Tardiness                                                                                                   Barto Fanning @ 4/16/06

According to the Good Book, our allotted days are three score and ten.  Every mortal I know is aware of where they are on that time line.  They know how much time they have used, and they plan for the time they estimate they have left.  Some dwell in the past, but most of us think in future tense.  For example, it's 3 hours 'til my next appointment.  It's a week 'til pay day.  It's a little over 2 months 'til our 50th anniversary.  Our lives are ordered by "how long is it 'til…whatever?"  


It's the accepted way of life in contemporary America.  Elsewhere in the world mañana is good enough.  Not here! 


Children grow up in tense anticipation, more about when something will happen than what will happen.  "Don't be late!" is more important than "Do your best!"  Anxiety from the deadline siphons off attention and energy which would be better spent on the task.


In my world, construction projects are organized on the "Critical Path" of time: planning, ordering, man​u​​​facturing, installing, com​mis​sioning.  Each must be "on time" and "in the money" to hit a target completion date.  That's when liquidated damages start and money start changing hands simply based on the calendar.


We have made punctuality a cardinal virtue.  Tardiness is now the eighth deadly sin*.  It often carries severe penalties.  If you think not, try being late for your next doctor's appointment, or worse, your IRS audit, or your jury summons.  Tardiness is socially unacceptable.


Unfortunately, we are imperfect creatures in an imperfect world, and we are all guilty of tardiness sometimes.  Degrees of tardiness have been institutionalized in our society.  If you know how much tolerance exists in a given situation for your tardiness, you can make the best of it and minimize the damage it causes.  


The ethics of tardiness is always situational.  Absolute tardiness is measured by the number of schedule minutes you are late.  Relative tardiness is measured by the time gap between the last previous arrival and yours.  Someone may have just reset your degree of tardiness and let you off the hook.  You cannot be sure if this has happened, but a quick read of the room will give you a clue.


I make and keep a lot of appointments: business, professional, and personal.  After having observed the reaction of others to my tardiness for years, I have developed a set of rules to deal with tardiness that sometimes works.  

1st degree tardiness.  If you're just a minute or two late:

· No one will say a thing.

· You don't have to acknowledge it.

2nd degree tardiness:  Being 5 - 10 minutes late merits a reaction.

· Some, perhaps all, will look up.

· You must acknowledge that you are late.

· Look at the clock on the wall.

· Look at your watch.

· Shake your head or raise your hand.

· Say "Sorry", but not very loud, you don't even owe them that.

3rd degree tardiness.  Being 10 - 20 minutes late requires an explanation.  The meeting will pause and they will turn and wait for it.

· Blame parking or traffic, if true.  Don't lie - they will know.

· Blame a previous meeting overrun, or an important telephone call - it's good to drop a name.

· Say no more than necessary, quit when they look away. 

4th degree tardiness:  Being 20-30 minutes requires an apology.  Their scowls will tell you how much hot water you are in.

· Your explanation must be plausible.

· Your contrition must appear genuine.

· Your apology must sound sincere.


If you are more than 30 minutes late, don't go.  If your presence was crucial to the meeting, be prepared for a telephone call.  Rake your secretary over the coals if she keeps your appointment schedule.  Let her take the heat; that's her job.  Leave the office.  Turn off your cell phone. Create an alibi. Go do something that is more important than the meeting.  Justify your sin.

*Pride, greed, lust, envy, sloth, wrath, gluttony.

