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Introduction
At half past seven on a Tuesday morning in April, I parked my car in my usual space outside the regional office, turned off the engine, and found that I couldn’t open the door.

I’ve never told this story properly, partly because it isn’t a comfortable story to tell and partly because, for a long time, I didn’t understand it well enough to tell it. This book is where it belongs.

The regional office was a two-storey brick building on a business park, the kind with a bark-chip border round the car park and a row of young trees held up by stakes. I had a space near the front, with my title painted on a small white sign that I had been rather proud of when it went up. It was raining lightly. The windscreen wipers had stopped mid-sweep when I turned the key, and one of them stood at an angle across the glass like a raised finger.

I remember all of this clearly, because I sat looking at it for an hour and forty minutes.

I was not in pain. I was not, as far as I could tell, panicking. I had driven in the way I always drove in, with the radio on and my mind already in the day: a call with head office at nine about the quarter’s costs, a depot visit after lunch, a pile of overtime approvals that I had been meaning to clear since the previous Thursday. My briefcase was on the passenger seat. My phone was in the cup holder, and it buzzed every few minutes with emails, which I watched arrive without picking it up. I put my hand on the door handle several times. Each time, my hand stayed there. It was as though the instruction left my head and never reached my arm.

At about ten past eight, a few people I knew arrived and walked past my car to the entrance. One of them waved. I lifted a hand from the steering wheel and waved back, and she went inside, and I remember thinking, with a strange, flat clarity, that I must look perfectly normal. A man in a suit, sitting in his car, finishing a phone call before work. Nobody would know.

At ten past nine, Maureen rang.

Maureen ran my office. She had been my assistant, in title, for about six years, and in practice she had been the person who kept the whole regional operation from falling over every time I took on more than I could carry, which by then was most weeks. She could see my car from her window. She did not ask where I was.

“You’ve been sitting there since half seven,” she said. “Are you all right?”

I said I was fine. I said I was just finishing something. She was silent for a moment, the way she was silent when a depot manager told her a report would be with her by lunchtime.

“Go home,” she said. “I’ll move the nine o’clock. I’ll move all of it. Go home.”

So I did. I started the car, and the wiper finished its sweep, and I drove home, and I didn’t go back to that office, or to any office, for the better part of a year.

The year

I was in my mid-forties. I had been a regional director for over a decade, and in the previous few years my region had roughly doubled in size, as other directors left and were not replaced and their depots were handed to me. I had said yes to all of it. I had said yes to it because I was flattered, because I was afraid of what no would mean, and because saying yes had always, up to then, been how I got on. There were other moments in that year that I still can’t think about without wincing, including falling asleep on a train and waking up a long way past my stop, and a list of things I believed only I could do. I’ll touch on some of them here, but this book is meant as an explanation rather than a confession: an attempt to explain how a reasonably capable, reasonably sensible person ran a large operation in a way that slowly used him up, and to show you how to do it differently.

Because that’s the uncomfortable part: I was quite ordinary. Nobody would have called me weak, or lazy, or unsuited to the work. I was good at it, by most of the measures that mattered to the business. The region hit its numbers. The depots got the lorries out. People who worked for me, or so I was told later, generally liked me and thought I was fair. And the whole thing ran on me: on my hours, my attention, my willingness to take the call at eleven at night and the email at six in the morning, my habit of fixing things myself rather than building something that could fix them without me. When I stopped, it carried on, as I will describe, though nothing I had built had much to do with it. Other people stepped in and did what I had been doing, and some of them paid a price for it too.

That year, after more than two decades in the business, changed the way I think about running things. It’s the reason I eventually left the company and started coaching leaders, which is what I’ve done ever since. And in the years since then, I’ve sat with a great many business owners, founders, operations directors and managers who are running hot in exactly the way I was. Some of them are already where I was in that car park. Most are somewhere on the road towards it, and don’t know it, because the road is mostly made of good intentions and hard work and things that look, from the outside and from the inside, like success.

The argument

This book has a simple argument, and it is worth stating at the start so that you can test everything that follows against it.

You can run a demanding business or operation without burning out. Becoming a more resilient person helps, but it won’t be enough on its own. You do it by building calm into the systems around you: the rhythms of the week, the way priorities are set, the routines that keep the operation running, the boundaries around your time, the people you delegate to and develop, the way you handle the crises that will certainly come, and the habits of the team you lead.

Most of the advice I was given in my thirties and forties about stress and pressure was aimed at me as an individual. Get more sleep. Take up exercise. Learn to switch off. Some of that advice was sound, and I ignored nearly all of it, which I’ll come to. But even if I had followed it perfectly, it wouldn’t have been enough, because a large part of the problem lay in the way the operation was designed. A region in which every exception came to the regional director, in which nobody had the authority to make a decision above a certain size without ringing me, in which the only person who understood the transport cost model was me, in which the weekly rhythm was set by whoever shouted loudest, was a region that would have exhausted anybody. Yoga wouldn’t have fixed it. A better design would have.

That’s the heart of it. Calm is partly a personality trait, but it’s also a property of how a business runs. Some operations are calm even when they are busy, because they have been built that way: the work flows in predictable patterns, people know what they’re responsible for, problems are caught early, crises have a drill, and nobody’s evening depends on one person answering the phone. Other operations are frantic even when they’re quiet, because everything depends on heroics and everything is urgent and nobody is quite sure who decides. The people in the first kind of business may be no calmer by nature than the people in the second. They’re working inside a better system.

None of this lets the individual off the hook. People matter, and the person at the top matters a great deal. A leader who runs on adrenaline will usually build an operation that runs on adrenaline, because that is what they know and what they reward. A leader who is exhausted will make worse decisions and build worse systems. So this book does spend a good deal of time on you: your energy, your sleep, your boundaries, your habits, the warning signs in your own body and behaviour. But it treats those as one part of a larger design. If you’re running hot, you don’t need to become a different person. You need to build a different kind of operation, and then live inside it.

What this book is not

It isn’t a medical book. I’m not a doctor, a psychologist or a therapist, and nothing in these pages should be read as medical advice. I can tell you what burnout was like for me and what I’ve seen in the people I’ve worked with. I can describe, in general terms, how it’s commonly understood. The World Health Organization, for instance, describes burnout as an occupational phenomenon rather than a medical condition, the result of chronic workplace stress that has not been successfully managed, and characterises it by exhaustion, a growing mental distance from or cynicism about one’s job, and a sense of reduced effectiveness. I’ve found that description useful, and I’ll come back to it. But I cannot diagnose you, and I wouldn’t try.

If you recognise yourself in the darker parts of this book, and especially if you’re struggling to sleep, to eat, to function, or if you’re having thoughts of harming yourself, please talk to a doctor or another qualified professional, and do it soon. I waited far too long. I had help from a doctor during my burnout year, and later from a counsellor, and both mattered more than anything I could have worked out on my own. The ideas in this book are about how to run a business and lead a team. They aren’t a substitute for that kind of help, and I would be failing you if I let you think otherwise.

It’s also not a book about working less for its own sake. Some of the people in these pages work long hours and love it, and some seasons in any business demand more than others. Running a demanding operation is a perfectly good thing to do with a working life. What matters is whether the way you work is something you and your people can sustain, year after year, without breaking.

And it isn’t a book about any real person’s business. The leaders and teams whose stories run through these pages are composites. Each is drawn from several people I’ve worked with or known, with details changed, combined and invented so that nobody can be identified and no confidences are broken. I’ve used first names only, and none of them is the real name of anyone I have 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.

How the book is organised

The book is in three parts.

Part 1, The Cost of Running Hot, is about the problem. It looks at the myth of the heroic operator, the leader who saves the day and is admired for it, and why that myth does so much damage. It describes how burnout really happens, which is slowly and mostly invisibly, and the warning signs that I missed and that you can learn to spot. It looks at the business that runs on its owner or leader, and what that dependency costs. And it makes the case that calm is a competitive advantage. It is neither a luxury nor a lifestyle choice.

Part 2, Building a Calm Operation, is about the systems. It covers rhythms and routines, the patterns of the day, the week and the year that keep an operation steady. It covers priorities, and the hard discipline of saying no. It looks at how to replace heroics with systems that work without anyone having to be a hero, how to delegate properly and build deputies who can stand in for you, and how to handle crises without the drama that so often makes them worse.

Part 3, The Calm Operator for the Long Run, is about sustaining it. It looks at your own energy, sleep and boundaries, and at how to lead a team that doesn’t run on adrenaline. It has a chapter on recovering after burnout, for anyone who is already there or has been. It looks at how to grow a business without the growth creating chaos, and it ends with the question I wish I had asked twenty years earlier: what kind of business could you live with?

Every chapter opens with a scene, sets out some practical ideas and ends with a short exercise, which I have called Steady Hands. They vary in form. Some take ten minutes, some take a fortnight. Some are best done alone and some with your team. None of them is a test, and none of them will tell you whether you’re burnt out. They are ways of putting the ideas to work on your own operation.

A few people you will meet

Four leaders appear several times through the book, and it may help to introduce them now.

Marnie founded a commercial cleaning company in Leicester and built it, over twelve years, to around sixty people, cleaning offices, schools and a couple of large warehouses. When I met her, she still carried the out-of-hours phone herself, every night, and hadn’t had a holiday without it for as long as anyone could remember. Ossie, an area supervisor who used to drive buses, and Kath, who runs the office, are part of her story.

Eamon is head of operations for a family-owned builders’ merchant with eight branches across Lincolnshire, reporting to Monty, the owner, whose father started the business. Eamon is the person everyone rings. Shona, who manages the branch in Boston, is the person who first told me she was worried about him.

Vikram is operations director for a small group of four hotels on the North Yorkshire coast. Hotels run every hour of every day, and weddings run on Saturdays, and Vikram ran on both. Stella, the general manager in Whitby, Colm, the head chef, and Alfie, the night porter, will all turn up.

Astrid founded a children’s swimming school, which grew from one hired pool on Saturday mornings into a business teaching thousands of children a week across the West Midlands. Bilal, her operations manager, and Hazel, her most experienced instructor, help her work out how to keep growing without drowning, which is not a metaphor she enjoys.

From my own working life, you will meet Lennie, the night transport manager at the depot when I was a young supervisor, who was the calmest operator I ever worked with and taught me things I took twenty years to understand. You’ll meet Hughie, the general manager I worked for in my early thirties, who taught me the opposite. And you will meet Maureen, who rang me in the car park, and Okon, the depot manager who held part of my region together while I was away.

And there is Dilys, my next-door neighbour, who had been a district nurse for thirty years before she retired and who saw it coming long before I did.

Before we start

One last thing.

When I sat in that car park, I believed that the problem was that I had not been strong enough. If I had been tougher, more organised, better at managing my time, I would have coped. It took me most of the following year, and the help of several patient people, to see that this was the wrong way round. I had been strong for years. That was the problem. I had been strong in place of building something that didn’t need me to be strong all the time.

If you’re reading this because you’re tired, treat the tiredness as information. It isn’t a sign of failure. And if you’re reading it because you run something demanding and want to keep running it for a long time, with your health, your relationships and your judgement intact, then you are asking exactly the right question at exactly the right time, which is before the car park rather than after it.

Lennie had a phrase he used on the bad nights at the depot, when the fog was down and a driver had rung in sick and the planners were beginning to talk too fast. He would put the kettle on, and look at the clock on the wall, and say, “The lorries go at four whether we panic or not.”

It took me a long time to understand what he meant. This book is my attempt to explain it.
Part 1
The Cost of Running Hot
Chapter 1
The Myth of the Heroic Operator
Hughie stood me on a pallet.

It was the Friday before Christmas, in the canteen at the depot, at the end of the night shift, and there were perhaps sixty people crowded round the tables with mugs of tea and bacon rolls that Hughie had paid for out of his own pocket. I was thirty-one and the depot’s operations manager, which meant I was responsible for everything that happened between the gatehouse and the loading bays, and for the previous thirty-six hours I hadn’t gone home.

What had happened was this. On the Wednesday evening, the computer system at the distribution centre of our biggest customer, a supermarket chain, had failed completely. They couldn’t tell us what their stores needed, and they could not take deliveries in the usual pattern, and it was four days before Christmas. Their logistics people rang us at about nine at night in a state I can only describe as dignified panic. Could we help? Could we, somehow, work out what thirty-odd stores needed from their order histories, plan the routes by hand, and get the goods there in time for the busiest weekend of the year?

I said yes. Of course I said yes. I rang two of the planners at home and asked them to come in. I pulled the order histories off our own system, spread them across the big table in the traffic office, and with those two planners and a great deal of coffee, I rebuilt the supermarket’s Christmas from scratch. We worked through Wednesday night, all of Thursday and most of Thursday night. I slept for about an hour on the floor of my office, under my coat. I rang store managers I had never met and talked them through what was coming. I personally loaded a trailer at four on Thursday morning when the warehouse was short. By Friday morning, every store had what it needed, more or less, and the supermarket’s logistics director had rung Hughie to say that our depot had saved their Christmas.

So Hughie stood me on a pallet. He made a speech. He said that this was what the depot was about. He said that when the chips were down, there were people who made excuses and there were people who rolled up their sleeves, and I was the second kind. He gave me a bottle of whisky with a red ribbon round its neck, and everybody clapped, and I stood on that pallet with my shirt untucked and my eyes stinging from lack of sleep, and I felt, I’m embarrassed to say, more completely happy than I had felt at work in my life.

It was a week before I found out about Gary.

Gary was one of the two planners I had rung on the Wednesday night. He had worked the whole thirty-six hours alongside me, and on the Friday morning, while I was standing on the pallet, he had already left to drive home. Somewhere on the dual carriageway, about ten minutes from his house, he had fallen asleep at the wheel and put his car into a ditch. He was unhurt, which was luck and nothing else. The car was written off. He hadn’t mentioned it to anyone at the depot because, as he told me later, he did not want to spoil the party.

I’ve thought about that pallet many times since. It was the first time I was celebrated for heroics, and it wouldn’t be the last. And it set a pattern that ran through the next fifteen years of my working life, all the way to the car park where I couldn’t open the door.

The story we love

Every business has its hero stories. The night the founder drove a van to Glasgow because the courier had let a customer down. The weekend the operations manager rebuilt the stock system by hand after a server failed. The week the owner worked twenty-hour days to get the first big order out. These stories are told at leaving parties and in recruitment interviews and in the speeches at Christmas dinners, and they’re told with real pride, because something impressive happened. Someone did something difficult, under pressure, and it worked.

These stories deserve some respect. Some of them are the reason businesses exist. Plenty of companies wouldn’t have survived their first years without someone, usually the founder, doing more than any reasonable job description would ask. There are moments in any operation when a person has to step up and go beyond, and when they do, it’s right to thank them.

The trouble lies in what the stories teach.

When Hughie stood me on that pallet, he was teaching sixty people what the depot valued. He was saying, as clearly as he could, that the highest form of contribution was to give up your sleep, your evening, your family and your safety for the business. Nobody mentioned that it would have been better if the supermarket’s system had not failed, or if we had had a plan for it failing, or that the drivers who quietly did their routes perfectly, every night, for years, were as valuable as the man on the pallet. The real heroes, the speech said, were the ones who saved the day.

And people listen to that. They listen far more closely than to anything written on a wall or said in an appraisal. Over the next couple of years at that depot, I watched the effect. The people who got noticed were the ones who stayed late, who came in on their days off, who took the call at midnight. The people who ran smooth, uneventful shifts, who spotted problems early and fixed them before they became crises, were mostly invisible, because nothing dramatic ever happened on their watch. Without anyone intending it, the depot began to reward drama. And when you reward drama, you get more of it.

The arsonist and the fire brigade

There’s an old joke in operations about the firefighter who is so admired for putting out fires that he starts setting them. Nobody in my experience does this on purpose. But a culture that celebrates firefighting will, over time, stop investing in fire prevention, and the effect is much the same.

Think about it from the point of view of a manager who wants to be noticed. She can spend her week on the dull, invisible work that prevents problems: checking the maintenance schedule, training a new starter properly, writing down the procedure that only one person knows, chasing the customer whose orders keep arriving late before it becomes a crisis. If she does this well, nothing happens, and nobody notices. Or she can let things slide, and when they go wrong, as they will, she can be the one who stays until midnight fixing them. That gets noticed. That gets a bottle of whisky.

Most people don’t make this choice consciously. They respond to what they see being rewarded. But the result is an operation in which prevention is undervalued, crises are more frequent, and the people who are best at handling crises are promoted into positions where they set the culture for everybody else. They got there by being heroes. They know how to be heroes. And they build teams that need heroes, because that’s the only kind of operation they understand.

I was one of those people. By the time I was a regional director, I had been rewarded for heroics so many times that I no longer saw it as a choice. When something went wrong, I fixed it, personally, at whatever cost to my evening or my weekend. When a depot was struggling, I went and ran it myself for a week. When a customer was furious, I drove to see them, at seven in the morning, wherever they were. I was good at all of this: in a sense, the best fire brigade in the company. And I never asked why there were so many fires.

Lennie

There was another way, and I had seen it. I just hadn’t understood what I was looking at.

When I was a young supervisor, in charge of the six-planner desk on the night shift, the night transport manager at the depot was a man called Lennie. He was in his fifties then, heavy-set and slow-moving, with reading glasses on a cord round his neck and a habit of doing the crossword in pen at about two in the morning. He ran the yard and the drivers through the night, and he did it in a way that, to my twenty-six-year-old eyes, looked almost lazy.

Lennie never ran. He never shouted. I cannot remember ever seeing him stay past the end of his shift. When something went wrong, a lorry broken down, a driver off sick, a load that would not fit, he would come into the planning office, look at the board, ask two or three questions and make a decision. Then he would go back out to the yard. The whole thing might take five minutes.

At the time, I thought he was lucky. His nights seemed to go smoothly, and I put that down to chance, or to the fact that he had been doing it for so long that the job had become easy. It was years before I understood that his nights went smoothly because of things he had done weeks and months earlier, which nobody saw.

Lennie walked the yard every evening at nine, before the night got busy, and looked at every trailer. He knew which ones had dodgy brake lights and which tail-lifts were playing up, and he got them fixed in daylight, when the workshop was open, rather than finding out at three in the morning. He had a book, a battered hardback ledger, in which he kept the home phone numbers of every driver and a note of which ones were happy to be rung for an extra shift and which ones were not. He had worked out, years before, which of the regular delivery points caused problems in bad weather, and he had arrangements with most of them that nobody else knew about. He trained the new drivers himself, on their first night, by riding the first part of the route with them. He had a list on the wall of his office, handwritten, of the things he checked before every shift, and he checked them every shift, without fail, even though he could have done it from memory.

None of this was dramatic. None of it would have got him stood on a pallet. And it meant that when things went wrong on Lennie’s nights, they went wrong in small, manageable ways, and he could deal with them in five minutes and go back to his crossword.

I asked him once, in my first year as supervisor, why he never seemed to panic. I had just had a bad night, a breakdown on the motorway and two drivers stuck behind it, and I had spent three hours on the phone in a lather. Lennie had wandered in towards the end, looked at the board and suggested something that fixed it in ten minutes.

He put the kettle on and looked at the clock.

“The lorries go at four whether we panic or not,” he said. “Panicking just means they go at four and you’re knackered.”

I laughed, because it sounded like the sort of thing older men say to younger men to make themselves feel wise. It took me a long time to realise that it was a precise description of how to run an operation.

What heroics cost

It’s worth being specific about what the heroic way of running a business costs, because the costs are mostly hidden, and that’s why the myth survives.

The first cost is to the hero. Heroics are expensive in sleep, health, relationships and judgement. A person who has been awake for thirty-six hours is not making good decisions, however good they feel about them at the time. A person who is the last line of defence for every crisis never fully switches off, because they know the phone might ring. Over months and years, this wears people down in ways they often do not notice until it’s very late. The next two chapters come back to this.

The second cost is to the people around the hero. Heroes rarely work alone. When I rebuilt the supermarket’s Christmas, two planners worked through the night with me, and one of them nearly died on the way home. When a founder works twenty-hour days, the people who work for her usually feel they ought to as well. Heroics are contagious, and the people who catch them often have less protection than the hero does: less money, less status, less credit when it goes well and more blame when it does not.

The third cost is to the operation itself. A business that runs on heroics is fragile. It depends on particular people being available at particular moments, and it does not get better at preventing problems, because all its energy goes into solving them. Every crisis is handled, more or less, but nothing is learned, because the people who handled it are too tired and too busy with the next one to ask why it happened. The same fires break out again and again.

The fourth cost is the most hidden of all. A culture of heroics drives out the people who might have built something better. The Lennies of the world, the steady, careful operators who prevent problems rather than solving them, are rarely celebrated, often overlooked for promotion and sometimes disliked for not showing enough commitment. Some of them leave. Some of them stop bothering. And the business is left with heroes, who shine in a crisis and do little to make crises less likely.

Marnie at five in the morning

I met Marnie because her accountant told her she needed a holiday and she didn’t know how to take one.

She had founded her cleaning company twelve years earlier, with a van, a carpet cleaner and one contract for a solicitor’s office in the centre of Leicester. By the time she rang me, she employed around sixty people, most of them part-time, cleaning offices, two secondary schools, a handful of medical practices and a pair of large warehouses on the edge of the city. The business was profitable and growing. Her customers liked her. She was, by any outside measure, a success.

The first time I visited, she asked me to meet her at one of the schools at half past five in the morning. When I arrived, she was mopping a corridor.

One of the early-morning cleaners had rung in sick at ten to five. The school needed the corridors and toilets done before the caretaker opened up at seven. Marnie had a list of people she could ring for cover, but it was early, and she didn’t like waking people, and it was quicker, she said, to do it herself. So she had got up, driven across the city, let herself in with her own keys and started mopping.

“I do this about twice a week,” she said, wringing out the mop. “Somebody’s always off. It’s not a problem. I like it. Keeps me in touch.”

Far from complaining, she was proud of it, and in some ways she had a right to be. Her cleaners knew that the boss would turn up and do the work if she had to. Her customers knew that whatever happened, the job would get done. When a pipe burst at one of the medical practices at eleven o’clock one Saturday night, it was Marnie who went, with a wet vacuum in the back of her car, and stayed until three in the morning. When a big contract came up for renewal, it was Marnie who wrote the bid, at her kitchen table, over a weekend. When the van broke down, it was Marnie who rang the garage, and when the payroll software crashed, it was Marnie who stayed up until it was fixed.

She carried the out-of-hours phone every night. It was a cheap mobile with a cracked screen, and the number was given to every customer, so that if anything went wrong, an alarm going off, a cleaner who hadn’t turned up, a spillage, a key that wouldn’t work, they could ring. It rang, on average, three or four times a week, often in the middle of the night. She kept it on her bedside table. She took it on holiday, on the rare occasions she had a holiday, and it rang on the beach and in restaurants and once, she told me, during her niece’s christening.

“I’m the safety net,” she said. “That’s what they pay for. That’s what makes us different from the big firms.”

I asked her when she had last had a full week off without the phone.

She thought about it for longer than I expected. “Before the business,” she said eventually. “So, about thirteen years.”

Why we believe the myth

Marnie isn’t foolish, and neither was I. So it is worth asking why sensible, capable people come to believe that this is how a business ought to be run.

Part of it’s how many businesses start. Most founders begin by doing everything themselves, because there is nobody else, and in those early days heroics are a necessity. The founder who drove the van to Glasgow did it because there was no other way. The habits formed in those years are deep, and they were rewarded with survival. It’s very hard to unlearn something that once saved your business.

Part of it’s identity. For many owners and operators, being the person who can always be relied on is a core part of who they are, well beyond a habit. Marnie was the safety net. I was the person who fixed things. Asking us to stop being that person felt, at first, like asking us to stop being ourselves. It’s one thing to change a process. It is quite another to change a story you tell about who you are.

Part of it’s the plain pleasure of heroics. I won’t pretend that standing on that pallet felt bad. It felt wonderful. There’s a particular kind of exhilaration in pulling something off against the odds, a rush of energy and purpose and approval, and it’s addictive in the ordinary, everyday sense of the word. People who have tasted it often seek it out again, and they can find themselves, without quite realising, preferring the crisis to the calm, because the calm feels flat by comparison.

Part of it’s that heroics are visible and prevention is not. If Lennie had been stood on a pallet every time a lorry didn’t break down because he had spotted a dodgy brake light in daylight, he would never have got off the pallet. Prevention leaves no trace. Nobody writes a speech about the crisis that didn’t happen. So the people who make crises less likely go unthanked, and the people who handle them get the whisky.

And part of it, finally, is that the cost of heroics is mostly paid later, by someone else, or in a form that doesn’t show up on any report. The supermarket’s Christmas was saved on the Friday. Gary’s car went into the ditch the same morning, and nobody at the depot heard about it for a week. The founder’s twenty-hour days get the order out, and the cost turns up eighteen months later as a stress-related absence, a marriage under strain, a key employee who leaves without quite saying why. The benefit is immediate and celebrated. The cost is delayed and invisible. That’s a very bad combination for good judgement.

Not anti-effort

There’s a version of this argument that tips over into something I don’t believe.

I am not saying that effort is bad, or that people should never go beyond what is expected of them, or that a business should never ask its people for more in a genuine emergency. There will be nights when the system fails four days before Christmas. There will be weekends when the pipe bursts. There will be seasons, in almost any business, when the work piles up beyond what the normal week can hold. A calm operator doesn’t pretend these things will not happen, and doesn’t refuse to rise to them when they do.

The difference is between heroics as an exception and heroics as a system. In a well-run operation, the night when everybody has to pull together is rare, it’s recognised as a failure of planning as well as a triumph of effort, and afterwards people rest and ask what could be done differently next time. In a badly run operation, every week has such a night, and nobody asks why, because the heroics have become the way the business works.

There’s also a difference in who carries the load. When Marnie mopped the corridor at five in the morning, she was choosing to carry it herself. That was her right, at least for a while. But it was also, in a way she hadn’t noticed, a decision that nobody else would ever learn to carry it, because she had never let them try. Her cleaners had come to expect that the boss would step in. Her customers had come to expect that the boss would answer the phone. And the business had grown up around a single person’s willingness to be heroic, which meant it could only grow as far as that person could stretch.

Telling different stories

If the myth of the heroic operator is sustained by the stories a business tells about itself, then a leader can change a great deal simply by telling different stories.

This sounds soft, but what gets celebrated in a business shapes behaviour far more than what gets written in policies. If you want an operation that prevents problems rather than heroically solving them, you have to notice and celebrate prevention, and you have to do it in public, in the same places and with the same warmth that heroics usually get.

Years after the pallet, when I was a regional director and had started, very slowly, to understand some of this, I tried an experiment at one of our quarterly managers’ meetings. Instead of the usual round of thanks for people who had gone above and beyond, I asked each depot manager to tell the room about one problem that had not happened in their depot that quarter, and why. It was awkward at first. People weren’t used to it. But one manager talked about a supervisor who had noticed that a particular customer’s orders were creeping up week by week and had added a vehicle to the plan before anyone ran out of capacity. Another talked about a warehouse team leader who had spent two afternoons writing down how to restart the conveyor after a jam, so that the night shift could do it without ringing an engineer. Neither of these was dramatic. Both had probably saved more money and more sleep than any heroic night that year.

I didn’t keep the experiment going. I tried it twice, it went well, and then the pressure of the next quarter took over and I went back to the old way. That’s one of the honest admissions I’ll be making in this book. I knew some of the right things long before I did them consistently. Knowing is the easy part.

But the principle holds. A leader who wants a calmer operation needs to make prevention visible. Thank the person who spotted the problem early. Tell the story of the crisis that did not happen. Ask, in every review, what made the day need saving as well as who saved it, and whether it could have been avoided. And be honest, in public, when heroics were needed because of a failure of planning, including your own.

What Marnie did first

Marnie did not change overnight. Very few people do.

What she did first, after our early-morning conversation at the school, was something small. She started writing down, every time she stepped in to do something herself, what had happened and why, in a single line in a notebook. Tuesday, 4.50am, Grange School, cleaner sick, covered myself. Thursday, 11pm, alarm at Fosse Road office, went out. Saturday, rewrote rota because Kath away.

She kept it for a month, and then she brought it to our next meeting and put it on the table between us.

There were thirty-one entries.

She looked at it for a while. “I thought it would be about ten,” she said. “I really thought it would be about ten.”

We went through them together. Some of them, perhaps four or five, were genuine emergencies, the kind of thing that any business would need someone senior to handle. The rest were not. They were the ordinary, predictable problems of running a cleaning company: people off sick, alarms going off, keys going missing, rotas needing changing. They happened every week. They would happen next week, and the week after, for as long as the business existed. And every single one of
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