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Planning
A Self Study Guide for Members and Staff of Agricultural Cooperatives

LESSON FOUR:  Work planning

Objective:  To learn how to assess staff workloads and deal with the 
effect of variable workloads through the year, and then to look at the 
problems managers face in managing their own time.  Guidance is 
given on deciding which tasks are flexible and which are not, preparing 
planning charts and setting priorities.

The highest costs for Delta Co-operative were, like in most co-operatives, the costs of 
staff. Beside the manager, there were two clerks, three labourers and one driver 
employed.  Still, it could be necessary to employ more people for the new credit and 
supply scheme. However, before doing so, the manager had to decide whether his present 
staff could take on more duties or not.

Like most co-operatives, Delta faced the problems of an uneven workload during the year. 
All staff were busy during the peak period when members delivered their crops. During
some other months, however, some of the staff were underemployed, as you can see in 
this diagram.

The manager had tried to solve this problem in various ways.  For instance, he could vary 
the labour force in proportion to the workload.  The three fulltime labourers were needed 
for the "normal" workload throughout the year, but several more had to be employed 
temporarily during the peak period.  The manager thought that he could do this again
during next year when fertilizer would be distributed over a short period.

It was more difficult to hire clerical staff temporarily.  Therefore, the manager had 
examined all the tasks of the clerks.  Certain tasks had to be done at particular seasons, of 
course.  For instance, both clerks were fully engaged in paperwork when members 
delivered their crops. The trading reports to the committee and the returns to the Co-
operative Union had to be prepared on specific dates. Likewise, final payments to 
members were done during a fixed period. However, other tasks were flexible and the 
manager had discussed and planned with the clerks how those tasks could be fitted into 
the "slack" periods. In that way, the workload was "evened out" as much as possible over 
the year.
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Now the manager discussed the new scheme with the clerks.  

They agreed that they could have all the credit documents ready for members in time for the 
fertilizer deliveries in October, if they could begin the work in August during their slack 
period.  But they thought they would need assistance with the paperwork for the actual 
deliveries in October.

In this way the manager of Delta Co-operative made sure that his existing resources were 
fully utilized, before considering going to his committee to say that he needed more staff.

The Manager's workload

Very few co-operative managers complain that they have not got enough to do and all kinds 
of necessary work is done late or never gets done at all, because the manager says: "I did not 
have time."

On the other hand, can any manager honestly say that they are hard at work on their 
society's business, every minute of every day, all through the year? There are always some 
periods when they are less than fully occupied and there will be periods when they are over-
worked.  Managers are affected by the uneven workload in a co-operative just like their 
staff. 

Let's imagine you are a cooperative manager.  Your own time is the resource which you 
should be able to control most effectively. 

Maybe you can plan your own workload a bit better?



Planning Lesson 4

MATCOM © ILO 3

Here is a list, in random order, of things a manager of a co-operative has to perform:

a) Prepare minutes of meetings.
b) Submit returns to the Government.
c) Organise the collection of member crops.
d) Supervise crop collection.
e) Negotiate the sale of crop.
f) Pay staff wages.
g) Prepare agenda and papers for meetings.
h) Plan member education programmes.
i) Implement member education programmes.
j) Attend courses.
k) Train staff.
l) Hold staff appraisal interviews.
m) Negotiate deliveries of supplies.
n) Deal with credit applications.
o) Supervise preparation of the annual accounts.
p) Deal with member complaints.
q) Receive visits from co-operative officers.
r) Carry out routine visits to members in the field.
s) Inspect stores.
t) Control petty cash accounts.
u) Monitor and sign cheques.
v) Monitor and sign local orders.
w) Draft the annual report.
x) Deal with unexpected crises, breakdowns and accidents.
y) Receive visits from sales representatives.
z) Inspect vehicles.
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Some of the tasks must be done on a particular day, or within a short period. Those tasks are 
inflexible, you cannot postpone them. Task d) in the list is an example.

There are some tasks which we can call semi-flexible. You can do them when you wish, 
within a week or so.  Task s) is an example.

Other tasks can be done within two or three months, at your discretion. They are very 
flexible, like task h).

i. The list of tasks is not complete.  Can you add more tasks which you think are important?

ii. Now go through the list and classify each task as you would treat it, if you were planning
your work.  Write F for the flexible tasks, S for the semi-flexible and I for the inflexible.

Points for reflection:

Why is it that tasks like (w) drafting the annual report or (n) dealing with credit applications 
are often treated as "inflexible"?

You would know a long time in advance that the annual 
report must be ready on a certain day. You could have used 
some of your "quiet days" earlier for preparing the draft.

Remember also that visits from salesmen and even from
senior officials are not wholly outside the manager's
control.  Some people can be asked to come on a specific
date. In that way they will not interfere with your planning
and cause your staff and members to waste their time.

Remember the manager of Delta Co-operative? He needed more time in August and 
September for his new credit scheme.  Maybe he could move some flexible jobs from those 
months to earlier months?

To "bring forward" the flexible activities may be the remedy for excessive workloads. If you 
can plan to carry out as many as possible of the flexible tasks as early as possible, you will 
have more time for the activities which must be done at fixed times.
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But which tasks are flexible?  Which tasks in the list on page 3 have you classified as flexible, 
semi-flexible and inflexible?  Here is one suggestion.  Do you agree?

Flexible: h, k, 1, m, r and y.
Semi-flexible: a, b, c, e, g, i, k, n, o, q, s, t, w and z.
Inflexible: d, f, j, p, u, v and x.

So, when planning your activities over a longer period you should try this strategy:

 Examine all your tasks and identify those which are "flexible".

 Implement the flexible tasks as early as possible.

Some managers prepare charts of their workload over the year. See the example below. The 
charts help managers to "see" when they are busy with inflexible tasks, and when they can 
put in other activities.

If you use such a chart, you will find that it will be easier for you to begin your tasks on time 
and not leave them until "the last minute".  Many stress-periods will disappear and your 
workload over the year will be evened out.

Activities:

Collect credit applications

Process credit applications

Negotiate credit with bank

Order fertilizer

Receive/distribute fertilizer

Prepare crop collection points

Prepare storage warehouse

Collect crop

Negotiate crop sales

Deliver produce to buyers

Budgeting

Stock-taking

Prepare annual reports

Prepare reports for 
committee

Key: Deadlines are indicated by * Inflexible task = flexible task = 

Now let's have a look at daily planning.
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Suppose that you have made up a long-term plan for your activities, as we have discussed. 
You know exactly when you want to do certain important things.

For instance, you know very well what you had planned
to do this week.  But yesterday something went wrong.
At the end of the day you had not completed much of 
what you had set yourself to do.  Again you said: "I did 
not have time."

What happened actually? Yes, you may have been very 
busy the whole day.  But did you spend time on less 
important tasks, so that you could not do the important 
ones? What did you actually do all day?

Very few managers can answer this question satisfactorily, because they actually spend most 
of their time looking for information that ought to have been readily available - dealing with 
crises that might have been avoided and communicating with people who should have known 
what to do earlier. If you are a manager, try to write down what you actually do, every 30 
minutes, tomorrow. You will be surprised how difficult it is, and how little of the time you 
spend actually doing the job of managing your society.

The main job of a manager is to plan and organise the work of other people, but many 
managers fail even to plan and organise their own work.  Imagine that you had written down
the things you had to do in one day, together with an estimate of how long each one would 
take:

Inspect the warehouse 1 hour
Collect data for annual report 2 hours
Open mail 1 hour
Dictate replies to mail 1 hour
Weekly management meeting 2 hours (10 am)
Lunch with machinery supplier 2 hours (12 noon)
Check vehicle journey books 1 hour

If you had a nine hour day, from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. it would apparently be impossible to fit all 
these tasks into one day.  Would you put off some tasks tomorrow, and if so which? How 
would you actually schedule the remaining tasks?

The diary extract on the next page shows how one manager scheduled the same work.  He 
has in fact fitted in all the tasks, but still inserted two half-hour periods for unexpected 
items, or for getting ahead with tomorrow's work.

Of course, this manager has a different opinion about how long some of the tasks will take; 
otherwise he would not have been able to do them all in one day.

 First of all, he realised that no weekly meeting should last more than one hour, and 
accordingly he cut down the time for the weekly management meeting.

 Then, he decided that a two-hour lunch with a machinery supplier was unnecessary and 
not the best way to discuss business.  A one-hour meeting would be far more productive, 
followed perhaps by a snack in the office for half-an-hour.
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The manager could also delegate the collection of data to an assistant or another staff 
member, so that further time could be made available.

This is an over-simplified example.  You may not go through
this process every day, but you should develop a habit of
planning. You must recognise which tasks can be carried out
at your convenience, and which must be done at a specific
time.  Avoid doing tasks, or taking a certain amount of time for 
particular tasks, just because you or others have always
behaved in this way.

If you plan and organise your work each day in this way, you 
will find that you can get a great deal more done, every day.
You will enjoy your work more, because you will know what
you are doing and why, and you will not have to use the excuse 
"I did not have time".

Priorities

The annual report was due in a week, and was obviously the 
most important task for the manager. He refused to see 
anybody, to open any mail or do anything else for the first four 
days of the week. He finished the report, but the office was in 
chaos.  "What did I do wrong?" he thought.  "I did the most
important thing first".
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In your day-to-day work you will often have to make a choice between several tasks. Should 
you always do the most important thing first?  For instance, which one of the following tasks 
would you do first:

 preparing the annual report due in a few weeks' time or

 signing a local purchase order for some stationery?

Obviously, the first is the most important but you would rightly do the second first - because 
it is more urgent.

Read the following pairs of tasks and decide which of each one you would do first.

a. Meet a local politician who has dropped in or
b. Interview a job applicant who has come at the time requested.

c. Go on your regular weekly field trip or
d. Talk to the father of one of your employees who happens to be in town that morning.

e. Arrange a loan for your cousin or
f. Discuss the layout of a new letterhead.

 (a) may be important, but (b) concerns the efficient staffing of your co-operative and is 
more important.  You could maybe ask another staff member to interview the applicant 
first, while you have a short conversation with the politician.

 You should do (d) quickly, before (c) because it is convenient.  Important and even urgent 
tasks may sometimes briefly be delayed because an unusual opportunity to do something 
less important or urgent arises.

 You should do (f) before (e) because it is part of your job and not a personal matter. 
Except in very urgent cases, your job should take precedence over your family in working 
hours.

You may disagree with some of these choices, because of your particular circumstances. 
What is important is that you should think about priorities, and decide in what order to do 
things, rather than just doing them in any random order, quite accidentally.

Some managers are not able to control their own time. They allow themselves to be 
controlled by events, rather than the reverse. They are diverted from one job by another 
and can never finish anything properly at all.  When they come into the office, they do what 
first occurs to them; some do the easiest things first and others do just what other people
want them to do.  Everybody falls into these traps from time to time, and you have almost 
certainly said to yourself, on more than one occasion: "Why didn't I do that earlier, instead of 
leaving it to the last moment?"

You must get your priorities right and plan your own time as well as possible, before you can 
plan the work of your co-operative effectively.

  


