The questions were designed to capture how these leaders self-defined,

described, and measured productivity without defining or describing it for them (admittedly a bit

disconcerting for a few analytical types). The questions we posed to the study participants were:

Question 1A

Question 1B

How do you know that team was productive? What did you observe or measure that

confirmed the team was productive and didn’t just seem or look productive?

Question 2A

Think back over the course of your career and identify the most productive individual that

you either observed or worked with. How would you describe that individual and how they

worked?

Question 2B

How do you know that individual was productive? What did you observe or measure that

confirmed they were productive and didn’t just seem or look productive?
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People describe productivity differently.

One of our first findings from the study is that people describe activities that are viewed as

productive differently. These different perspectives were often influenced by their company

values or organization culture, or their individual values. Here is an example:

The beauty of these questions is that participants often thought through

their answers out loud and so we were able to hear and capture their analysis

of productive teams and individuals compared to less productive ones.

Often this included contrasting a team that looked or seemed productive on

the surface but was less productive in the long-term than another team or

individual they observed or experienced. This enabled us to understand how

leaders really define and think about productivity in their organizations and

the attributes of highly productive teams compared to just busy ones.

In an interview with a partner at a software development company, I was

surprised to hear him continuing to reference teams and people who took the

time to teach and mentor others as highly productive.

While I think learning and development is important, it’s not the first attribute I

would ascribe to a productive team. Later, this partner shared their company’s

core values with me. 

Guess what showed up on the list: “Teach & Learn,” and also “Think Long Term.” 

Now it made sense. For this organization, teaching and mentoring are viewed as

a highly productive activity that impacts long-term organizational success.



This first insight that people have different definitions and perspectives on

productivity means we can’t assume everyone shares our definition of

productive work, and, if we haven’t shared or expressed that definition, then

there is a good chance people are operating off a different definition than

we are. This is yet another reason that we need a common definition and

language for productivity at our organizations and in our teams.

The good news is that even with different definitions, descriptions, and

nuances, there were a number of common themes around productive work

that emerged. Before I describe our new framework for measuring

productivity in our workplaces today, let me first describe what productivity

is not.

I love a good paradox, and, in business and in life, I’ve found that there are

many. Productivity is no exception, and this is what makes it so difficult to

define and measure. It is also what contributes to the many mixed messages

that people receive in the workplace regarding productivity. It’s no wonder that

leaders and team members can be speaking a different language when it

comes to describing and measuring productivity.

Here are two of the most common paradoxes and mixed messages that we

frequently hear.

Paradoxes of Productivity
and Mixed Messages
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Paradox #1
Time spent working is not the same as

productivity AND productivity requires time.

Time matters

no matter what

anyone says.

Productivity

requires time

and energy
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Time is a tricky concept when it comes to productivity – especially in creative or knowledge work. I have

heard managers or leaders say so many times, “I tell my people, I don’t care how much time you spend

working, I care about you getting your work done. We don’t have a ‘butts in seat’ culture.”

And, yet, managers, leaders, and team members often talk about how good work requires time, and

time is often one of the biggest constraints we all have. Part of the interest in measuring productivity

right now is that some organizations don’t think people are putting in enough time, and they need better

measures of the labor investments they’re making. 

As one operations leader in our study said:

Consider this example:
Two people have the same task to complete. It

takes one of them eight hours to complete it.  The

other completes it to the same level of quality in

four hours and spends the next four hours

completing another important task. Most people

would say the second person is more productive. 

However, if the person who took four hours to complete the 

task then needs to take the afternoon off because they have no energy left for more deep

work, and the person who took eight hours also sparked five great new ideas over the course

of their day, then it’s not such a clear comparison.

The current economic definition of labor productivity –

worker output per hour of work – clearly stresses the

importance of time. However, it’s not always that simple.



We also heard in our study about how important it is to have time to

think and prepare, especially for knowledge workers. One

technology leader in our study stressed to us that, “Do nothing time

has to be in the framework.”

One participant in our study, the leader of a brand agency, who employs a

number of creative people said this [paraphrased], “I’ve found that, even with

creative people, the work will fill the amount of time people have. My team

always wants more time, but, if they have four weeks to complete something,

it will still get done in the two days before the deadline. I’ve found that shorter

project timelines are more productive.” Parkinson’s law in action.

In summary, time does not equate to productivity. It’s clearly an input into

productivity, but it’s not a static input that always has the same value. It moves

and morphs and changes. Time is something to consider in relation to

productivity, but it’s not the only resource or input that matters. People’s

relationship with time and use of time can be more important than the amount

of time itself.

Time to Think
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Paradox #2
Completing tasks – getting stuff done – is not the

same as productivity AND productivity requires

completing tasks and getting stuff done.
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One interesting concept we heard a few times from participants is that the most productive people are

not the ones who just do their job. The most productive people described by multiple study participants

were the ones who take initiative.

One technology start-up leader we spoke to described initiative this way, “Initiative is the thing that no

one asks for - that you didn't know you needed until it happens." 

Another study participant said, “Achieving what’s asked is baseline. People really want productivity

plus, but they don’t ask for productivity plus. So, when you get it, it really sticks out in your mind.”

And another commented, “Lots of people are just waiting to be told what to do. The initiative isn’t there.”

Just do your job is a

mixed message.
Continuous improvement was

another description of productive

teams and productive people: 

improving on a process or

system, making it better,

always looking for ways

to improve upon how

things have been done.

This is another mixed message people receive going back

to the common mantra from managers that, “I don’t care

how much time you put in, I just want you to do your job.”

The most productive teams and people don’t just

do their job. 

They don’t just wait for assignments to be given to them.

They are innovative and proactive about seeing what

needs to be done before their leader or manager does. But

they can’t do this alone.  

Leaders have a big role to play in helping teams take

initiative. 
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Three factors that leaders and managers control and can make or break individual initiative:

Empower People to Take Initiative

When you trust your team, they are able to take initiative, improve upon the past, and do the work that

goes beyond. If you don’t trust your team, ask yourself why and then ask yourself what you need to do in

order to trust them and then fix it – whether this means building up skill sets in a particular area, changing

your own need for control, or better communicating expectations.

Trust

If you hold back information or don’t have the systems in place to easily share information, people don’t

have the foresight or insight to be able to see what needs to be done and to take initiative. This is the

concept around many transparent business practices: share information about the business with the

team, and the team will make decisions in the interest of the business. 

Access to Information

Last, it’s important that expectations around initiative and continuous improvement are communicated.

What does initiative look like in your team or industry? In a highly regulated environment, taking too much

initiative without the requisite experience or protocols can be counter-productive. But, if that reticence

results in fear and individuals or teams not taking any initiative, it leads to loss of engagement and loss of

productivity. People need to be empowered to take initiative.

Empowerment

It is not something that you either have or don’t have. Depending on someone’s past experience – whether that’s a

past work experience or life experience – we may not know that there is an expectation to do more than asked unless

that expectation is directly expressed. 

If a team or team member isn’t taking initiative, it may not be that they don’t have it in them, it may be

that they’re waiting for permission. So, give them permission, and remind them not to wait for it next

time.

Our hope is that this new productivity framework will clear up some of these mixed messages around productivity and

provide more clarity to both leaders, managers, and team members about what they really mean by productive.

Initiative Can Be Learned



Productive people see what needs to be done and then do it before they’re asked. Often times, they do more than what

they are asked or expected to do.

Characteristics of Productive Individuals

The most productive people described by our study participants often shared and exhibited these four characteristics.
Note that productivity, along with these four characteristics, can be a learned skill. 

There is an opportunity to hire for these characteristics, but there is also opportunity to teach, model, and cultivate
them. 

w w w . p a r a d o x c p . c o m

Take Initiative

Productive people have strong relationships. These relationships help them see opportunities, anticipate outcomes,

and move work along. They take time to get to know people and help people.

Productive people continually look for ways to make things better whether it’s the team, the process, the product, or the

organization. They are rarely satisfied with the status quo and want to continue to make progress. Often there is a

strong sense of purpose feeding that drive.

Improve & Innovate

Build Up Others’ Capacity
Productive people build up the capacity and productivity of their colleagues by encouraging, teaching, mentoring, and

sharing the work. They know their team members’ strengths and give them opportunities to shine.

Build Relationships
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Cultivate a culture of trust and psychological safety where people are safe to raise concerns, questions, and ideas

without fear of embarrassment or retaliation

Be explicit that people should take initiative on work without being asked, especially if they seem to need a nudge

or permission

Be clear about boundaries and approval requirements, especially in more regulated environments. Explain guard

rails with examples so that people are confident taking initiative within the lines and keep the lines to a minimum

Give people the opportunity to identify next steps or how to tackle a solution instead of telling them how to do it

Even if some ideas or improvements won’t work or work yet, appreciate the initiative and make sure that some

ideas or improvements are implemented

Emphasize peoples’ strengths and model a supportive, encouraging, learning environment

Encourage teamwork based on peoples’ strengths and skills

Encourage and facilitate relationship building: encourage participation in networking groups, formal and informal

company or team activities, and honor time spent building relationships both within and outside the team or

organization. Introduce team members to your network, especially people that will be relevant to their work now

and in the future.

Tips for Managers to Enable and Encourage
Individuals’ Productivity



The Paradox Productivity Framework

Movement Usage

Experience

 Forward progress towards goals
or objectives

Use or adoption of creation,
product, or service

Peoples’ experience with the work
or work product
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Our new productivity framework is based on the interviews we completed with leaders in this

study, how they described productivity, and the measures that proved to them a team or

individual really was productive and not just busy. The framework has three dimensions.

All three dimensions in the framework matter. Many organizations currently define and measure productivity across only

one or two of these dimensions, but we found that all three dimensions provide a more complete and accurate picture of

productivity. Organizations that define, describe, and measure productivity across all three dimensions will have the

greatest potential to increase productivity and see the rewards over time.

Movement, Usage, and Experience.



Dimension 1: Movement
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In our interviews, there was fairly universal agreement that outcomes mattered for productivity, not just

outputs. People generally agreed that not all work or activity or task completion was equally productive.

Productivity did not just mean being busy. That work and that busyness or expenditure of resources

must be directed towards progress on goals and objectives that mattered.

Forward progress towards goals or objectives

Progress Over Outcomes

The reason we describe this first dimension as forward progress and not outcomes is that outcomes

can be difficult to measure. In some cases, outcomes that organizations, teams, or even individuals

are working towards can take years – sometimes many, many years – to realize. If you are making

progress towards that outcome, then you are being productive, and the more progress you make

towards that outcome, the more productive you are. 

This is the reason that many early-stage companies are evaluated against milestone achievement.

Ultimately, the founders and their investors want profitability, but, in some cases, it can take years to

reach profitability, and value is still being created along the way. Working towards milestones – key

events or actions– demonstrates forward movement and progress in the right direction toward value

and profitability.

For your organization or team, if you are able to measure outcomes, then by all means do it. These

outcomes then become part of the goals or objectives that you are working towards. If you can’t

measure outcomes – or it’s not practical at this stage – then measuring progress towards goals or

objectives enables you to expend resources (time, energy, money) in the right direction and measure

the productivity of those resources.

The most obvious practical implication of this dimension is that you must have clear goals and

objectives in order to be able to assess or measure productivity. This is true at the organization level,

team level, or individual level. If you don’t know or your team doesn’t know what they are working

towards, then they likely won’t be productive or won’t know if they are productive. In these cases, it

can be really easy to fall into the trap of equating resources spent with productivity, regardless of

whether those resources are moving you in the right direction.



Dimension 2: Usage

It would be easy to stop at Dimension 1 because it’s an important one, but our study research

revealed a second dimension: Usage. We define usage as the use or adoption of the creation,

product, or service.

Your team may be working towards and completing goals and objectives, but if no one uses or

engages with what is created or completed, then it was not a productive use of time or resources. 

Use or adoption of creation, product, or
service

How is research or an MVP Productive?
When we describe this second dimension, we usually get some push back about whether we think

pure research is productive or whether designing an MVP (minimum viable product) that isn’t expected

to be used by many people is productive. Yes, these can both be productive depending on their use

and depending on the objectives or goals for that research or MVP (see dimension 1 in our

framework).

If someone conducts research and never publishes it or shares it or applies what they learned to

something, even to their own future research, then it was not used, and it was not productive.

However, if the research is used either by themselves or other researchers to inform future research or

new applications, then it was productive. The more it’s used and the more applications there are, the

more productive it is.

If a team creates an MVP, and they don’t receive data from that MVP that can be used to inform future

product development, then it was not productive. However, if a team receives data or information

about their customers’ needs and preferences from an MVP that enables them to iterate on the design

or decide to abandon it all together (and save wasting additional resources), then it was productive. If

Team A receives more useful data from their MVP than Team B receives from their version, then

Team A was more productive.
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Team Productivity Interdependencies
One interesting aspect about this dimension is that it might not be solely in control of one team or

individual. There is sometimes an intersection or dependability with another team, function, or

individual. For example, if a learning and development team created a course or a training, and no one

attended the training because it was not marketed well internally, then the resources spent creating

the training – even if it was an excellent training - were not used productively. The team may have

completed all the goals and objectives that were in their purview and scope of responsibility, but, due

to the action or inaction of another team, it was not productive. 

Conversely, if the team completed all the milestones to create and deliver the training AND people

attended the training, then the resources to create the training were used more productively. 

Another example we heard from a study participant was about materials created for a new product by

a marketing team. If the sales team used those marketing materials in presentations and sales calls

with their customers, then the marketing team knew their work was productive. However, if the sales

team didn’t use the materials – whether it was because they weren’t relevant or helpful to the sales

team, or whether they weren’t trained on the materials or just forgot to bring them along - then the

marketing team’s work was less productive.
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As leaders, it’s important to understand and evaluate productivity along

this dimension because there may be another action that needs to be

taken or obstacle that needs to be removed that is outside of the

team’s control in order to increase the productivity of that team.

This is another nuanced difference

between performance and productivity.

Usually when managers or organizations

evaluate performance, they focus on the

activity or outcomes that are within the

person or team’s scope of responsibility

or span of control. In reality, productivity

is often interdependent with other

individuals or teams or external factors.

Ignoring this reality can have a real

impact on team or organization

productivity.

At the beginning of the day, write down the

names of each of your direct reports on a

post it note along with one thing you can do

for each of them. Then, before you do any

other work, complete those actions and let

them know you completed it. You never want

to be the reason someone else can’t make

progress.

One study participant shared the best piece of management

advice he’d ever received from one of his mentors



Usage is one dimension of our framework, along with dimension 3, that considers quality and its relationship

to productivity. While dimension 1 is all about progress and forward movement, dimension 2 makes sure

that progress isn’t made at the expense of quality, when it matters. While progress over perfection can be a

productive mindset, there are times when quality really, really matters, depending on your audience or use.

As a young consultant, I remember learning how important it was to double check every number in a

presentation because one number that didn’t add up could shed doubt on the whole report and significantly

diminish its use by the client. Take almost any product – especially ones that impact our safety or health –

and, if the product doesn’t work or doesn’t work as intended, then people can’t use it or engage with it.

In talking about quality expectations with teams, this dimension and framing is helpful. It can be difficult to

describe the level of progress vs. perfection that matters in a given circumstance because every

circumstance is different. A good way to think about quality from a productivity standpoint is what level of

quality is going to enable the creation, product, or service to be most used. In some cases, a very rough

draft or brainstorm will do, and, in other cases, the creation, product, or service requires multiple levels of

quality and stress tests or review. 

When identifying both the best usage metrics, as well as the level of quality that will maximize usage, it is

useful to return to your goals and objectives in dimension 1. The goals and objectives you have will often

inform the best usage metrics for you or your team.
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Quality & Productivity

Applying the Usage Dimension to an Artist

Take an artist, for example. Art is probably one of the most difficult professions for measuring productivity,

and the usage metrics will depend heavily on the artist’s goals and objectives. If the artist’s goals and

objectives are to enjoy the creation of their art for their own sake because they simply love to paint, then

their usage metric may be the amount of time they are able to spend on their artwork.

However, if their goals and objectives are to be able to provide for their family through their artwork or to be

recognized for their mastery, then the number of people who see their artwork in a gallery may be a much

more appropriate usage metric.

In the second example, if this artist paints hundreds of painting and no one ever sees them or buys them,

then they were not productive. But under this very same scenario, the first artist may be productive simply

because they had starkly different goals.

Many companies are only measuring productivity using Dimension 1, but Movement without

Usage is just like empty calories. We feel busy, full, and productive, but we’re not fueling

growth.



Starter Questions to Prompt Team
Discussions About Quality
Level of quality can significantly impact the resource investment and, therefore, impact the denominator of

productivity. At the same time, quality can impact the numerator because movement, usage, and experience can all

depend on quality. 

Sometimes, progress over perfection is more important for productivity, and, sometimes, high quality is incredibly

important to progress. 

Here are some starter questions to help you and your team think more critically about quality from a
productivity standpoint.

What level of quality is required at this stage to move forward on our goals and objectives?

Who will be using this creation, product, or service? What level of quality will enable it to be used by this

audience?

Will higher quality increase its usage? Is this increase significant?

Whose experience is impacted by the quality of this creation, product, or service? How important is the quality to

their experience? 

Does their experience impact our future productivity?

What are the most important quality features for their experience?

What level of quality enables us to maximize progress, use, and experience, while managing resources?

What does this level of quality require or not require?
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Dimension 3: Experience

Finally, the third dimension that emerged from our study was Experience. The reason that this is part

of a productivity framework and not just a “nice to have” is that peoples’ experience doesn’t just impact

productivity today, it also impacts future productivity. If you meet productivity metrics on the first two

dimensions but you miss on this third dimension, then you are diminishing future productivity, which

impacts net productivity. Negative experiences can negate any productivity gains on the first two

dimensions. Positive experiences can amplify them.

The metrics for the Experience dimension may be the team or individual employee’s experience, or it

may be the customer or other stakeholder’s experience. It may even be the experience that another

team or function at your company has with your work. This is for you and your team to determine

based on the type of work you are doing, whose experience you are impacting, and the results of that

experience on future productivity.

Peoples’ experience with the work or
work product

Team Experience & Long-Term Productivity
Over and over again during our study, participants described individuals or teams who seemed

productive at first but burned out and were not productive over time.

We heard from one study participant who contrasted two different teams from his career. The first

team he described worked constantly, even living in the same house together and working at all hours

of the night. They hit product market fit very quickly and fought to keep up with the demand. He

described it as a “churn and burn” culture. While the product was acquired, the team all burned out

from the experience, needed to take time to recover, and never worked together again in the future. 

In contrast, he described another team – also a start-up and also eventually acquired - that worked at

a much more measured pace. They enjoyed working together, collaborated, constantly innovated and

iterated on their product, and were able to build lives outside of their work. This team, in contrast, even

after acquisition, is still working together and still creating new products even decades later.
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 “When I think about these two teams,” he said, “The second one is more productive

because they are still doing productive work together years later.”

While they had similar outcomes in terms of acquisition, the second team in this example is more

productive because the positive experience of the team increased – instead of harmed – future productivity

of the individuals and the team.



Not surprisingly since progress on goals and objectives is one dimension of productivity, productive teams had clear

purpose, goals, and objectives. This enabled these teams to prioritize and focus, say no to work that didn’t meet their

objectives, and make decisions more efficiently because it was clear what they were working towards.

Characteristics of Productive Teams
The most productive teams described by our study participants often shared characteristics commonly ascribed to
effective teams. 

Most of these characteristics probably aren’t surprising, but it’s a good reminder that many foundations of effective
teams and team structures really do impact productivity. 

Sometimes the time spent on processes and systems can feel bureaucratic or time leaching because it’s not usually
the most fun or creative work. 

However, over and over again, the participants in our study included these six characteristics when
describing the most productive teams in their career:

w w w . p a r a d o x c p . c o m

Clear purpose, goals and objectives.

Strong project management.

Most of the productive teams in our study (and many of the productive individuals described in the study, too) had

strong project management capabilities. Often the project management systems and values shared by these teams

were taught or passed down by one or more team members, who were highly skilled or trained in project management.

The team then adopted the system and continued to refine and own it as a group.

Efficient and effective communication.
Productive teams communicate well. Beyond effective interpersonal skills, effective team communication often meant

there were clear systems, tools, and norms for team communication that were respected and utilized by all team

members.

Clear roles, accountability and responsibility
Productive teams had clearly defined roles within the team and shared accountability and responsibility for completing

their share of the work. Team members knew that they could depend on each other to do what they said they would

do. Clarity in roles and responsibilities also enabled more distributed decision-making, which increased both efficiency

and effectiveness.
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Collaboration
The most productive teams emphasized collaboration, which usually meant that they knew and respected their team

members’ strengths and work styles. Collaboration didn’t mean that they were always working on something together

(there was plenty of individual work time). Instead, it meant they understood and valued their colleagues’ strengths and

skills well enough to share the work, incorporate different expertise, and create the best product by applying everyone’s

strengths in the best way. It also meant they knew when their team members needed a break or support, and they

stepped in to help each other.

Skills required to do the task.
People on productive teams had the skills and experience to do the work. This might seem obvious, but it’s a factor that

can be compromised when you’re trying to cut or manage costs. Hiring, training, or upskilling for the expertise or skills

needed to do the work well can result in net productivity gains.

Align on the organization’s purpose and the team’s purpose. Know what team members are passionate about and

connect the work to that purpose 

Collaborate on setting clear goals and objectives and identifying milestones to reach towards those goals

Recognize team members with proclivity for project management and engage them to duplicate their best practices

across the team

Engage in team learning to understand and appreciate each other’s strengths and work styles

Prioritize and model effective communication; engage in communication training and tools (noting usage so that the

number of tools is manageable)

Expect people to complete their commitments, and complete your commitments to the team

Clean up any fuzziness in roles or responsibilities. Try making the default that one person is responsible for a task

or decision

Note where skills or expertise may be lacking (be honest) and find a way to build them

Tips to Enable Your Team’s Productivity



It’s also important to consider the impact of individuals on the team’s experience. One participant in the

study described an individual who could be really productive at times, but he frequently burned himself out

and was not collaborative during his output peaks. This “individual productivity got in the way of team

productivity” so much so that this leader said, “I don’t think I would hire this person again because of the toll

it took on the team.”

We heard from a number of study participants about leaders who were non-stop and incredibly effective

because they were intimately involved in the business and the details of the business but also ran the risk of

burning out their teams. One functional leader described a CEO who “consistently worked 12 hours days

and out-paced and out-thought all of us. Sometimes she would generate so much volume for others, that it

exhausted the team, burned them out.”
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Individual Impact on Team Experience & Productivity

Super Humans & Team Productivity

It was interesting that the majority of the most productive individuals described by study participants were

not people who worked constantly. They were often people who were strong at planning, project

management, and saying no to work that didn’t align with objectives and goals. People don’t need to work

constantly to be productive.

However, there were certainly some highly productive people who were described as working constantly,

having immense energy, and being invested in all the details. One study participant even described a highly

productive individual who said “yes” to everything, which is counter to almost everything written about

productive people.

We’re dubbing these people “super humans” – people who have immense, sustained energy and rarely

burn out – and they are unusual, the outliers. Most of the time, when describing an individual or a leader like

this, study participants would also caveat that this person could exhaust or burn out their team. They did not

burn out themselves, but their constant ideas and energy could overwhelm others. In some cases, these

people worked in fairly independent roles, but, in other examples, they were the CEO, founder, function

leader, or even team member.

For these “super humans,” their experience may be at its height when they can be fully absorbed by the

work. Their individual productivity across all three dimensions may be incredibly high when they are working

round the clock and on fire, and this positive experience matters for them. It feeds them and keeps them

going. However, they also need to consider and measure the experience of their team because the team’s

experience is also important for team member retention, innovation, and engagement, and, therefore, future

organization productivity.



We heard one story from a study participant at a company that had seemingly figured this out. She

described one of these “super humans” on her team (we’ll call him Ron) as the most productive person she

knew. He worked constantly, had a huge amount of energy and interest in the work, constantly innovated

and improved upon processes and systems that were not part of his job just because he loved it so much.

Ron provided a huge amount of value to the company and to the team – but they recognized that he was

not most people – that he was an outlier. They couldn’t hire ten Rons if they wanted to. When our

interviewee was first onboarded onto the team, they specifically called out this anomaly and level set

expectations saying, “Ron is amazing. He works constantly, and he loves it. That is not our expectation.

Don’t think you need to be Ron to be successful here.” 
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Individual Capacity & Experience

This brings up another complexity of productivity that people talked about in our study, which is that people

have different capacities for productivity and different recovery requirements. Even within an individual, this

capacity is not constant and can differ by time of the day, month of the year, or season of life. This high

variability can make it very challenging for managers and leaders to know how to motivate, challenge, and

manage different individuals. Accurately assessing productivity requires that we recognize people have

different needs and different experiences.

Managing different peoples’ strengths and work styles and building up their capacity is probably one of the

most difficult parts of management and leadership. It requires being attuned to people’s experience and

need for recovery and encouraging people to understand their own needs and capacity. By measuring both

team and individual experience as one dimension of productivity, it enables you to account for different

peoples’ capacity and the impact of individuals on the team to maximize both individual and overall team

productivity.

Building Relationships is Productive Activity

The experience dimension also applies to customers or other stakeholders, in addition to employees or

team members. If a customer has a negative experience, you are going to have to work that much harder

for their business in the future, or you may not even have the opportunity. If a supplier has a great

experience with your team, they may be willing to go the extra distance to help you get a product or service

that enables you to meet a future deadline.

In fact, building strong relationships was one of the frequent descriptors of productive individuals in our

study. The people who had strong and wide networks of relationships knew where the opportunities were,

could make things happen, and were able to access resources and information – all of which helped them

make progress on goals and milestones and provide products or services that were used.



People build strong relationships through positive experiences, not negative ones. Taking the time to

provide a positive experience to a customer, a supplier, a colleague on another team, or even a competitor

in your industry is a productive activity and a productive use of resources. Their experience has the potential

to impact future productivity for your company either for the better or for the worse.

One study participant talked about a team that was hyper focused on a limited definition of productivity that

did not include the Experience dimension. It was a recruiting company, and they had challenging and very

specific metrics they were driving towards every week and every month. People worked incredibly hard to

meet their goals, and compensation was heavily tied to their completion. However, he did not describe this

team as highly productive because he said they drove towards those metrics at the expense of

relationships.

In his words, “We burned a lot of bridges driving towards those productivity metrics.”

Relationships and networks impact productivity in any role, but especially in recruiting! Beyond the bridges

that were burned, the job was highly demanding and, “People never lasted.”
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Experience in Combination with Movement & Usage

There is nothing wrong with challenging

and specific metrics. If those help you

move forward on goals and objectives

and promote usage, then they can be

an effective productivity tool. However,

by not also considering experience as

one other measure of productivity, you

can harm long term productivity, as the

recruiting team above did.

Another example of a team ignoring

both experience and usage to the

detriment of productivity came from a

function leader in our study describing

his experience after private equity

acquired the company where he

worked.

The PE firm quickly implemented a robust system for tracking objectives and results

to measure productivity, but, according to this study participant,

there was something missing:

While the system told me I was

productive, I didn’t feel that way.

Yes, we were producing work, but

we weren’t happy. No one wants

to work without agency and

autonomy. It stifles creativity.

When you’re thinking about

checking the box, you’re not

thinking about producing ideas.



This company was ahead of the curve in a new, high-value industry and had every opportunity to be wildly

successful. But, ultimately, the company did not perform as well as it should have, which this interviewee credited

to short-sightedness. 

This is an example of a company that only focused on Dimension 1 of the framework without giving attention to

Dimension 2 (Usage) or Dimension 3 (Experience). If they had been paying attention to Experience, they would

have focused more on creating an environment where it was safe to raise concerns and creative ideas, and, if they

had been paying more attention to Usage, they would have realized that functions weren’t communicating and

sharing important market insights.

Now contrast this example with a sales leader in our study who described the most productive team he

experienced in his career. It was a global strategic accounts team within the technology industry. He described the

team as highly experienced and the “navy seals of big deals.” They would come in to support the sales team when

there was a particularly important and difficult account.

In my experience, salespeople don’t always like turning over their accounts to someone else, but this team

constantly surveyed the sales team about their experience working with them. They were focused on giving the

sales team the best experience possible, and, because of this, plus their strategic experience and network of

relationships, they were highly regarded, highly appreciated, and highly productive. Due to this positive experience

by the sales team, they were quick to bring in strategic accounts when they needed it and were both helpful and

supportive to them. The positive experience of the sales team impacted both the current and future productivity of

the strategic accounts team.
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“When you’re only thinking about checking a box, it’s a cost on creativity.

It also led to miscommunication. When you see something outside your

lane, you don’t speak up. It created a lot of silos.”

Customer Experience is a Productivity Metric
I won’t harp on customer experience because I think this is well understood to be an important performance and

outcome metric. However, I do want to stress that we should also be thinking about customer experience as a

measure of productivity. While companies are focused on pulling levers that will increase productivity ratios, it’s

important to continue to invest in the resources that most impact your customer experience. If you can maintain

experience levels with fewer resources, then do it, but try not to cut resources that will significantly impact employee

or customer experience. These metrics are a critical part of the net productivity equation.

When we are focused or pressured to be productive, get things done, or do more with less, it’s easy to feel like we

can’t take time or energy to improve someone’s experience. Recognizing that experience is a big contributor to

productivity – especially future productivity – reframes our thinking and gives us permission to take that extra

minute to catch up with a colleague, give some extra support to a customer, or give another team a heads up about

a change in schedule. Helping others usually improves our own experience, too, which in turn makes it more likely

that we will have sustained energy to continue producing.
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Engaging in a conceptual understanding of the three dimensions of
productivity may be enough for leaders, teams, and team members to
discuss and make thoughtful decisions about resources that will result in
maximum or increased productivity.

A New Formula For Productivity

However, I also know from experience that what gets measured gets done and so I do want to offer a formula

that can enable you to keep an eye on productivity, measure what matters (not just what seems to matter), and

hold everyone accountable to consider all parts of the equation. 

P = (M + U + E) / R

The new equation for measuring workplace productivity looks like this:

where P= Productivity, M=Movement, U=Usage, E=Experience and R=Resources

Productivity is progress on goals and objectives PLUS use or adoption of creation, product, or service PLUS

peoples’ experience with the work or work product – all in relationship to the resources expended. Optimum

productivity is the point at which Movement, Usage, and Experience are all maximized, while also managing

Resources.

Note that if the formula was based purely on the data from our study, R (Resources) might not be included in it.

Very few people actually mentioned managing or minimizing resources directly when they described productive

teams and productive people. One leader did talk about the need to manage resources saying, “I feel a

responsibility to manage resources wisely.” This individual worked for a highly mission-driven company, and this

sense of responsibility likely represents care for both the mission and the team. This isn’t to say that others

weren’t concerned about managing resources responsibly at their companies, but it was not the first – or second

or third – attribute that they used to describe productive teams or individuals.

Some people talked about managing time when describing productive teams and productive people, which ties

back to the project management characteristic of productive teams. Some productive teams were described as

avoiding crunch times and last-minute scrambles because of solid project management and time management.
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In order to assess and measure productivity using the formula, we recommend creating a productivity dashboard

that contains metrics for the three dimensions plus Resources. This enables you to observe the interaction and

relationships among the variables. Since some metrics may be leading or lagging indicators, it also gives you a

visual representation of the levers you can pull – and how much you can pull them – to optimize productivity. In

addition, it raises awareness when a part of the equation is increasing or decreasing so that the team can find a

solution, sustain, or continue the shift.

The dashboard won’t provide an index or standard that can be compared across companies or organizations,

but it will help you to understand whether a team or individual really is productive or just looks productive – or

show whether a team is more productive this quarter or last quarter – or highlight which team might need some

added help or obstacle removal to boost productivity. All of this can help manage and guide decisions, activities,

and investments that increase productivity for your organization.

Productivity Dashboard

But, for the most part, study participants didn’t identify teams and individuals as productive because they

managed time or resources; they identified them as productive because of the Movement, Usage, and

Experience they produced. Time management or energy management just happened to be the way they were

able to produce and sustain that production. Most people in our study described productivity only using

Movement, Usage, and Experience, and, for many teams, defining and measuring productivity along those three

dimensions may be enough to better understand and increase productivity.

The reason I am including Resources in the productivity formula is because it’s an important factor in organization

growth, and resources are not infinite. A leader needs to know how to invest and direct resources in order to

maximize Movement, Usage, and Experience. They need to keep an eye on resources and understand the

relationship between resources and the three dimensions of productivity. It’s important to know how increases or

decreases in resources are impacting Movement, Usage, and Experience. Growth – and increased productivity -

happens when the numerator outpaces the denominator.
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One of the greatest values in using the formula and dashboard is identifying the metrics that really matter within

each of the dimensions. Those metrics will look very different for every team or individual and may change

frequently for some teams, as their projects and deliverables change. The key is to keep the number of metrics

small both so that you don’t create more work (and lose productivity) chasing down and calculating too many

metrics and also so that it forces you to prioritize and align on the most important factors for each of the

dimensions. 

You should already be documenting milestones towards goals and objectives somewhere in your team or

organization so the Movement metrics should already be available to you. This metric is likely the percent of

milestones, steps, or projects achieved – or something that represents your completed progress. 

You may only have one or two Usage metrics and one or two Experience metrics. The Experience metrics may be

part of a larger survey you already conduct, or it might be a simple pulse check (qualitative or quantitative) with the

relevant party. Usage metrics are more likely to change regularly as projects or milestones are completed.

Resources can be some combination of time, energy, and money that makes sense for you. Perhaps it’s labor cost

(e.g., salary and benefits dedicated to the team or project) or perhaps it’s time (e.g., number of team hours

dedicated to the work) or perhaps it’s project cost (i.e., labor cost plus technology and overhead cost allocated to

the work in the time period).

Don’t over complicate it. The purpose is to increase your awareness about your true productivity so that you can

monitor and improve it and not start gaming the numbers.

Here's a sample productivity dashboard for a team using this formula. The colors indicate increases or decreases

in the productivity dimensions over time. They can also represent above or below goal if that’s better for you.

Selecting the Productivity Metrics
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The purpose of a dashboard is to make the metrics visible so that people know what matters and so that

important factors aren’t missed or ignored. It also helps highlight when a metric starts trending down (or up) so

that you can resolve an issue (or recognize and keep up the great work). The dashboard serves as a tool to

make sure that everyone recognizes the importance of all dimensions, are paying attention to the metrics that

matter the most to productivity, and are thinking critically about the activities that increase or decrease

productivity.

Conclusion

We’ve designed the Paradox Productivity Framework to be a formula, but, like many processes in business, it is

also a cycle. People want to be productive. They want to make progress and move forward. They want their

work to be seen, used, and appreciated by the world. They want to have an impact. All of this leads to a better

experience for themselves and for your customers, which leads to more productivity, which leads to more

resources, which leads to more progress, usage, and experience, and you can see how the cycle continues. 

In order to both sustain and increase productivity in your organization today, start defining, describing, and

measuring it along all three dimensions: Movement, Usage, and Experience. This formula and cycle will ensure

you are valuing all your resources, most notably the human ones, as the work we do and how we do it continues

to evolve and change.



What are the goals or objectives we’re working towards as a team? This week, this quarter, this year?

What steps are we taking to move forward on our goals and objectives?

Where do we need to further define or clarify our goals or objectives?

What’s the expected timeline to complete these goals? Does this still make sense?

Is there anything holding us back from making progress on our goals? How can we resolve this? How can I help

resolve this?

What could help us make more progress on our goals or objectives?

What movement or progress can we commit to making this week or this month?

Starter Questions to Engage Your Team in
Productivity Discussions

Here are some sample starter questions to engage your team in conversations about productivity and begin to
understand and discuss productivity from the perspective of the three dimensions. 

Remember that there are multiple opportunities to increase productivity, and, in most cases, accountability falls at
both the leadership and team level and can be both internal and external to the team. These are big questions, and
they often won’t be resolved in one discussion. 

Beginning to get comfortable defining, describing, and measuring productivity as a team is the first
step in improving it.

Movement

Usage
Who uses or engages with what we create, produce, deliver, or serve? 

How is our creation, product, deliverable, or service used?

What are our goals for the use of our work? Are we reaching those goals?

Are there opportunities to expand the use of our work?

What needs to happen or change in order to meet or exceed our usage goals?

Is there anything holding us back from meeting or exceeding our usage goals? How can we improve this?

Is there any work we’re doing that should be discontinued or changed based on current usage or engagement with it?

Are there others external to our team who can help us increase the use of our work?

What can we do to engage others in increasing the use of our work?
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What are we going to do differently as a result of insights gathered today?

What are we going to continue to elevate and prioritize in order to sustain productivity?

How will we engage in conversations and decisions about productivity or work differently as a result of these

insights?

What are some steps we can take today, this week, this month to increase or sustain our productivity?

Whose experience will impact our team’s future productivity? (e.g., our own experience, our team’s experience,

customer, supplier, another team?)

Whose experience, if any, matters the most for future productivity?

Do we know how they would describe their experience with our team?

How can we measure or get a pulse on their experience?

What can we do to change or improve their experience?

What has the greatest impact on their experience? How can we continue to prioritize this source of impact?

Experience

Conclusion
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