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Introduction
The planning office at the depot where I learned my trade was not really an office. It was a storeroom at the end of the first-floor corridor, between the gents and the room where they kept the spare pallet wrap, and everybody called it the cupboard.

It had one window, which looked out over the loading yard and couldn’t be opened, and three desks pushed together so that the people sitting at them faced one another like players at a card table. There was a wall map of the Midlands, gone yellow and soft with years of drawing pins. There was a whiteboard the size of a garage door. There was a kettle that had been banned twice by the health and safety officer and was still there, because nobody had the nerve to take it away from Dot.

Dot was the senior planner. She was in her fifties when I arrived, small and sharp and fond of cardigans with pockets big enough to hold a calculator, a packet of mints and a folded copy of the next day’s orders. She had been planning routes at that depot for longer than some of the drivers had been driving. Beside her sat Percy, who worked three days a week, was counting down the months to his retirement with the patience of a man watching paint dry, and knew the back roads of Staffordshire better than anyone alive. And opposite them, from my early twenties, sat me.

Three people. Between us, we planned every route that left that depot, every night, for a fleet of lorries that served supermarkets, cash-and-carries and a few hundred smaller shops spread over half the country. We worked out which loads went on which trailers, in which order, by which roads, with which drivers, within the rules on drivers’ hours and the delivery windows each customer insisted on. Then we did it again the next day, because the orders were always different and the roads were always being dug up.

By every measure the company kept, we were the best planning office in the business. Our lorries ran fuller and our routes ran shorter than anyone else’s. We missed fewer delivery windows. We had fewer drivers going over their hours. I’ll admit that, after a few years, I had become the strongest planner of the three, and I was not shy about it, which Dot found both useful and faintly ridiculous.

One spring, head office sent a consultant to find out why.

The man with the clipboard

He was a pleasant young man in a suit that was slightly too good for a depot, and he spent a week with us. He sat in the corner of the cupboard on a plastic chair borrowed from the canteen and watched us work. He asked questions, and wrote the answers in a notebook, and on the Thursday he asked Dot what she would need to do even better.

I knew what was coming, because the other depots had been asked the same question the year before. At several of them, the answer had been more people. One had built up a planning department of eight, with a manager, two team leaders and a separate person whose job was to deal with customers who wanted to change their delivery slots. They had a proper office with a carpet and a meeting room. They had a weekly planning review. They had, I had heard, a laminated process map.

Their lorries ran emptier than ours. Their routes were longer. They missed more windows.

The consultant explained, kindly, that head office was willing to invest. If our results were this good with three, imagine what we could do with a team built on the same model as the others. There might be budget for a manager. There might be room for a new office on the ground floor.

Dot listened to all of this with her hands folded on the desk. When he had finished, she thought for a moment, and then she said, “Could you get us a better phone line?”

He looked puzzled.

“The one we’ve got crackles,” she said. “When it rains, I can’t hear the drivers. And it’d be nice if head office stopped sending us the orders in two different formats. Percy spends an hour every afternoon copying them out.” She paused. “Apart from that, if you could leave us alone, that’d be grand.”

The consultant laughed, because he thought she was joking. She wasn’t joking. He wrote it down anyway. Some weeks later, a man came and fitted a new phone line, and the orders started arriving in a single format, and nobody built us a new office. I’ve always suspected the consultant went back to head office and quietly lost the part of his report that recommended expansion, and I’ve always been grateful to him for it, whoever he was.

It took me years to understand what Dot had done in that conversation. At the time I was mostly annoyed, because I quite fancied a carpet. But she had looked at the offer of more people and seen, with complete clarity, what it would cost. Every new person would have to be trained, and talked to, and coordinated with. The three of us could plan a route by leaning across the desk and saying “Can you take the Burton drop if I give you the Lichfield one?” Eight people would need a meeting. A manager would need reports. A carpet would need a reason to exist. Dot wasn’t protecting her empire; she was protecting the thing that made the work good, and she knew that more people would have diluted it.

What she asked for instead was the removal of friction: a phone line that worked, and orders in one format. That was it. It was a lesson in small-team leadership that I would forget, comprehensively, for about twenty years.

The lesson I forgot

Not long afterwards, the depot took on the work of a neighbouring depot that had closed. The fleet doubled to forty-odd lorries, and the planning grew with it, into a long desk downstairs with six planners and a supervisor, where I went to sit. Dot stayed in the cupboard with one other planner and went on handling the hardest routes, the chilled loads and the most awkward customers, and declined every invitation to move downstairs. At twenty-six I was promoted to supervisor, in charge of the big desk and the night shift, a step that didn’t begin well. I kept being promoted after that. By thirty-four I was a regional director for the same company, responsible for a string of depots across the middle of England and several hundred people. I stayed in senior operations roles for many years.

In all that time, I’m embarrassed to say, I very rarely turned down the offer of more people. When something went wrong, my instinct was to add a role. When a project was important, I gave it a big team, so that everyone could see how important it was. When I was asked to justify my budget, I counted heads, because heads were what the company counted. A regional director with a large team was a regional director who mattered. I knew, somewhere at the back of my mind, that the cupboard had done better with three than the carpeted office had done with eight. I just didn’t apply that knowledge to anything I was in charge of.

Then, in my early forties, the company went through a difficult few years, and the direction of travel reversed. Instead of being offered more people, I was asked to deliver with fewer. Two other regional directors left and weren’t replaced, and their depots were added to mine. The phrase “doing more with less” began to appear in every presentation from head office. I used it myself, more than once, in front of audiences of managers who had just been told their teams would shrink. I believed it, or told myself I did.

I didn’t do more with less. I did more with less of me. I said yes to everything, worked longer and longer hours, and stopped noticing that the people around me were doing the same. In my mid-forties I had what I now call my burnout year, though at the time I didn’t call it anything. I found that I couldn’t get out of the car in the mornings, and then that I couldn’t sleep, and then, eventually, that I couldn’t work at all. I’ll say more about that year later in the book, because it belongs here. For now it’s enough to say that the slogan I had been preaching nearly broke me, and that I had been preaching it to people who had less protection than I did.

I came back, and I worked for a while longer, and then I left and started coaching leaders, which is what I’ve done ever since.

Why this book, and why now

A surprising number of the leaders who come to see me are, in one way or another, trying to do more with fewer people.

Some of them are founders who can’t afford to hire, or who hired too fast and are now wondering whether the business was better when it was smaller. Some are managers inside large organisations whose teams have been cut in a restructure and who have been told, with a straight face, that the work will stay the same. Some run small teams by choice, in a world that keeps telling them that growth means more staff, and they want to know whether they are wrong to resist. A few are the kind of leader I used to be, who has always solved problems by adding people and has suddenly been told that the tap is turned off.

What they have in common is a nagging sense that the received wisdom is wrong, or at least incomplete. They’ve seen small teams do impressive things. They have also seen small teams collapse under impossible loads. They want to know the difference.

This book is my attempt to answer that, as honestly as I can.

Its argument is simple to state and harder to practise. Small teams can outperform big ones, often by a wide margin. Working harder isn’t how they do it. They do fewer things and do them well: by ruthless focus on the work that matters most, by clear ownership so that everyone knows what’s theirs, by having the right mix of people rather than the largest number, by keeping the overhead of coordination low, by using tools and automation, including the new AI tools, to take away the work that doesn’t need a human, by saying no far more often than feels comfortable, and by protecting the energy of the people doing the work as carefully as any other resource.

When those things are in place, a small team is often the best way to get things done, not a compromise. It moves faster, because there are fewer people to agree, and wastes less, because everyone can see the whole of the work. It learns quicker, because feedback doesn’t have to travel far. And it can be a wonderful place to work, the kind of team people remember for the rest of their careers. I still think about the cupboard with more affection than any office I had afterwards, carpet included.

The dark side

But I would be lying to you if I left it there, and I promised myself when I started writing that I would not.

“Doing more with less” is a phrase with two faces. One is the face Dot showed the consultant: a deliberate choice to keep a team small because small works better. The other is the face I saw in my forties: a cut dressed up as a strategy, with a slogan pasted over the gap where the people used to be. The first can be a source of pride and excellence. The second, too often, is a source of exhaustion, error and quiet despair, and the people who pay for it are usually not the ones who made the decision.

Small teams have real weaknesses, and pretending otherwise does them no favours. They’re fragile. When one person is ill, a quarter of the team may be missing. When one person leaves, they can take irreplaceable knowledge with them. Small teams are prone to heroes, the people who stay late and fix everything and become, without anyone intending it, the single point on which the whole operation balances. And small teams are very, very good at burning people out, because the commitment and closeness that make them effective also make it hard for anyone to say “I can’t do any more.”

So this book will spend a good deal of time on the dark side. It will talk about burnout, which I know from the inside, and about single points of failure, which I have caused and suffered from. And it will look at the difference between a team that’s small by design and a team that has been shrunk by decree, and about how to tell your bosses, honestly and usefully, when “more with less” has become “the same with nobody”. If you lead a small team, part of your job is to make it excellent. Another part is to stop it being used up.

What you will find here

The book is in three parts.

Part 1, Why Small Wins, makes the case. It starts with the myth that more people means more output, and why that myth is so persistent. It looks at the hidden cost of coordination, the tax every team pays for having more than one person in it, and why that tax rises so quickly as teams grow. It argues that focus is a small team’s central strategy rather than a nice extra. It considers what makes the right mix of people, and why a small team gains more from one well-chosen person than from three extra pairs of hands. And it explores ownership: how to make sure everything has an owner without turning your best people into heroes.

Part 2, How Small Teams Work, is the practical heart of the book. It covers the art of saying no, which is probably the most important skill a small-team leader can develop. It looks at meetings and communication, and how to keep a team informed without drowning it. It considers tools, automation and AI: what they’re really good for, where they create new problems, and how to stop them becoming an excuse for further cuts. It argues for building slack and backup into a team that seems to have no room for either. And it looks at the hardest relationship of all for many small teams, which is the one with the large organisation around them.

Part 3, Staying Small and Strong, turns to the long run. It faces the dark side directly, including my own part in it. It looks at energy, which is the resource small teams run out of first. It asks how you can grow people’s skills and careers when you cannot grow their numbers. It considers when a team really should grow, and how to do it without losing what made it work. And it ends with what it takes to lead a small team well, for the long haul rather than a quarter or a year.

Each chapter opens with a scene, sets out the ideas, and ends with a short exercise called Small Moves. They are deliberately small. They take somewhere between twenty minutes and an hour, they vary in format, and they’re designed to be done rather than read. A small team doesn’t have time for a three-day workshop. It does have time for one useful change a week.

A few people you will meet

Through the book you’ll follow a handful of leaders whose stories recur from chapter to chapter.

Rosalind runs the in-house legal team at a housing association in Northampton. When we first meet her, her team has just been cut from nine people to five, and she has been told the work won’t change. Noor founded an online business selling loose-leaf tea and teaware from a unit on the edge of Huddersfield. After a mention on television she grew her team quickly, and discovered that the business seemed to work worse with nineteen people than it had with eight. Nkechi leads a six-person analytics team inside a large insurer in Gloucester, a small team surrounded by a very big organisation, with one brilliant colleague on whom far too much depends.

You’ll also meet Dot again, and Percy, and some of the people I worked with in my years as a supervisor and director, several of whom I let down in ways I’ll try to describe honestly.

A word about these stories. The leaders in this book are composites. Each is drawn from several real people I have worked with or known, with details changed, combined and invented so that nobody can be identified and nobody’s confidences are broken. I’ve used first names only, and none of them is the real name of anyone I’ve coached. The stories from my own working life are told as I remember them, which is to say imperfectly, and with the names of colleagues changed too. Dot would have hated being in a book under her own name. She would have pretended to hate it under a different one, and secretly bought three copies.

This isn’t a work of research, either. I haven’t conducted studies, and I won’t quote figures I can’t stand behind. Where I mention ideas that other people have developed and made famous, such as the idea that a team should be small enough to be fed by two pizzas, or the observation that adding people to a late project tends to make it later, or the notion that there are natural limits to how many relationships a person can keep up, I mention them in general terms, as ideas many leaders will have come across, and I try not to claim more for them than they deserve. What I can offer is what I’ve seen, in more than two decades on both sides of the desk, and what the leaders I have worked with have taught me.

Before we start

There’s a question I ask almost every leader who comes to me with a small team and too much work. I ask it in the first meeting, usually after they have spent twenty minutes explaining how impossible everything is.

“If I gave you one more person tomorrow,” I ask, “what would you stop doing?”

Most of them look at me as though I have misheard. The point of one more person, they say, is so that they don’t have to stop doing anything.

That’s the myth this book sets out to unpick. Nobody can keep doing everything with fewer people for long, and the people who try end up where I ended up in my forties. What matters is what’s worth doing, by whom, and how, so that a small group of people can do a few things brilliantly and still go home at a reasonable hour.

Dot knew the answer to that in the cupboard, with her calculator and her banned kettle. It took me twenty years and a very bad year to learn it again. My hope is that this book can save you some of that time.
Part 1
Why Small Wins
Chapter 1
The Myth of Headcount
Rosalind had prepared for the meeting the way she prepared for court. She had a folder. Inside the folder was a two-page paper, a spreadsheet printed in a font slightly too small to read comfortably, and a list of every piece of work her team had done in the previous quarter, sorted by type. She had rehearsed the opening line in the car.

“I’m asking for two posts back,” she said, as soon as she had sat down. “Not all four. Two.”

Clement, the chief operating officer, nodded slowly, in the way of a man who has already decided and is being polite about it. His office was on the top floor of the housing association’s building in Northampton, and it had a view across the car park to a row of houses the association owned and was, at that moment, struggling to keep in repair. On the wall behind him was a framed poster from the restructure launch event six weeks earlier. It showed a rowing boat with four people in it, all pulling in perfect time, and the words Leaner. Smarter. Together.

“I understand where you’re coming from,” he said. “I do. But the whole point of the new structure is that we’re doing more with less. Every directorate has taken its share. If I give legal two posts back, I’ll have housing management in here tomorrow asking for six.”

“Housing management didn’t lose forty per cent of its staff.”

“No,” he agreed. “But they lost more people.”

Rosalind told me afterwards that this was the moment she knew she had lost. The refusal itself didn’t surprise her; she’d half expected it. What told her was that they were talking about different things. She was talking about the work, and he was talking about the heads. As far as Clement was concerned, there was a number for each department, and the numbers had been agreed, and the work would somehow arrange itself to fit them. As far as Rosalind was concerned, her team of nine had been doing nine people’s worth of work, and her team of five was now being asked to do the same, and no amount of rowing-boat posters was going to make five people into nine.

She was right, and so, in a narrower sense, was he. And the way out of the argument, when we eventually found it, didn’t involve getting the posts back at all.

The number everyone looks at

Headcount is the most visible thing about a team. It sits on organisation charts and in budgets. It’s what senior leaders mean when they ask how big your team is. It’s how managers compare themselves with one another, sometimes openly and sometimes in the privacy of their own heads, and it has an uncomfortable link to status. A manager with forty people is assumed to be more important than one with four. Their salary is often higher. Their opinion often carries more weight in meetings. When I was a regional director, I could have told you the headcount of every depot in my region without looking it up, and I couldn’t have told you, without a good deal of digging, how much useful work each of them did per person.

Because headcount is so visible, it becomes the default answer to almost every problem. Too much work? Hire. Work going wrong? Hire someone to check it. New initiative? Build a team. Important customer? Give them a dedicated account manager. Each of these decisions can be perfectly sensible on its own. Added together, over years, they produce organisations in which the number of people grows steadily while the amount of good work grows much more slowly, if at all.

The myth underneath all this is that output is roughly proportional to people. If four people produce a certain amount, then eight people will produce about twice as much, and two people about half. It’s an appealing idea because it’s so tidy. It fits on a spreadsheet. It makes planning easy. And it’s wrong in almost every case that matters.

It’s wrong upwards, because adding people to a team does not add their output cleanly. Every new person has to be recruited, trained, told what’s going on, consulted and coordinated with. Some of their time goes on these things, and so does some of everyone else’s. The new person brings capacity, but they also bring overhead, and the overhead doesn’t fall as the team grows. It rises, often faster than the capacity does. We will look at why in the next chapter.

It’s also wrong downwards, which is the part that matters most for Rosalind. Cutting a team does not cut its output in proportion either. Sometimes it cuts it much more, because the people who left were holding up something nobody had noticed. Sometimes, and this is the surprising part, it cuts it much less, because the people who left were absorbing coordination, duplication and work that didn’t really need doing. A team of five can be worse than a team of nine. It can also, in the right conditions, be better. Which of those it turns out to be depends almost entirely on what the leader does next.

The returns bay

I learned the upward version of this lesson in my first year as a supervisor, at twenty-seven, and I learned it in a way that still makes me wince.

The depot had a returns bay, at the far end of the warehouse, where everything that came back from customers ended up. Damaged goods, wrong deliveries, short-dated stock, empty roll cages, broken pallets. Each item had to be checked, logged, and either restocked, sent back to the supplier, or written off. It was nobody’s favourite job, and it was run by a man called Horace, who had been doing it for so long that he could tell from the sound of a pallet being dropped whether anything on it was broken.

Horace had two people working with him. That autumn, a change in the way one of our biggest customers handled its stock meant that the volume of returns roughly doubled over a few weeks. The bay filled up. Pallets of returns began to spill out into the main warehouse, where they got in the way of the outbound loading. The night manager complained to me. The warehouse manager complained to me. I went down to the returns bay and found Horace and his two lads working steadily through a mountain that was growing faster than they could climb it.

I did what any young supervisor would have done. I asked for more people. I made a case to the depot manager, with a short paper and some figures I was rather proud of, and he gave me four agency workers for six weeks.

It was a disaster, though it took me most of the six weeks to see why.

The agency workers were perfectly willing. None of them had ever worked in a returns bay. None of them knew the product codes, the customers, the rules about which suppliers took things back and which did not, or the system for logging items so that the credits went through. So Horace had to train them. He did this patiently and well, but every hour he spent training them was an hour he wasn’t clearing returns, and he was by far the fastest of anybody. His two lads spent much of their time answering questions and checking the agency workers’ logging, because the mistakes were starting to cause problems with the credits. The bay was small, and seven people in it were getting in one another’s way. Two of the agency workers left after a week and were replaced by two more, who had to be trained from scratch.

At the end of the first fortnight, the mountain was bigger than when we started.

I remember standing at the edge of the bay with Horace, looking at it, and asking him what on earth was going on. He took his cap off, scratched his head, put the cap back on, and said, “To be honest with you, it’d be quicker if you took them away and gave us the forklift that works.”

There was one forklift in the returns bay, and it had a fault that meant it could not lift above about a metre, so every high pallet had to be broken down by hand. Horace had been asking for it to be fixed for months. He had also been asking for a second scanner, so that two people could log at once, and for the night shift to stop putting returns in front of the bay doors, where they had to be moved before anything else could happen.

None of these things had occurred to me, because I had not asked. I had seen a pile of work and a small team and assumed the answer was more people. Horace had seen the same pile and understood that the problem was the friction in his way, not his headcount. We fixed the forklift, bought the scanner and had a word with the night shift. I sent the agency workers back, with an apology to the agency. The mountain was gone within a month.

It was Dot and the phone line all over again, and I hadn’t noticed.

What headcount buys

None of this means more people never helps. It often does. If a team really is short of the skills or hours it needs, and the work is the right work, and the friction has been dealt with, then adding the right person can make a big difference. I’ll come back to this later in the book, particularly in Chapter 14, because there’s a real danger of swinging so far against hiring that you starve a team that needs to grow. A book that told you never to add people would be as foolish as one that told you always to.

But it’s worth being precise about what an extra person buys. They buy hours, certainly. They may buy a skill the team doesn’t have. They may buy resilience, if they can cover for someone else. In return, they cost not only their salary but a share of everyone else’s attention. They need to be brought up to speed, which takes time from the people who already know the work. They add a new set of relationships to the team, which have to be kept up. They add another person who must be told when things change. And unless the leader is careful, they add another person who needs to be found something to do, which is how teams end up generating work to justify their size.

A new person is a pair of hands attached to a head, a set of needs, and a set of connections to everyone else. The hands are what you think you’re buying. The rest comes with them.

When a team is very small, those costs are low and the benefits can be large. When a team is already big, the costs are higher, and the benefits often smaller. And when the real problem isn’t hours at all but focus, friction or the wrong work, more people do not help in the slightest. They let you go on doing the wrong things at a larger scale.

The questions behind the request

These days, when a leader tells me they need more people, I ask a series of questions before I agree. I’m not trying to talk them out of it, only to find out what the request is really about. Often it’s about something else, and the something else is cheaper and quicker to fix.

The first question is: what exactly would the new person do? Not in general, but on a typical Tuesday. If the answer is vague, the need probably is too. A surprising number of hiring requests turn out, on inspection, to be a request for relief, which is understandable, rather than a plan for how the work would be done differently.

The second is: what’s getting in the way of the people you already have? This is Horace’s question. Broken equipment, slow approvals, duplicated work, bad information, unnecessary meetings, other teams dumping things in front of the bay doors. Every small team I have ever worked with had some of these, and fixing them almost always released more capacity than anyone expected.

The third is: what are you doing that you should not be doing at all? Every team accumulates work over time. Some of it was important once and is no longer. Some of it was never important but has become a habit. Some of it’s done for people who don’t read it, value it or know it exists. We will come back to this in Chapter 6, which is about saying no, but it’s worth asking now. Before you add a person, find out whether there’s a person’s worth of work you could simply stop.

The fourth is: if you couldn’t hire, what would you do? This is the question that unlocks most of the others, and it’s the one Rosalind had been forced into by Clement’s refusal. A leader who knows they can hire tends to reach for that option first, because it is familiar and it doesn’t require anyone to change. A leader who knows they can’t is forced to think harder, and the thinking is usually where the good ideas come from.

The fifth, and the one I find hardest to ask, is: whose interest does the extra person serve? Sometimes the honest answer is the team’s or the customer’s. Sometimes it’s the leader’s, because a bigger team would feel safer, or look better, or match what peers have. That isn’t a shameful thing to admit. I spent years building teams partly because I liked the feeling of a large region. But it matters, because a hire made for your status rather than for the work won’t solve the problem you think it solves.

Rosalind’s list

Rosalind came to see me about a fortnight after the meeting with Clement. She was angry, which I thought was entirely fair, and exhausted, which worried me more.

She told me about the restructure. The legal team had been nine people: Rosalind herself, three solicitors, two paralegals, two legal secretaries and a trainee. The restructure had removed one solicitor post, one paralegal, one legal secretary and the trainee. The remaining team was Rosalind; Gethin, a senior solicitor who had been there almost as long as the building; two other solicitors, one of whom was on a part-time contract; Lowri, a paralegal in her late twenties who had been at the association for three years; and Dilys, who had been the legal secretary for thirty years and had seen off four heads of legal before Rosalind.

That made six, by my count, and I said so. Rosalind laughed for the first time that afternoon. “The part-timer counts as half,” she said. “Clement counts her as half. He calls us five FTE. I’ve started calling us five FTE as well, which is how you know they’ve got to me.”

She had brought the folder. We spread the list of the previous quarter’s work across my table. It was long. The team handled possession proceedings against tenants in serious arrears or engaged in antisocial behaviour. They advised on disrepair claims from tenants whose homes were in poor condition. They reviewed leases for the association’s commercial properties, the shops and community centres on its estates. They drafted contracts for building work. They advised the housing officers on everything from tenancy succession to what to do when a tenant died with no next of kin. They handled data protection requests. They sat on two internal working groups. They wrote a monthly legal update for the board. They answered, Rosalind estimated, something like a few dozen emails a day from colleagues across the association who had what they described as “a quick legal question”.

“Which is never quick,” she said, “and is usually not legal.”

I asked her my question. If she couldn’t hire, what would she do?

She looked at the list for a long time. Then she said, “I genuinely don’t know. Everything on here matters to somebody.”

That was true. It’s nearly always true. Every piece of work a team does matters to somebody, or it would have stopped long ago. What counts is whether it matters enough, compared with everything else, to be done by these particular people with their particular skills. And that was a question nobody had asked in years, because there had always been nine people to absorb it.

Doing the same with less is not a plan

It would be easy to misread this chapter as taking Clement’s side, so let me be plain.

Clement’s position was that the work would stay the same and the team would get smaller, and that this was a reasonable thing to expect. It was not. A team that loses four of its nine posts and keeps doing everything it did before isn’t doing more with less; it’s doing the same with less, which means each of the remaining people is doing more, which means either longer hours, lower quality, or both. Sooner or later something gives, and what usually gives first is the health of the people who are trying hardest. I know this because it is exactly what happened to me.

The rowing-boat poster told a story in which the remaining rowers pulled harder and more in time, and the boat went faster. In reality, when you take four people out of a boat built for nine, the remaining five do not go faster. They go round in circles, or they sink, unless somebody redesigns the boat.

So the honest answer to Rosalind’s situation had nothing to do with “work smarter” or “be more efficient”, the phrases she had been hearing from the top floor for six weeks. It was closer to “you can’t do all of this, so you’ll have to decide what not to do, and then you will have to tell people.” That was a much harder message, and it was one Clement hadn’t wanted to give, because it would have meant admitting that the restructure had a cost beyond the salaries it saved.

This is the first place where the myth of headcount does damage. It nudges leaders to add people when they should be removing friction, and it nudges them to remove people without removing work, on the assumption that what’s left will somehow stretch. A small team can outperform a big one. But it can only do so if it’s allowed to behave like a small team, which means doing less, and doing it better.

Small by design

There is a difference between a small team and a shrunken one, and it matters more than almost anything else in this book.

A team that’s small by design has been built around a clear purpose. Its size fits its work. Its people have been chosen, or have grown, to cover the skills it needs. It has a short list of things it does and a long list of things it does not. When work arrives that doesn’t fit, it says so. It’s small because small is the right shape for what it’s trying to do, and everyone in it knows that.

A shrunken team is a big team with people missing. It still has the big team’s list of responsibilities, the big team’s meetings, the big team’s reporting lines and the big team’s expectations. Its people are covering the gaps left by colleagues who have gone, often without the skills or authority those colleagues had. Nobody has redesigned the work. Nobody has told the rest of the organisation what will no longer be done. It’s small because someone needed to save money, not because small is right, and it is carrying all the weight of its former size with a fraction of the strength.

Most of the leaders I work with who are trying to do more with less are leading shrunken teams. Rosalind was. Part of the purpose of this book is to help you turn a shrunken team into a small one. That means redesigning the work around the people you actually have, rather than stretching the people you have over the work you used to do. It isn’t easy. It involves difficult conversations, some of them upwards, and some disappointment among people who used to get a service they will no longer get. But it’s the only version of “more with less” that I have ever seen work for more than a few months.

What a small team does better

Let me pause, before the rest of this part of the book makes the case in detail, to say plainly what small teams do better. Because if the only argument for small teams were that they are cheaper, it would be a weak argument, and a dangerous one.

Small teams can move quickly, because fewer people have to agree before anything happens. In the cupboard, a decision about tomorrow’s routes took as long as it took Dot to look up from her desk. In the carpeted office with eight planners, it took a meeting.

Small teams can see the whole of their work. When there are three or five or seven people, everyone can know roughly what everyone else is doing, and why. That means fewer things fall between the cracks, fewer pieces of work are duplicated, and problems are noticed sooner.

Small teams can hold a shared standard. In a large team, quality tends to drift towards the average, because no one person can see enough of the work to set the bar. In a small team, the standard is visible to everyone and often set by example. Dot did not have a quality process. She had a way of looking at a badly planned route over the top of her glasses that made you want to start again.

They can also be places where people feel they matter. In a big team, it’s easy to feel like a component. In a small one
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