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		Foreword



I did say it, quite clearly: I would never write another book.

And I meant it. The beginning is genuinely enjoyable – the ideas, the energy, the crafting of lessons. But that final stretch… that’s sheer slog. So after publishing my first book, The DNA of Agile Management Teams, I declared with absolute conviction: never again.

But then I listened to a cycling podcast.
And that familiar itch returned.
Once again, I saw the striking resemblance between leading a cycling team and leading an organisation: both are individual team sports.

Let that sink in before you read on: individual team sports.
Sounds like a contradiction, doesn’t it?

That small itch has grown into the book you’re now holding. This time, it’s not a management manual, but a management novel. A story about a change leader, a cycling team, and a company teetering on the edge. A story about creating flow, chasing dreams, and shaping shared goals. About building a culture of learning and continuous improvement, and persevering in the face of setbacks.

That one podcast reignited something in me, but of course it wasn’t the only source of inspiration. I’ve read many insightful books and listened to interviews with top coaches and elite teams, all sharing how they managed to bring about lasting cultural change.
As a transformation consultant – and a keen cyclist – these stories resonate with me both professionally and personally. They show what becomes possible when you truly invest in team development, collaboration, and leadership.

I realise not everyone is passionate about cycling. But I do believe most people enjoy a good story. Because stories stick with us. They help us break out of old patterns, invite empathy, allow us to recognise ourselves in others, and let insights settle in a more natural way.

That belief is what sparked this management novel: a light, relatable story about teams, setbacks, and the road forward.

Will I ever write another book?
I’ve learned never to say never.

Until then – enjoy the read,

Jeroen Stoter

 



		The challenge



I realise I no longer have the energy to politely keep a conversation going. My heart rate is high and all I can manage is to gasp for breath, counting in rhythm with the pedals turning round and round. My calves are burning, but I have no intention of showing weakness. Elise’s pace is relentless. And to think she’s actually holding back…

Sweat is running down my forehead and I wipe it away impatiently, causing an unexpected wobble. Somehow, she picks up on it immediately. She looks over her shoulder.

‘You alright, Luc?’

I nod silently. I want to say ‘yes’, but I imagine I’d sound like a chain-smoking pensioner who spends most of his days in silence. The effort of engaging my vocal cords seems a bit too much right now.

She ignores my nod and says: ‘Let’s wind down.’

She immediately eases her pace and I gratefully follow. For several minutes we ride in silence and at a calm tempo. I feel my body settling down and notice the burning sensation in my calves slowly fading. Once my breathing returns to normal, I finally dare to speak again.

‘That was intense,’ I gasp.

Elise grins and shifts slightly to the left to make room for me. She eases up and a moment later we’re cycling side by side.

‘I think you’ve still got something to learn when it comes to pacing yourself,’ she says.

‘You reckon?’

‘Why didn’t you speak up when you felt the pace was too high?’

‘Wasn’t I supposed to stay on your wheel?’ I reply. ‘I’m meant to push myself to improve and get faster, right? Besides, I didn’t want to hold you back.’

‘You need to train to become better and faster,’ she says, ‘which is not the same as forcing your body to its limits – and maybe beyond. Besides, we’re cycling together. When you cycle together, you take each other into account and make use of each other’s strengths. If we work together properly as a team, we also improve individually.’

Hm, that sounds very much like my own view on how an MT should function. Interesting.

‘Go on,’ I say. And as we continue cycling at an easy pace, getting closer to home, Elise shares her perspective on training and developing elite cyclists.

‘When I took over my current team, they were the laughing stock of the competition. The strong personal drive of the top four riders clashed with the interests of the team. Each of them fought for their own success, and ironically that often meant the overall performance suffered.’

‘That sounds like a contradiction,’ I say. ‘In cycling, isn’t there just one winner?’

Elise nods. ‘I understand why you’d say that. On one level, you’re right. But we’ve learned that the mindset of ‘we want to do well as a team’ gets us further than ‘I want to do well individually’. That was a process we worked on very intensively – and still do.’


I listen attentively and think how lucky I am that she’s willing to make time for me. Elise was a major name in women’s cycling for years. With two Olympic gold medals, one silver and a large number of other victories to her name, she’s – even now – an inspiring example for others.

These days she’s the director of a professional cycling team and uses her knowledge and experience to develop talent. The name Elise Vermeer still features regularly in the media. And me? I’m just her neighbour who happens to enjoy road cycling. A complete amateur who’s been muddling along for years. I’ve never made time to join a cycling club, but when we talked about it recently and Elise suggested we train together, I immediately said yes. What an opportunity!

Summer is over and autumn is setting in. That means Elise’s peak season of competitions is behind her and things have calmed down a bit. Today is our first ride together.

‘We’ll take it easy,’ she’d said beforehand. ‘I just want to get a feel for things. It’s new for me too, because in our team literally every detail is measured, calculated and balanced by professionals from different disciplines. No one gets on a bike without proper preparation and a plan – but for us, this is mainly about relaxing. Right?’

‘Relaxing, sure, but I also need to work on my fitness,’ I replied. ‘I sit a lot during work, so I need to balance that out.’

‘Perfect, so we’ll relax with purpose,’ Elise laughed.

That was over an hour ago, and now my legs feel like jelly. I’m relieved as we ride into our neighbourhood and a few minutes later we dismount – which I do with an internal groan.

‘Is it that bad?’ Elise asks, alert. Apparently my groan wasn’t as subtle as I thought.

‘It’s not too bad,’ I say, trying to keep up appearances. ‘I’ve had worse.’

‘Hmm, we definitely need to talk about this sometime,’ she says. ‘You clearly went too far.’

‘We’ve already talked about it,’ I reply. ‘I need to learn to pace myself.’

‘Exactly. And now you need to give your body a chance to recover. Do you know what you should do?’

She advises me to eat something with protein and to stay well hydrated. She also recommends icing my aching calves straight away. Later on, I’m allowed a warm shower.

~

After my shower, I flop down on the sofa with my phone and see a missed call from Wim de Wit. I call him back straight away. Wim always has something entertaining to share. He and I have been friends since business school and we regularly work together. Or perhaps it’s more accurate to say that I regularly work for him. Wim is an investor, and I’m a manager. Together, we’ve managed to turn around several companies. In some ways, I probably know Wim better than his wife does – and they’ve been together for twenty-eight years.

‘Luc, you’re just the man I need!’ he shouts jovially the moment he answers. ‘Have you heard? Of course you’ve heard. Nothing gets past you. So you know why I’m calling.’

I laugh but don’t say anything. I think I do know what he’s about to tell me.

‘It’s a top job, even if I say so myself! And of course, I immediately thought of you. In fact, I signed the contract with you in mind. As it happens, I recently heard from a reliable source that you’re available.’

I close my eyes and lean back. There’s no need to keep Wim talking – he does that perfectly well on his own.

‘How about…’ he pauses briefly, ‘…having a look at the place tomorrow afternoon?’

I laugh out loud. ‘That’s quick – even for you, Wim.’

‘Ah, you know me. And it’s a great company. Really. You know I’ve been dreaming for years of investing in campervans. And this is a team that really needs you.’

‘I’m on sabbatical, Wim.’

‘But as it happens, I know that’s almost over. In fact, I know you’re getting bored and already looking around,’ he counters.

‘Hm,’ I mutter, but I don’t really have a comeback. I actually spoke to a recruiter this morning about a new role.

‘Let me tell you a bit more,’ Wim insists.

‘Fine, book a table at Alfredo’s and fill me in there.’

‘But tomorrow afternoon…’

I cut him off: ‘Story first, then I’ll let you know if I’m interested. So get that idea of tomorrow afternoon out of your head.’

‘Alright, alright. Have it your way. How are things otherwise?’

As I tell him about the trip I recently took and about my bike ride with Elise, I picture Wim browsing the website of our favourite restaurant to make a booking.

‘Sounds good,’ he says, and right on cue, I know I’m right. ‘They’ve got a table at half seven tomorrow night. But back to PZ… You know those silos you always talk about? You’ll definitely find them here. Marketing prefers to chart its own course, finance guards the budget like some kind of spending police, R&D just wants to innovate, and production wants to keep going, full speed ahead. The director ran the whole thing like a one-man control tower. Everything went through him. Hardly any coordination or consultation – just setting the course and making sure everyone takes their turn. That used to work well, but now it’s time for a different approach.’ He coughs dramatically and adds, ‘A Luc approach.’

I raise an eyebrow. ‘I’ll be the judge of that.’

‘Fair enough, no pressure,’ Wim says quickly. ‘But eh… you mentioned Elise Vermeer earlier. Is that the Elise I think it is?’

‘Absolutely,’ I grin. ‘The very one you know from the sports news.’

‘Well, that’s a result. I’m sure you can learn a lot from her. Planning to join some races next year?’

‘I hadn’t really thought about it, but no… I don’t think so.’

‘Whatever you like. Hey, I’ll send you some info about PZ Camperbouwers. Yes, I know, the name is terrible, but that doesn’t matter. The potential is huge. Did you know my dad used to own a PZ? Anyway – I’ll email you, so you get a sense of where we are and where we need to go.’

‘We, Wim?’ I laugh at his persistence and promise I’ll take a look at the email.


 

 


Lucs notes

 

1. Build progress gradually

You improve by pacing yourself and not overburdening yourself.

 

2. Think as a team, not as an individual

The mindset of ‘we want to do well together’ takes you further than ‘I want to do well’. The team interest comes first.

 

3. Bring out the best in each other

Make use of each other’s strengths and take one another into account. That way, the team grows – and you grow with it.

 

 



		The environment and the culture



As soon as I spot the familiar red-and-yellow flags fluttering in the distance, I decide on impulse to take the exit. Moments later, I’m parked outside the service course of Elise’s cycling team.

‘Just drop by sometime,’ she’d said recently. ‘I’ll give you a tour.’

‘I can’t just show up unannounced, can I?’

‘Of course you can,’ she replied. ‘There’s always something going on, and if it’s not a good time for me personally, I’ll just let you know.’

I get out of the car and follow the signs pointing to the visitors’ reception. The glass doors at the entrance slide open as I approach. The receptionist behind the desk immediately looks up and greets me with a warm smile. As I get closer, I can read his name badge: Johan. I introduce myself and explain that I don’t have an appointment, but that I was invited by Elise.

‘I’ll let her know you’ve arrived. It might take a few minutes,’ Johan says. ‘You’re welcome to take a seat over there or... Is this your first time here? Then you might enjoy a quick look around our ‘Hall of Triumphs’?’

I raise an eyebrow. ‘Hall of Triumphs?’

Johan chuckles and gets up. ‘Come on, I’ll show you.’

He leads me into the large room to the left of the reception desk. At first glance, it reminds me of a gallery. The tall glass façade lets in plenty of natural light. On the narrow white panels scattered throughout the space, beautifully lit photos are on display.

‘It feels like a museum gallery,’ I say.

‘We hear that a lot, and it’s quite true. Look.’ Johan points to a subtle arrow on the floor. ‘If you follow the arrows, you’ll see everything. Each photo has a description, but of course you can just take your time and look around.’

I nod. The arrows are discreet but clear. Clever.

‘I’ll give Elise a call and be right back!’

‘That’s fine. Take your time. I’m happy to wander for a bit,’ I smile.

Johan returns to his desk and I step up to the first photo. I’m surprised by what I see: a fallen racing bike, a bent wheel, and a cyclist sitting beside it, grimacing in pain. It’s a stunning photo—I understand why the photographer captured the moment—but hadn’t Johan said something about a *Hall of Triumphs*?

After studying the image, I move aside to read the caption:

 

On Sunday 13 April, Jojanneke Visch was on track for a podium finish at the Amstel Gold Race. Three kilometres from the finish, she crashed and broke her collarbone.

 

Curious, I move on to the next photo: a close-up of the broken racing bike. Another short description. Again, the opposite of triumph. Next are photos of road rash, a training schedule, and physiotherapy. I glance at them but skip the captions—I don’t see any sign of triumph yet.

It’s only when I turn the corner and reach the fifth photo that I see what I had been expecting: a podium, three proud women, three medals, champagne and confetti. The woman on the top step? It’s Jojanneke Visch. I quickly step closer to read the caption. It’s a quote from Jojanneke:

 

‘In April, I thought my season was over: I was in a lot of pain, and recovery was going to take weeks. But my team inspired me to keep going. The coach, my doctors, my teammates—they believed in me, and because of that, I believed in myself. I worked incredibly hard on my recovery and learned to train smarter. This entire process made me stronger. Looking back, that crash was the beginning of my journey to this gold medal!’

 

Triumph—true triumph—is overcoming adversity,* it dawns on me. Because the season started with a setback, Jojanneke’s win became even more meaningful.

I walk back and now I do read all the captions: the road rash healed quickly, I read. That helped Jojanneke regain trust in her body. The training schedule was adapted—she learned to train more effectively. And through physiotherapy, she discovered she’d been neglecting her core muscles. Thanks to targeted exercises, she came back stronger and more stable.

‘Ah, there you are!’

I’m startled by Elise’s voice and greet her.

‘This is quite the surprise,’ I say. ‘An entire gallery with an unexpected photo collection.’

Elise laughs. ‘We were surprised by the impact too. At first, it just seemed like a fun idea to entertain visitors, but it’s led to great conversations. Everyone who’s walked through here comes away with a clear sense of our culture. Want to see the rest as well?’

‘That depends—did I catch you at a good time, or should I come back another day?’

‘This is a good time. If you’d like, I’ll introduce you to my team.’

‘I’d love that. I’ll come back to see the rest of the photos another time!’

A little later, I meet the general manager, the team doctor, the head of marketing, and the logistics manager. Elise completes the team as sporting director, and before long, we’re having a fascinating discussion about leadership and collaboration. Although they work in a very different field than I do, we find many parallels in our work. Later, as I drive home, I feel inspired and re-energised.

~

That Friday, a few days later, my satnav guides me along several country lanes towards a stately driveway lined with tall trees on both sides. After some searching, I find the car park at PZ. Wim is already there waiting for me.
‘What a bizarre setting for a factory,’ I say as I walk up to him. ‘This is the production site, right?’
‘Yes, that’s right,’ says Wim. ‘Paul Zijlings’ parents owned this estate. As a teenager, he started developing interiors for camper vans in one of the outbuildings, which were all the rage at the time. When PZ became a success, he started using other buildings too. These days, marketing is up in the little tower – that’s where they have their own sessions, creative and free-spirited. Finance meets downstairs, and R&D has holed up in what used to be the library.’
‘And production?’
Wim points to a building to our right. ‘In the old coach house.’
My jaw drops. It looks stunning, I can’t deny that, but I wonder how a modern production company can function properly in such a remote location – especially if, with a bit of bad luck, the buildings are listed.
Wim, who seems to have read my mind, bursts out laughing.
‘Don’t worry,’ he says. ‘It’s still called ‘the old coach house’, but behind that pretty façade is a modern factory hall. How Paul ever got it approved, with all the planning permissions and listed building regulations, I have no idea. But everything’s signed off and it looks slick.’
‘Well, that’s one less thing to worry about,’ I reply.
‘Our meeting is in the main building, which is a listed monument,’ says Wim. ‘And I have to say, the atmosphere does add something.’ He gives me a cheerful look. ‘Give it a chance, Luc. Just give it a chance.’
As we walk along the grand drive towards the main entrance, I’m struck by the two little towers, the many windows, and the ornate brickwork. Castle is the only word that fits. Unreal.
We climb five steps to the entrance with its towering double doors and step into a vast hallway. We report to the centrally placed reception desk, where a young woman greets us with a disinterested: ‘Hi.’
Wim tells her we have a meeting with Paul Zijlings. When she continues to stare at him in silence, he asks if she could let him know we’re here. With an audible sigh, she gets up and walks down a corridor, slowly and with maximum reluctance. I look at Wim in disbelief.
‘What a warm welcome,’ I say sarcastically. ‘And was she actually chewing gum?’
Wim gives a half-hearted chuckle. ‘Did I mention there are a few staffing issues…’
After a few minutes, the young lady strolls back at her leisure. Definitely still chewing gum – and I can even hear her popping it as she gets closer.
‘Someone’ll be with you in a minute,’ she mumbles. ‘You can go sit over there.’ She waves vaguely towards a large seating area.
‘Thanks ever so much. It’s lovely to be made to feel so welcome,’ I say sarcastically.
She pops her gum again and doesn’t respond. Unconsciously, I compare my first impressions here to those at the service course. From the car park all the way to meeting Elise’s team, I felt welcome throughout. That was thanks to the setting and the people. Whether intentional or not, there was a sense of unity at the service course. What I’m feeling here is closer to confusion.

~

The contrast between the receptionist and the first impression Paul Zijlings makes could not be greater. He appears a few minutes later and greets us with a warm handshake and a generous smile. Wim told me that he’s unwell. At first, I see no sign of it, but Paul can only keep up appearances for a short time. As he leads us to the meeting room where we’ll meet the management team, I notice he’s struggling to maintain the pace, and when we turn a corner, he reaches out for the wall to steady himself.

He then opens a towering, richly decorated door and lets us go in first. The high ceiling with ornate rosettes and the arched windows with interior shutters contrast sharply with the simple, slightly shabby tables arranged in a U-shape. The five people present seem entirely focused on their laptops and phones. Only one of them, a woman, looks up and greets us with a hesitant smile.

‘Please take a seat.’ Paul points to two empty chairs and walks over to a small lectern positioned at the open end of the U.

In the short time we’ve been in the room, a lot strikes me, but most notable is how each of the five people completely ignores our entrance. Still, no one, apart from that one woman, has looked up.

I try to break the ice by shaking everyone’s hand. ‘Luc Berg, nice to meet you,’ I say with an open smile.

The reactions range from a slight nod to a half-mumbled name. Only the woman meets my gaze and clearly introduces herself as Barbara. Wim has followed me and receives the same half-hearted responses. We exchange a quick grin and sit down on the chairs Paul indicated.

Apparently, the fact that he’s taken his place at the lectern signals to the others that it’s time to pay attention.

‘Good to see everyone here,’ Paul begins. ‘As you know by now, I’ve brought in an investor. It’s no secret that a lot needs to change if we want to realise our potential. Last season was…’

He trails off and takes a deep breath. I realise this man is using every ounce of energy he has just to stand here and speak. His voice trembles slightly as he continues.

‘I’d like to introduce you to Wim de Wit. He recognises potential when he sees it and has decided to invest in PZ. Wim, would you come forward?’

Wim swaps places with Paul, and I half-expect a small round of applause or at least some approving nods or interested looks, but to my surprise, the attention seems to drift back to their screens.

‘Thanks for the introduction, Paul. Right.’ Wim pauses for so long that the team members eventually begin to look up from their devices one by one. ‘To start, I’d like to ask you all to close your laptops and turn your phones face down. I’d like your full attention.’

That’s Wim for you. Focused and clear. And apparently, no one feels like arguing, because they each comply without protest.

‘I’ll keep the introduction brief for now. Paul already mentioned why I’m here. I’d also like to introduce someone: Luc Berg. He’s the best problem-solver I know, and I believe PZ deserves the best. That’s why I’m appointing him as Managing Director.’

I stifle a smile, as I haven’t officially agreed to anything yet, and give Wim a quick wink as he glances in my direction.

‘He’ll take Paul’s seat on the MT and will, together with you, get to work on the three most important pillars: the people who work here, the product we create, and the price we ask for it. That’s easier said than done, but these are processes Luc has a great deal of experience with. I’m counting on you to provide him with the necessary information and help him get acquainted with the company. You won’t see much of me here. I bring the money and, where necessary, additional support – but you’re the ones who’ll make it happen.’

