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Abstract We investigated managers’ work and behav-
iour patterns in profitable growth small- and medium-
sized Swedish companies, and considered how these
patterns might be associated with good health outcomes.
Specifically, we looked at hours worked by managers,
proportion of time spent on working activities, and
leadership behaviour orientation. We used a quantitative
cross-sectional design and collected data via a standard-
ized questionnaire that was answered by 133 top man-
agers. The data were analyzed with descriptive statistics,
linear regression, and compositional data analysis. Our
results indicate that the managers worked long hours,
which is a health risk both for them as individuals and

for their organizations, but also that they engaged in
work practices and leadership behaviours that were
favourable for organizational health and for their em-
ployees. The managers spent a high proportion of their
time in touring, which could be beneficial to organiza-
tional health, and exercised active leadership through
behaviours that contribute to both employee health and
company effectiveness. Comparing our results to other
studies, we can observe that patterns of managers’ time
use differ between small and large companies,
confirming that the size of the firm is an important
determinant of managerial work.

Keywords Managers’ time use .Managers’working
hours . Leadership behaviour . Touring . Organizational
health . Small businesses

JEL classifications L26 . L20 . I15 .M10

1 Introduction

Research on managerial work has been criticized for not
paying sufficient attention to the impact of managerial
practices on those managed as well as on effective
organizational performance (Hales 1986, 2001;
Martinko and Gardner 1985; O’Gorman et al. 2005).
There is a need for a more comprehensive understanding
of what shapes managerial work, and the role of context
and individual factors (Hales 1999, 2001).

In this article, we discuss some implications of man-
agerial work and behaviours for organizational
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performance and health, drawing on the Healthy Work
Organization (HWO) perspective (Sauter et al. 1996).
The topic is important since there is increasing global
interest in organizational health across small businesses,
which represent a large share of many economies (Legg
et al. 2014; Nowrouzi et al. 2016). In Sweden, small-
and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs; ≤ 250 em-
ployees) constitute 99.9% of all companies and employ
around 65% of all private-sector employees
(Tillväxtverket 2019). We also know that organizational
health in SMEs is poorly managed, and tends to be
marginalized (Legg et al. 2014). Employees in small
businesses have poorer working conditions and are ex-
posed to greater health and safety risks (Walters et al.
2018; Hasle and Limborg 2006).

Daily managerial work is overlooked in the contem-
porary leadership discourse (Alvesson and Sveningsson
2003a; Hales 2001), management research (Mintzberg
2009; Tengblad 2012), and small business literature
(O’Gorman et al. 2005). Building on the practice per-
spective on management (Tengblad 2012), we maintain
that successful and experienced managers’ daily work
practices, behaviours, and activities can, in addition to
the mainstream theories on leadership, be used “as the
primary data for theorizing about good management”
(Tengblad 2012:5). The present article therefore focuses
on managerial work and behaviour patterns in the con-
text of profitable growth SMEs. This context is impor-
tant for two reasons. First, firm growth has been an
important area of research in entrepreneurship both
due to the significance of SMEs for the economy and
because SMEs’ growth has been shown to be critical for
their survival, success, longevity, and financial perfor-
mance (Pasanen 2007). Second, too little research atten-
tion has been paid to managerial work in small busi-
nesses comparedwith large companies (O’Gorman et al.
2005; Tengblad 2012).

We explored the nature and extent of managerial
work by means of a questionnaire answered by man-
agers of 133 SMEs with profitable growth. Our results
show that these managers worked long hours, which is a
health risk, but also that they engaged in “pro organiza-
tional health” practices such as touring and active en-
gagement in health-promoting leadership behaviours.
Yet we also found that the extent and nature of mana-
gerial work were not determined by managerial style,
and that organizational factors may matter. Our research
contributes to the body of literature on the nature of
managerial work by augmenting empirical evidence on

managers’work and behaviour patterns in the context of
profitable growth SMEs. Furthermore, by theoretically
discussing the health effects of managers’ work and
managerial styles, we contribute to the emerging work
on organizational health in the context of SMEs. To our
knowledge, there is no other study that has employed
the interdisciplinary approach we take here, bringing
together research streams within managerial work and
leadership behaviour, and discussing occupational
health in the context of growing SMEs.

2 Literature review

2.1 The nature of managerial work

Researchers in management and work behaviour have
tried to understand management practices by asking
what managers really do (Hales 1986; Tengblad 2012).
Managerial practices have been discussed in terms of
roles, work content and form, communication patterns,
and informal work aspects (Hales 2001).

Mintzberg’s classic study from 1973 has traditionally
served as a reference for description ofmanagerial work.
In that study, Mintzberg examined patterns of manage-
rial activities using the categories deskwork, telephon-
ing, scheduled meetings, unscheduled meetings, and
tours in the organization; the similarities that this re-
vealed in managerial practices led him to advocate the
generic nature of managerial work (Mintzberg 1973).
Other researchers have emphasized both commonalities
and variations in managerial behaviours (Hales 1999;
Tengblad 2012). Stewart (1976) argued that variations
in managerial work may be explained by variations in
managers’ work demands, constraints, and choices. By
studying managers’ time allocation in profitable growth
SMEs, we demonstrate the managerial work and behav-
iour patterns prevalent among this group, implying that
managers’ choices might be associated with higher or-
ganizational performance.

According to researchers, e.g. Hales (1986; 1999;
2001; Martinko and Gardner 1985; O’Gorman et al.
2005), although managerial work research has provided
a good account of what managers do, there is still
insufficient explanation why do managers do what they
do and whether it matters for employees and organiza-
tions. In particular, the criticism concerns too little at-
tention in investigating: what factors (organizational,
individual, and contextual) explain variations and
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commonalities in managerial work, how managers’
work and behaviours relate to organizational perfor-
mance outcomes, and how managers’ work affect em-
ployees. By incorporating context and exploring varia-
tions within the group of profitable growth SMEs, we
address some of the questions raised in this criticism.

Research also suggests that the size of the organiza-
tion influences the nature of managerial work and be-
haviours (O’Gorman et al. 2005). The few studies that
have investigated managerial time use in small compa-
nies found that these managers spent less time in sched-
uled meetings, more time in informal communication,
and more time touring compared with peers in larger
companies (Choran 1969; Florén and Tell 2004, 2012).
O’Gorman et al. (2005) studied growing small
businesses and found the same pattern. Florén and Tell
(2012) investigated managerial work in fast-growing
versus slow-growing small businesses but found no
substantial differences in time use, degree of formaliza-
tion, or communication pattern that could explain the
firms’ growth.

2.2 Managerial work from an organizational health
perspective

According to the HWO model, organizational perfor-
mance and employee health are interrelated and together
form organizational health, which in turn is influenced
by managerial practices (Sauter et al. 1996). Our stand-
point in this paper is that managers’ working hours and
time spent on touring (defined here asmanagers walking
around the workplace and interacting with employees)
are important for organizational health.

Classical studies of managers’ time use (Carlsson
1951; Mintzberg 1973; Stewart 1988) view touring as
inspec t ion tours and a medium for v i sua l
communication, collecting valuable information, and
seeing if everything is going well. Stewart (1976) notes
that managers can also have informal discussions with
employees, creating value for the employees in terms of
increased morale. Peters and Waterman’s (1982)
highlighted some years later management by walking
around (MBWA) as a characteristic behaviour for man-
agers in successful US companies. MBWA was thus
regarded as a way of bringing managers out of office to
talk to employees and clients in an informal manner. A
Swedish study of successful private and public organi-
zations with good employee health and high

effectiveness also identified MBWA as a key leadership
behaviour (Larsson and Vinberg 2010).

In a study of effective managers, Kotter (1982) found
that they often are engaged in short informal conversa-
tions. He interpreted these seemingly non-managerial,
chaotic, and often not work-related activities as an effi-
cient way of problem-solving, getting useful informa-
tion, relating to employees and setting agenda. In
Alvesson and Sveningsson’ study (2003b), managers
stressed the role of such ordinary activities as listening
and informal chatting in everyday managerial work, and
maintained that these activities have positive effects on
employees (since employees feel they are seen,
respected, and an important part of the team). Other
studies show managers’ being hands-on and accessible
for contacts with employees to be important for employ-
ee health (Lundqvist et al. 2012; Skarholt et al. 2016;
Poulsen and Ipsen 2017).

According to our interpretation, the activities referred
to in these studies (i.e. MBWA, short informal conver-
sions, managers being accessible, listening to/chatting
with employees) relate to the concept of touring
reflecting managers’ being present and available for
spontaneous informal interactions with employees.
Touring also provides greater opportunities for man-
agers to engage in relation-oriented leadership behav-
iour, which has been found to be associated with em-
ployee well-being (Skakon et al. 2010). Touring is thus
of interest both as a management technique that may be
common to effective companies, and as a behaviour
important for employee well-being.

Researchers have suggested that managers’ excessive
workload might hinder their ability to handle their own
working situation in the long run (Carlsson 1951;
Tengblad 2006). Working long hours is associated with
depression, anxiety, sleep disturbances, and coronary
heart disease (Bannai and Tamakoshi 2014), thus mak-
ing it a serious occupational health risk. Furthermore,
systematic reviews of available research have reported a
relationship between managers’ and employees’ health
(Skakon et al. 2010) as well as between managers’well-
being and their leadership behaviours (Kaluza et al.
2019).

2.3 Leadership behaviour orientation

The relationship between what managers do, who they
are, and where they work is poorly examined, particu-
larly regarding individual factors and leadership styles
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(Hales 1999). Despite the large body of research on
managerial behavioural styles, to our knowledge, these
styles have not been related tomanagers’ practical work,
for example, in terms of time use.

A well-established typology of leadership behaviours
is presented in the three-dimensional leadership theory
(Yukl et al. 2002) and its twin, the CPE leadership
model (Ekvall and Arvonen 1991, 1994), categorizing
managerial behaviours into three broad categories:
task/production-oriented, relation/employee-oriented,
and change-oriented. Despite different naming, the di-
mensions in both models are similar, and describe lead-
ership in terms of howmuch emphasis a manager places
on each dimension. Task-oriented behaviours (e.g. or-
ganizing and planning work activities, setting goals and
standards, monitoring operations and performance) are
aimed at maintaining effective production and task ful-
filment; relation-oriented behaviours (e.g. providing
support and encouragement, recognizing contributions
and accomplishments, socializing to build relations)
emphasize cooperation and trust; and change-oriented
behaviours (e.g. providing encouragement to view prob-
lems and opportunities in a different way, developing
innovative new strategies, and encouraging and facili-
tating innovation in the organization) point at change,
growth, and adaptation to the external environment
(Yukl et al. 2002). Change-oriented behaviours may
be regarded as entrepreneurial, since innovativeness,
risk-taking, creativity, and commitment to change and
growth have been discussed as being characteristic of
entrepreneurial behaviour (Sadler-Smith et al. 2003).
We have selected the three dimensional model for
this study due to its relevance from the HWO per-
spective and since it is a well-established model in
our field of research. The three dimensions within the
model are associated in various ways with health, job
satisfaction, sickness absence, disability pension,
performance, quality, and effectiveness (Arvonen
2002; Kuoppala et al. 2008; Larsson 2010; Nyberg
2008; Nyberg et al. 2005; Skakon et al. 2010). Stud-
ies show strong empirical support for the association
between relation-oriented behaviours and employee
health (Skakon et al. 2010). Also, other researchers
(Kaluza et al. 2019) have regarded task-oriented,
relation-oriented, and change-oriented behaviours to
be constructive leadership behaviours in relation to
their consequences for followers and the organiza-
tion, as opposed to destructive (e.g. abusive and
passive) behaviours.

For increased understanding of leadership, it is im-
portant to address patterns of specific behaviours used
by managers within each dimension and to study lead-
ership behaviour in its context (Yukl et al. 2002). There-
fore, in this study, we use the healthy and effective
leadership behaviour (HEL) model (Larsson and
Vinberg 2010) since it complements the three-
dimensional model allowing to analyze specific leader-
ship behaviours that promote organizational health and
effectiveness. Furthermore, it is based on the study of
organizations in Sweden, making it interesting also from
the HWO and contextual perspectives. The model in-
cludes nine groups of common leadership behaviours: a
strategic and visionary leader role, communication and
information, authority and responsibility, a learning cul-
ture, subordinate conversations, plainness and simplici-
ty, humanity and trust, walking around, and reflective
personal leadership (Larsson and Vinberg 2010). These
behaviours espouse visibility, openness, communica-
tion, trust, and cooperation with the aim of promoting
the development of one’s subordinates. When behav-
iours in the HEL model are viewed through the prism of
the three-dimensional model, high relationship orienta-
tion appears to be a universal component for successful
leadership, while task and change orientation vary in
this regard depending on situational variables (ibid.).

Leadership behaviour and managers’ time use reflect
different but potentially interlinked aspects of manage-
rial practices. If different leadership behaviour dimen-
sions influence managers’ time use and working activity
prioritization in practice, this may explain variations in
managerial work. The effects of leadership style may
vary depending on the organizational and individual
factors constraining managers’ work.

2.4 Research questions

As discussed above, few studies have addressed
managers’ time use in growing SMEs and the type
of leadership behaviours involved across manage-
rial practices. This study adds to the empirical
evidence on managers’ time use in profitable
growth SMEs and explores patterns of work that
might be associated with personal and organiza-
tional health. We do this by looking at hours
worked by managers, the nature of their work,
and the prevalence of leadership behaviours asso-
ciated with good health outcomes. Our approach
pays special attention to time spent on touring and
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managers’ total working hours, since these aspects
might have implications for employees’/managers’
health as well as organizational performance. Fur-
thermore, we investigate whether leadership behav-
iours, managers’ characteristics, and organizational
characteristics can explain the extent and nature of
managers’ work. Linking managers’ time use,
leadership behaviour styles, and managers’ back-
ground may enhance the understanding of factors
influencing managers’ time use in profitable
growth SMEs.

The research questions were as follows:

a) What is the extent and nature of managerial work in
profitable growth SMEs?

b) Do differences in (i) leadership behaviour orienta-
tion, (ii) organizational context, and (iii) managers’
background characteristics influence the extent and
nature of managerial work in profitable growth
SMEs?

3 Methodology

3.1 Study population and sample

The data for this cross-sectional study were collected
within the project “Successful Companies in
Gästrikland” (SCiG). This project gives annual awards
to the 50 most successful companies in Gästrikland, a
province in central Sweden.

The study sample was specified via a two-step
sampling process: the SCiG process followed by
the study sampling process (Fig. 1). The SCiG
inclusion criteria are companies registered in
Gästrikland, ≥5 years of operation, ≥4 employees,
and ≥ 4 million Swedish Crowns in net sales. All
companies fulfilling these criteria are rated by
SCiG according to the dynamics of economic in-
dicators such as net sales, number of employees,
equity ratio, income, pre-tax profit margin, return
on assets, and return on equity. Selection and
rating are performed by an independent auditing
firm using data on the companies’ last five annual
financial statements (with the last report weighing
heaviest) aggregated by a European company spe-
cializing in quality-assured business and financial
information. The project thus selects companies

demonstrating growth with retained profitability.
Annually, the 120 highest-rated companies are
nominated for the award. Managers of these com-
panies are interviewed via a standardized question-
naire on health-promoting and effective leadership.

Managers of companies nominated for the award
during 2015–2018 constituted the study population. In
2018, data from their paper questionnaires were
screened and entered into SPSS.We used two additional
criteria beyond those of SCiG: SMEs and top managers.
Top managers were defined as owner-managers, exec-
utive directors, and similar-level managers; SMEs were
defined as companies employing up to 250 persons. The
study included responses from one manager at each
company, and for companies nominated several times,
only data from their first entry were included.

Answers from 133 managers were included in this
study (Table 1). The managers’ average age was 48,
88% were male, and 31% had university education.
They had worked at the company for 15 years on
average (range: 1–42) and had almost as long manage-
rial experience. Average company size was 21 em-
ployees (range: 4–150).

All cases with any missing data were excluded
from the analysis via list-wise deletion. When we
compared the cases with valid responses (n = 133)
with the cases with some missing data (n = 15), the
groups differed in terms of age and proportion of
time spent on spontaneous meetings. Thus, the
internal missing data might have affected the re-
sults of the study. However, there were no signif-
icant differences regarding other variables, includ-
ing the main outcomes. We also checked that there
were no differences between the groups regarding
the financial performance ranking that was used to
select the sample. Furthermore, no differences in
financial performance ranking were found between
companies that participated in the survey (n = 148)
and those that did not (n = 139). We were not able
to make sociodemographic comparisons because
sociodemographic data were not available for the
non-respondent group.

To test the validity of the questionnaire and
ensure the quality of data collection, five pilot
interviews were carried out to ensure that the
respondents understood the questionnaire. While
screening the answers, additional telephone calls
were made to some of the respondents to clarify
their answers.
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3.2 Measurements of variables

The key characteristics included in our analysis were the
extent and nature of managerial work, leadership behav-
iour orientation, managers’ background characteristics,
and organizational context. According to Maes et al.
(2005), factors on the level of manager, company, and

managerial practices are basic determinants of company
performance.

3.3 Outcomes

The main outcome of the study was the extent and
nature of managerial work, measured in terms of

All companies in the province, n=5891a

Companies matching the inclusion 

criteria, n≈480-500b

120 companies nominated 

(highest rated)

50 companies awarded

SCiG inclusion criteria

Step 1. Economic rating  

Step 2. Structured interviews with 

managers willing to participate. 

Step 3. Results of step 1 and 2 are 

combined to select companies for 

award

Companies nominated for the award during 

Jan 2015–Oct 2018, n=489

Study inclusion criteria

Managers of companies nominated for the 

first time during Jan 2015–Oct 2018, n=287

Excluded: 

- Managers of nominated companies 

who were not interviewed (no 

contact established, willing to 

participate but not available during 

interview period, or did not agree to 

participate), n=139

- missing or incomplete data, n=15

Selected for study, n=133

� size (≤250 employees)
� first entry

� answered all the questions

Excluded: 

- Second or later nomination for 

this company, n=200

- size ≥251 employees, n=2

SCiG annual selection process Study selection process

a Average for the period
b Number varies between years

Fig. 1 Selection process for the
SCiG project and for the present
study

Table 1 Organizational context and characteristics of the participating managers (n = 133)

Frequency Mean Median Range SD

Organizational context

Number of employees 133 21.11 12 4–150 27.10

Control span 133 10.77 7 1–124 14.48

Managers’ background characteristics

Organizational tenure 133 15.14 13 1–42 9.37

Managerial experience 133 14.19 12 0–42 9.70

Age 133 48.30 48 25–73 9.62

Sex Male 117 (88%)

Female 16 (12%)

Education No university education 92 (69.2%)

University education and higher 41 (30.8%)
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managers’ working hours and distribution of time be-
tween activities (particularly tours) in line with the cat-
egories used in previous research (Florén and Tell 2004,
2012; Kurke and Aldrich 1983; Mintzberg 1973;
O’Gorman et al. 2005; Tengblad 2006). Participants
were asked to specify the percentage of their working
time spent in a typical week on deskwork (e.g. e-mail,
general administration), telephoning, scheduled meet-
ings, unscheduled meetings (e.g. meeting somebody in
a corridor and holding a spontaneous meeting), and
tours (walking around and talking to subordinates).
We assessed total working hours by asking “Howmany
hours per week do you normally work?”.

3.4 Independent variables

Leadership behaviour, as the main exposure, was mea-
sured with four one-item questions assessing managers’
overall orientation towards relations, task, and change
according to the taxonomy in the three-dimensional
model (Ekvall and Arvonen 1991; Yukl et al. 2002)
and usage of behaviours in the HEL model (Larsson
and Vinberg 2010). Respondents were asked to read
descriptions of core behaviours in each dimension and
assess the extent to which they practiced these behav-
iours in their daily work on a scale ranging from 0 (I
never do this) to 100 (I clearly do this and could be a role
model for other managers). For example, the description
for relation-oriented behaviours was as a manager I
provide support and encouragement to employees, ex-
press conviction that an employee can accomplish a
difficult task, recognize achievements, provide coaching
when needed, discuss, advise, check with employees
and keep them updated in decision-making processes,
and handle conflicts in a constructive way.

With respect to managers’ characteristics, we used
managers’ age, sex, education, managerial experience,
and tenure in line with the upper echelons perspective
(Hambrick and Mason 1984), employing observable
managerial background characteristics as predictors of
strategic choices and organizational performance. Age,
education, and management experience are commonly
used as manager background characteristics in the area
of small business performance research (Maes et al.
2005). Age was measured on a continuous scale. Sex
was measured as male = 0 and female = 1 and education
as no higher education = 0 and higher education = 1.
Managerial experience was the number of years that
the respondent had worked in a managerial position in

current and previous organizations. Organizational ten-
ure, measured as the number of years worked in the
current organization, referred to experience and under-
standing of how business was done in the company-
specific context.

The final two variables reflected aspects of the orga-
nizational context within which the managers operated,
and which might affect their work. Control span mea-
sured number of direct subordinates, and number of
employees (total number in the organization) measured
company size.

3.5 Statistical analysis

The first step consisted of a descriptive analysis of
total working hours and proportions of time spent
on each activity category: deskwork, telephoning,
scheduled meetings, unscheduled meetings, and
tours. Measures of central tendency and spread were
employed: n, mean, median, range, and standard
deviation. We also calculated arithmetic means and
standard deviations for proportions of time spent on
activities and total working hours corresponding to
low and high levels of leadership behaviour orien-
tation, situational characteristics, age, sex, and edu-
cation. For these purposes, all the independent var-
iables and covariates were dichotomized around the
median (below median = 0, above median = 1), and
differences were assessed with the Mann-Whitney U
test. Correlation analysis was performed between all
dependent and independent variables.

The second step included a univariate and multiple
linear regression analysis exploring whether total work-
ing hours were related to leadership behaviour orienta-
tion, organizational context, and managers’ background
characteristics. First, univariate linear regression was
performed to assess the association between total work-
ing hours and each of the predictors, and then multivar-
iate regression analysis was performed to explore the
relationship between working hours, leadership behav-
iour, and the predictors that were significantly associat-
ed with the outcome in the univariate analysis.

Since the total proportion of time spent on the cate-
gories of managerial activities made up 100% of a total
working day, the variables were inherently co-depen-
dent. Conventional statistical methods may be inappro-
priate for finite and collinear data, where parts compose
the whole and their variation depends on other compo-
nents and is constrained by the constant sum
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(Pawlowsky-Glahn and Egozcue 2006). We therefore
performed compositional data analysis (CoDA) to ex-
plore whether the proportion of time spent touring was
related to leadership behaviour orientation, organiza-
tional context, and managers’ background characteris-
tics. First, the dependent variable (tours) was trans-
formed into a proportion (i.e. bounded between 0 and
1): in this way, the effect of explanatory variables tends
to be non-linear and the variance tends to decrease when
the mean gets closer to one of the boundaries. In order to
estimate the impact of exposure variables on the depen-
dent one, marginal effects after fractional logit model
were calculated. P values and 95% CI were also
reported.

To examine whether any patterns of time allocation
were characteristic of managers in profitable growth
SMEs, we qualitatively compared our results with stud-
ies of managers in different-sized private companies that
also used Mintzberg’s categories: three concerning
small companies (Choran 1969; Florén and Tell 2012;
O’Gorman et al. 2005), one concerning intermediate
companies (Kurke and Aldrich 1983), and two
concerning large organizations (Mintzberg 1973;
Tengblad 2006). The studies by O’Gorman et al.
(2005) and Florén and Tell (2012) focused on small
growing businesses.

Statistical analyses were performed in SPSS (IBM
Corp 2016), except the CoDA analysis, which was
performed in Stata 15.0 (StataCorp 2017).

3.6 Ethical statement

The study was approved by the Regional Ethical Re-
view Board in Uppsala, Sweden (ref: 2016/208). All
participants gave their written informed consent.

4 Results

4.1 Descriptive analysis

The managers in these profitable growth SMEs worked
an average of 52.4 h per week, spending 34% of their
working time on deskwork, 17% on telephone calls,
16% in scheduled meetings, 12% in unscheduled meet-
ings, and 19.6% on touring the organization and spon-
taneous interactions with employees (Table 2). Their
leadership behaviour was oriented about 80% towards

relationships, 80% towards change, 65% towards tasks,
and about 80% towards the HEL behaviours.

Table 3 compares our results with the results of
previous studies of managers’ time use in small,
intermediate, and large organizations. The man-
agers in our study spent nearly 20% of their total
working time on tours, as compared with 6–12%
in other studies of managers in small companies
(Choran 1969; Florén and Tell 2012; O’Gorman
al. 2005) and 1–3% in studies of larger companies
(Kurke and Aldrich 1983; Mintzberg 1973;
Tengblad 2006). Table 3 clearly shows that man-
agers in smaller companies spend more time in
touring and administrative work and less time in
scheduled meetings as compared with larger
companies.

Managers in this study worked longer hours (52.4 h/
week) than managers in slow-growing (45.5 h/week)
and fast-growing (44.5 h/week) small businesses
(Florén and Tell 2004). The picture is less clear when
it comes to comparison with large companies, as the
present managers worked longer hours than the large-
company managers studied by Mintzberg (1973) (45 h/
week) and Kurke and Aldrich (1983) (44 h/week), but
shorter hours than the large-company managers studied
by Tengblad (2006) (72.2 h/week).

Patterns of managerial activities and total work-
ing hours stratified by sex, education group, and
all other predictor variables (dichotomized around
the median) are given in Online Resource 1. There
were small variations in working hours and time
spent on activities depending on levels of predic-
tors. Managers with more orientation towards rela-
tionships (≥ 81%) spent less time on deskwork,
those with more task orientation (≥ 66%) spent less
time in unscheduled meetings, and those working
in larger companies (≥ 13 employees) spent more
time on administrative work and scheduled meet-
ings. Those with greater span of control (≥ 13
subordinates) worked 5 h more than managers
with less. Women reported more time spent on
deskwork, but this should be interpreted with cau-
tion, since only 12% of respondents were female.
Managers with higher education spent more time
on scheduled meetings and worked 6 h less than
managers without higher education. Time spent
touring showed no differences when the analysis
was stratified by sex, education, and other
predictors.
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Correlations between all the variables are given in
Online Resource 2. There were no significant corre-
lations between the main outcomes (time spent tour-
ing and total working hours) and the predictors of
interest (perceived degree of leadership behaviour
orientation). Tours were not significantly correlated
with leadership behaviour orientation, company
context, or manager background characteristics.

Longer working hours were correlated with larger
span of control, more time spent on telephone
calls, and less time spent in unscheduled meetings.
Time spent on deskwork was negatively correlated
with orientation towards relationships. Higher pro-
portion of time spent in scheduled meetings was
correlated with higher number of employees in the
organization. All the categories of managerial

Table 3 Selected comparisons of total working hours and time allocation (%) to managerial activities among top managers in different
studies. Circles indicate patterns of differences between small companies and larger companies

Working 

activity 

Present study,

profitable 

growth SMEs, 

n=133

O’Gorman et 

al. (2005),

growth-

oriented small 

businesses,  

n=10

Florén & Tell 

(2012),

slow-growing/ 

fast-growing 

small businesses, 

n=6/6

Choran

(1969),

small 

firms, 

n=3

Kurke & 

Aldrich

(1983), 

intermediate 

businesses, 

n=4

Mintzberg 

(1973),

large 

businesses, 

n=5

Tengblad 

(2006), 

large 

businesses,  

n=4

Deskwork 34.4 28 46/50 35 26 22 12

Telephone 17.4 13 13/13 17 8 6 7

Scheduled 

meetings

16.2 25 15/17 21 50 59 63

Unscheduled 

meetings

12.4 25 19/16 15 12 10

Tours 19.6 9 7/6 12 3 3 1

Working 

hours/week

52.4 - 45.5/44.5 - 44.17 45.4 72.2

Table 2 Managers’ distribution of time between managerial activities, working hours, and leadership behaviour orientation (n = 133)

Mean Range SD

Deskwork, % 34.4 (2–80) 19.4

Telephone calls, % 17.4 (0–70) 12.5

Scheduled meetings, % 16.2 (0–70) 13.95

Unscheduled meetings, % 12.4 (0–70) 10.7

Tours, % 19.6 (0–75) 16.9

Working hours/week 52.4 (20–95) 11.9

Leadership behaviour orientation Median

Relation 80 78.42 0–100 17.15

Task 65 64.03 0–100 24.35

Change 80 74.65 20–100 20.23

HEL 80 74.79 0–100 18.86
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activities were correlated with each other, possibly
due to the compositional nature of the data. All
four leadership orientations were also correlated
with each other.

4.2 Regression analysis

Regression analysis was used to explore whether
managers’ total working hours were associated
with their leadership behaviour orientation, the or-
ganizational context, and managers’ background
characteristics. There was no association between
working hours and leadership behaviour orientation
(Table 4).

The univariate analysis showed associations be-
tween hours worked and age, education, and man-
agerial experience. However, after controlling for
age, education, and managerial experience in the
multivariate analysis, only education was related to
the outcome (although with a larger confidence
interval).

The compositional analysis examining associations
between proportion of time spent touring and all expo-
sures (Table 5) showed no statistically significant asso-
ciations between time spent touring and leadership

behaviour orientation. Number of employees and man-
ager’s educational level were negatively related to time
spent touring. The multivariate analysis confirmed the
association between number of employees and time
spent touring.

5 Discussion

5.1 Managers’ work and behaviour patterns
in profitable growth SMEs

The managers in our study spent a high proportion of
their working time touring; this may be a factor contrib-
uting to organizational health, as illustrated in other
studies, particularly in the USA and Sweden, emphasiz-
ing that touring is a management technique common in
healthy and effective organizations (Larsson and
Vinberg 2010; Peter and Waterman 1982). Spending
more time touring may signify a manager who is often
present and available and who has greater opportunities
for engaging in relation-oriented leadership behaviour,
which is linked to employee well-being (Skakon et al.
2010).

Table 4 Linear regression analysis of predictors for total working hours (n = 133)

Model 1a Model 2b

β p 95% CI R2 β p 95% CI R2

(Constant) 61.416 0.000 45.852; 76.981 0.137

Leadership behaviour orientation

Relation − 0.043 0.479 (− 0.16; 0.08) 0.004 − 0.023 0.732 (− 0.154; 0.108)
Task 0.052 0.217 (− 0.03; 0.14) 0.012 0.022 0.640 (− 0.071; 0.115)
Change 0.079 0.120 (− 0.02; 0.18) 0.018 0.093 0.100 (− 0.018; 0.203)
HEL − 0.041 0.460 (− 0.15; 0.07) 0.004 − 0.048 0.427 (− 0.166; 0.071)
Organizational context

Number of employees − 0.002 0.961 (− 0.08; 0.07) 0.000

Span of control 0.015 0.831 (− 0.13; 0.16) 0.000

Managers’ background characteristics

Age − 0.288 0.007 (− 0.50; − 0.08) 0.055 − 0.168 0.212 − 0.433; 0.097
Sex − 3.458 0.276 (− 9.71; 2.80) 0.009

Education − 5.875 0.008 (− 10.18; − 1.57) 0.036 − 4.737 0.037 − 9.193; −0.280
Organizational tenure − 0.134 0.225 (− 0.35; 0.08) 0.011

Managerial experience − 0.259 0.014 (− 0.47; − 0.05) 0.045 − 0.169 0.203 − 0.431; 0.093

aModel 1: a series of univariate linear analyses with each of the predictors
bModel 2: multivariate linear analysis (main predictors and covariates that were significant in Model 1)
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The managers worked 52.4 h/week, exceeding the
average working week by 30%. Bannai and Tamakoshi
(2014) define long working hours as ≥ 40 h/week. Al-
though there is no general agreement on the exact
thresholds for hazardous overtime work (Spurgeon
et al. 1997), thresholds between 41 and 63 h have been
regarded as risky in relation to different health outcomes
(Bannai and Tamakoshi 2014). Thus, the managers in
our study worked long hours, and this can be a health
risk. As discussed earlier, managers’ health is linked to
leadership behaviours (Kaluza et al. 2019) and might be
an important prerequisite for exercising healthy and
effective leadership behaviours (Lundqvist et al. 2012).

Comparing our results with other studies, we can
distinguish differences between small and large compa-
nies in regard to managers’ time allocation, suggesting
that organization size matters for managerial work.
Taken together, our results point at opposite directions
in relation to two of Mintzberg’s (1973) propositions on
managerial work in small companies, namely that man-
agers spend little time on tours and that they are preoc-
cupied with scheduled meetings.

Deskwork was the most time-consuming activity in
smaller companies, while managers in larger companies
spent most of their time in scheduled meetings. This

might be because managers in small companies have
fewer supporting functions within their organizations
(e.g. HR, finance). Furthermore, when compared with
large companies, managers in small companies spent a
lower proportion of time on formal activities (deskwork
and scheduled meetings) and a higher proportion on
informal activities (telephoning, unscheduled meetings,
and tours), indicating that the degree of formalization is
lower in small companies. However, we do not see a
clear pattern of differences or similarities between
groups of small and large companies in relation to the
extent of managerial work.

We found a minor relationship between man-
agers’ leadership behaviour and manager back-
ground and organization characteristics on one hand,
and time allocation to managerial activities and total
working hours on the other. The analysis stratified
by low versus high levels of predictors showed
stable patterns of time use with only moderate var-
iations. When applying Stewart’s (1976) concepts,
our study might indicate that constraints and indi-
vidual choice have a minor influence on managers’
daily work in practice. This suggests that work de-
mands related to managerial responsibility play a
bigger role in defining how work is performed.

Table 5 Compositional analysis (marginal effects after fractional logit model) of predictors for tours/100 (n = 133)

Model 1 (all exposures included) Model 2 (main exposures and number of employees
included)

dy/dx p 95% CI R2 dy/dx p 95% CI R2

.0806 0.0533

Leadership behaviour orientation

Relation 0.0016069 0.104 (− 0.00033; 0.003545) 0.001438 .097 (− 0.00026; 0.003138)
Task 0.0000132 0.985 (− 0.0014; 0.001426) 0.000116 .869 (− 0.00127; 0.001504)
Change − 0.0009751 0.167 (− 0.00236; 0.000409) − 0.00079 .281 (− 0.000222; 0.000644)
HEL − 0.000593 0.419 (− 0.00203; 0.000844) − 0.00064 .347 (− 0.00196; 0.00069)
Organizational context

Number of employees − 0.00163 0.001 (− 0.00263; − 0.00063) − 0.00148 .000 (− 0.00229; − 0.00068)
Span of control 0.0009705 0.197 (− 0.0005; 0.002445)
Managers’ background characteristics

Age 0.0001604 0.924 (− 0.00313; 0.003449)
Sexa − 0.0190775 0.580 (− 0.08657; 0.048416)
Education − 0.0254727 0.048 (− 0.05073; − 0.00021)

Organizational tenure − 0.0008859 0.642 (− 0.00462; 0.002844)
Managerial experience − 0.0000334 0.989 (− 0.00476; 0.004692)

a dy/dx for discrete change of dummy variable from 0(=female) to 1(=male)
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The results indicate that managers in profitable
growth SMEs show a high degree of engagement in
task-oriented, relationship-oriented, change-oriented
(as categorized in the three-dimensional model), and
HEL behaviours. As already mentioned, the dimensions
in the models relate to health, effectiveness, job satis-
faction, and performance (Arvonen 2002; Larsson 2010;
Nyberg 2008; Nyberg et al. 2005; Skakon et al. 2010) as
indicators for organizational health. Our results support
Ekvall’s and Arvonen’s (1994) conclusion that success-
ful managers use all three dimensions to a marked
degree. The score for task dimension was somewhat
lower, which indicates that the managers in this study
used entrepreneurial, supportive, and dialogue-oriented
leadership behaviours to a somewhat higher degree than
structuring and planning behaviours. The study results
regarding HEL are also in line with previous findings
concerning characteristics of healthy and effective orga-
nizations (Larsson and Vinberg 2010). More research is
needed to understand the specific behaviours that man-
agers in effective SMEs commonly use. Our findings
also indicate that managers in profitable growth SMEs
use active leadership behaviours which contribute to
organizational health.

5.2 Touring and managers’ working time in relation
to leadership behaviours, managers’ background
characteristics, and organizational context

The regression analysis revealed no associations be-
tween leadership behaviour orientation and time spent
touring. There are several possible explanations for this.
First, our results seem to confirm Mintzberg’s (1973)
proposition on the stability of managerial work, and
may also suggest that managers have little individual
choice and their practical work is predetermined by their
tasks. Second, the results might have been influenced by
the sampling. We selected SMEs in the top bracket of
financial performance, which might have reduced vari-
ation. Moreover, the managers reported high usage of
leadership behaviours in all dimensions, and so there
was no large spread of values in the behaviours. Com-
paring companies with different levels of profitability
and growth (high-low) might have shown different re-
sults. Finally, the factors may have been indirectly
linked due to the compositional nature of the managerial
work categories. Our analysis showed correlations be-
tween time spent on deskwork and relationship orienta-
tion (Online Resource 2) as well as between time spent

on unscheduled meetings and structural orientation
(Online Resource 1). In line with Stewart’s (1988) sug-
gestion that tours can be seen as residual activities that
tend to be curtailed or dropped when new tasks arise, we
can assume that managers with higher relationship ori-
entation who spent less time on deskwork (possibly due
to delegation and empowerment) spent more time in
tours.

Organization size was related to proportion of time
spent touring. We demonstrated above that small and
large businesses differ in this regard, but can also con-
clude that company size creates differences even within
the group of SMEs. It might be easier for a manager to
interact with and relate to a smaller number of em-
ployees. This contrasts with Stewart’s (1988) suggestion
that a small number of subordinates reduce the need for
inspection tours. Our results indicate that SMEs should
not be regarded as a homogenous group in relation to
managerial work. Size, industry, structure, and other
factors may influence managers’ work situation, behav-
iours, and availability for contacts with employees and
engaging in relations.

Managers’ working hours appeared to be related to
their individual characteristics (education as a manage-
rial resource), affecting their individual choice despite
the common demands and characteristics of SME man-
agerial work. However, the difference may also reflect
other factors, for instance the company’s field and core
activity, which affect what managers do in practice.
Furthermore, even though managers with more direct
subordinates worked longer hours than managers with
fewer subordinates, the associations with company size
and control span were not significant. The multivariate
regression analysis showed no association between
working hours and leadership behaviour orientation.

6 Limitations

This study aimed primarily to explore managers’ work
and behaviour patterns in profitable growth SMEs with-
out intending to assert associations with companies’
financial performance. Company effectiveness, mea-
sured in terms of profitable growth, was a given factor
in the context of our study.

Survey data have both strengths and limitations. The
traditional method of studying managerial work is struc-
tured observation as introduced by Mintzberg (1973),
but trying a different method gave us new possibilities.
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Survey data on a larger number of managers, including a
broader array of variables on leadership behaviours and
background characteristics of managers and companies,
allowed us to explore variability of managerial behav-
iour within the studied context as well as links with
leadership behaviours.

It is important to emphasize that our sample might
not be representative of all growing SMEs in Sweden.
Although the overall situation (legislation, organization-
al culture) is similar, local and regional differences
might make it difficult to generalize the results.

Our use of self-reported data might have influ-
enced the accuracy and internal validity of the
results. First, the answers might have reflected
managers’ perceptions of their work more than
the actual situation. Second, the respondents might
have found it hard to remember an accurate pic-
ture of a normal working day. However, some
researchers maintain that perceived workload is a
better predictor of psychological health than actual
workload (Hobson and Beach 2000).

Since our questionnaire followed mainstream studies
that build on Mintzberg’s (1973) categories of working
activities, we were able to compare our results with the
available data. However, we might have missed other
relevant categories not covered by these predetermined
categories (e.g. managers’ operative work).

We are aware of the fact that SMEs are not a homo-
geneous group. The companies included in our sample
varied in terms of number of employees (range: 4–150)
age, industry, and other characteristics which may affect
managers’ work and behaviours. Nevertheless, for the
sake of simplifying comparisons, we have treated SMEs
in a single approach.

Finally, the cross-sectional design used in this study
did not allow us to establish causality of the observed
relationships.

7 Conclusions

Managers in profitable growth SMEs work long
hours, which is a health risk for them as individ-
uals and for their organizations, but they also
engage in work practices and leadership behav-
iours that promote organizational health for their
employees. They spend a high proportion of time
in touring, which could be beneficial to organiza-
tional health, and they exercise active leadership

by substantial use of behaviours oriented towards
relationships, tasks, change, and the dimensions of
the HEL model, which contribute to both employ-
ee health and company effectiveness. The extent
and nature of managerial work do not seem to be
associated with managerial style, but may be af-
fected by organizational factors. A comparison of
our results with those of other studies shows that
patterns of managers’ time use differ between
small and large companies, confirming that the
size of the firm is an important determinant of
managerial work. Further qualitative studies are
needed to better understand the content and mean-
ing of touring in organizations. There is also a
need for more research on managers’ health in
growing SMEs, and its role for organizational
health.
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