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This book is dedicated to:


• the staff at Merlyn Rees Community High School, Leeds, who are doing an incredible job in a school with such challenging circumstances;


• the children at that school who have so much ability and so many dreams;


• and to all those in the business world who are prepared to become, for some child somewhere … a dream-catcher.
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I have been speaking on the principles behind The Heart of Success for over twenty years in seminars across the world. During those times I have introduced countless people about to embark upon a business career, as well as the companies that employed them, to Professor Murray’s seven laws of business and life. This book allows me to give my perspective on each of those laws. But before we begin I want you to meet the professor himself and the young MBA student whose life was changed forever by a chance meeting in a musty library. For this you must come back with me over a quarter of a century …
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MONDAY 8 OCTOBER, 9.45 P.M.


The Professor and the MBA


Some said that Professor Tom Murray had been around the business school almost as long as the foundations. Certainly not a living soul could recall a time when he wasn’t there and nobody really knew how old he was – except that he was very old. He had always worn his hair long, a fact that had robbed some of his 1960s classes of a sense of rebellion, and he still had every strand of it; but now it was snow-white and gave him the look of an Old Testament prophet.


He was an unusual professor. First, he had never written a book. Every publisher in the country had beaten a path to Tom’s door but he would always give the same answer, ‘I love to teach. If I was writing, I wouldn’t be teaching and I’d miss it.’ But Tom Murray had never been just an academic. Right behind the publishers had been the CEOs of many of the Fortune 500 companies all wanting ‘a little help with a small problem we have’. To these, Tom always said yes. He loved to get involved with companies and, more importantly, with the people who worked in them. And so he had stories: stories that would take a dry business theory, shake the dust from it, and make it live; stories of companies that were ‘unsinkable’ but had gone down faster than the fated liner; and stories of ‘no hope’ ideas that had not just broken into markets, but created them.


And Professor Murray was loved by his students. They loved his teaching and they loved his stories. But more than his teaching, and even more than his stories, his students loved him. It sounds improbable, even a little too emotional, but it was true. He still got letters from men and women who had sat in his freshman class and were now heading huge corporations. Very often they just told him about their lives – their kids, their marriages or the break-up of them, their hopes and their fears. He had been a surrogate father to more of his students than he cared to remember.


Tom was unusual for just one more reason. His best friend for over fifty years had been Clarke Lewis, the college janitor. Clarke was even older than Tom, but they had played bridge together once a week for as long as they could remember and almost every evening since Tom had retired ten years ago. Except on a Monday. On a Monday Clarke went to visit his daughter and her family fifteen miles away and on that evening Tom locked up the library for him. Of course it was kind of the professor to help his friend out, but in truth he enjoyed doing it: it gave him an excuse to walk the aisles again; to handle the books; to savour the musty scent of the old building.


He had loved the library from the day he first walked through its huge wooden doors. It stood atop the hill overlooking the university campus. Its Victorian architecture looked down in more ways than one on the trendy glass buildings that made up the remainder of academia in the great city. No fluorescent lighting in this shrine of business studies: glistening chandeliers hung from the high ornate ceilings. They cast uneven light, not really suited to reading the small print but, in a building that held tomes on efficiency, this gesture to the greatness of another age seemed to exist without criticism.


Not only did books line the walls but also the floors, the alcoves and the walnut desks that students leant on, dozed on and, on one occasion, drew on. The dean of studies never did discover the identity of the tormented soul who had carved, ‘The living are the dead on holiday’, and it seemed sufficiently philosophical to have escaped the French-polisher’s hand.


And what books they were! Books that stretched back over 300 years of economics and management theory. Books that had topped bestseller lists and then fallen from grace; books that in their time had been provocative and were now boringly acceptable; books that promised success; and books that carefully catalogued failure.


Every evening at 9.45 exactly, the janitor sounded the bell that shattered the hallowed silence of the main library to warn the readers, wake the sleepers and announce the pending closure of the building at 10 p.m. sharp. But as the professor shuffled along the aisles on the night of Monday 8 October he knew there was hardly any need to sound the bell: row upon row of empty desks stretched in front of him; the great hall was deserted.


But Clarke had given him strict instructions on the way things were always done, and so Tom dutifully lifted the bronze gavel and struck the huge gong. Even sound, it seemed, moved around the great hall with respect and slowness. The deep notes of the bell resonated through the library. They crawled past Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations, slithered into the recesses where dwelt Any Colour Just So Long as It’s Black: A Short History of the Ford Motor Company and skirmished along the aisles of the more modern offerings. Past book upon book, theory upon theory, team building and individualism, quality circles and bottom lines, booms and busts, recessions and revivals, depressions and deliverance, bears and bulls, IQ, EQ and dole queue.


And then Tom saw it: a shadow moving at the far end, just past ‘Industrial Periodicals’ and the Harvard Business Review shelves. He blinked twice; his eyes weren’t as good as they had been. Whether he was shocked, scared or just annoyed he couldn’t tell, but whatever emotion he felt caused him to do something that in all his years of walking the aisles of the great hall he had never done before: Tom raised his voice. ‘Is anybody there?’


The young man who stepped out of the aisle and into the pale light looked more scared than Tom. He made his way towards the professor.


‘Don’t you have a home to go to, son?’


‘I’m sorry, sir. I got kind of engrossed. I’ll leave straight away.’


‘No, you’re fine – the library has another fifteen minutes’


‘No – I guess I’m finished.’


‘Can I help you in any way?’


If the young man had any idea to whom he was speaking he would have left straight away, but the old janitor seemed harmless and he was anxious to talk.


‘Sir, tomorrow I begin my MBA. My father died last year. He was a CEO and his great ambition was for me to study here and carve a career in business that would make him proud. My dad was successful in almost everything he did. He built a company from nothing into a multimillion-pound operation; he broke into markets that others thought impossible. The Harvard Business Review called him, “A success story without parallel”.’


‘Well, son, I’m sure if he could see you now he would be proud. Try to follow his example.’ Tom turned to leave but the young man caught his arm.


‘I said my father was successful in almost everything he did. It’s that “almost” that has brought me to the library today. I didn’t see much of him when I was a boy. When other parents watched their kids in football matches my dad could never make it. Once when I had the lead in a school play he turned up just as the curtain was falling. We had a home with twenty rooms and a private jet. I had toys the others kids could only dream of. The only thing I didn’t have was him.


‘My dad had fifteen thousand employees, twelve board members and no real friends. He’d been to a thousand business lunches but in the end there was nobody he felt he could really talk to about himself. When we had a party for his sixtieth birthday, five hundred people came. At his funeral there were fifty. My dad died too young. He just pushed himself too hard. I’m not sure I want the success he had at the price he paid. And I have scoured these titles today for the answer to one simple question: “What does it mean to be successful – can you make it and still have a life?”’


Tom had five children, ten grandchildren, and hundreds of former students he still thought of as family. He had seen the look on this boy’s face a thousand times. This young man was desperate. He motioned for the student to pull up one of the empty chairs.


‘Son, I have a confession for you. I’m not the janitor. I’m retired now, but I have taught business studies at this great institution for longer than I care to remember.’


The young student’s eyes were wide and he pulled his chair in closer as Tom went on. ‘More than that, I have followed the careers and business endeavours of the men and women who have written the books on success. I can tell you that some of them made more money out of their books than they ever made out of their companies. But even then the success they seemed to enjoy was a one-dimensional thing. Some of these people didn’t have time to spit, let alone watch a sunset; some of them had more cars than they had friends. This may be hard for you to understand at your age, but I came to believe that my good friend the janitor had a better quality of life than they did.’


The young man spoke: ‘So is success an illusion? Is it impossible to carve a business career and still have a life?’


‘I have seen some do it, son, but very few. Over the years I’ve observed the characteristics of those who have achieved it. I’ve come to believe that these men and women were truly successful.’


‘Is it something I could learn?’


‘I’ll tell you what I’ll do. I’ll give you the most radical piece of advice ever given to a student at this fine seat of learning. For the next couple of months or so, come to the library when it’s closed. I live in the cottage, just up the drive. Come and visit me. I’ll make some coffee for both of us and I’ll share with you what my students used to call “Professor Murray’s Laws of Success”. It’ll be kind of nice to do some teaching again. Class starts tomorrow night at 10 sharp.’


For the first time that night Tom saw a huge smile cross the young man’s face, ‘I’ll be there! By the way, my name’s Jack.’


Tom let his new student out of the library and watched as he made his way down the road, until the dark of the campus almost swallowed him. Suddenly the young man turned and shouted, ‘Hey, Professor, what’s your class called?’


The old man smiled and began to make his way back into the building but then suddenly he stopped and turned. And then he began to chuckle. He squinted hard but the student was long since gone from his sight. That didn’t stop him yelling down the hill and into the darkness: ‘Jack – we’ll call it: “Making It in Business Without Losing in life!”’


As Jack went back to his flat that night he had no idea that the time he was to spend in Tom Murray’s class would change his life. And as we go through the book together I want you, too, to experience the heart of those seven memorable meetings. But there is no tape recording, no video, no written record of the detail of what those two discussed in those autumn evenings all those years ago. However, we do have the professor’s seven laws and after each class I will bring you back to the present and interpret them as I believe they affect businesses and individuals today.


Tom Murray is long since dead, and Jack himself is nearing fifty years old, but you may agree with me that the laws are as relevant now as they were then …
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TUESDAY 9 OCTOBER, 10.00 P.M.


Tom opened the door as soon as Jack knocked, and beckoned him in. The room reminded the young man of some bygone age. A small coal fire burned in a grate that was flanked by two old leather armchairs. The seats in both were sunk so low they almost touched the floor. And all around the walls were photographs – of children, and dogs, and one of a young man with his bride on their wedding day. Tom took his new student around each of them, explaining why they were precious to him, and then, lighting a pipe, motioned to one of the armchairs.


‘Well, Jack, class begins! Like all the best professors I’m going to give you the final examination question on the first day and spend the rest of the time teaching you how to answer it! Here it is: “What is the heart of real success – how can I find it in my business and my life?”


And the first lesson’s the hardest …’





LAW NUMBER ONE



[image: image]
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TIME POOR
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DON’T SETTLE FOR BEING
MONEY RICH – TIME POOR
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It was a hot – no, sweltering – afternoon in California when I saw it. For the sixtieth time that hour, the early-evening traffic had lurched to a standstill on the freeway coming out of Los Angeles. As I sat there I glanced around at my fellow travellers. In the lane to my left the driver was slumped over the steering wheel in either death or sheer desperation; the business-suited woman in the car in front was alternating between yelling into her mobile and at her kids who were perfecting an art practised by generations of children in the back seats of motor cars – driving their mother crazy; and the man in the Porsche to my right was … well, agitated. He risked losing precious freezing air by lowering his window so that he could lean out and shout at the motorists in front. When he had done this for a while he, too, got on his mobile phone and yelled down that as well. The Porsche and my hire car duetted down the freeway alongside each other for at least five miles and I became fascinated with him. I noticed that he was getting redder and redder and, although I am sure that the climate control on a Porsche Boxster is second to none, this man was perspiring heavily.


So caught up was I in this little pantomime that when the car in front moved forward a couple of yards I was a little slow on the accelerator. Porsche man saw a chance to get into what appeared to be (falsely as it turned out) a faster moving queue and jammed his foot down hard. The small, rocket-like car lurched forward and into the space. And that’s when I saw it – on his back bumper – Porsche man’s motto: ‘He who dies with most toys wins.’


I have often thought of him since. I confess that once or twice I have wondered whether he’s still alive, and, if not, what was the prize he won. But most of all I have thought of him because he seems to symbolise what I have come to believe are the new poor. These people have a very high standard of living, but an appalling quality of life. They have every time-saving gadget and yet complain bitterly that ‘there aren’t enough hours in the day’. They have the very latest in communication technology – you can reach them anywhere, anytime – but they find communicating with those they love almost impossible. They have a second home but they have precious few hours in their first one. They have everything and they have nothing.


I understand that man in the car with his bumper sticker. I sometimes feel I know him. He has left for the office long before his children are awake, and he can’t remember the last time he read them a bedtime story. It’s not that he wouldn’t like to make some of his daughter’s ballet performances – it’s just that with all the goodwill in the world it seems impossible. And of course he would like just to relax on holiday as his wife begs him to, but ‘just one phone call to the office’ seems irresistible. He has little time for friends. He’s got health cover, he’s a member of a fitness club, and his company runs in-house stress-awareness courses, but he’s screwed up, he doesn’t sleep well, and he’s heading for his second heart attack. And of all the issues this character has failed to grasp, none is more damaging than that of ‘time poverty’ – cash rich, time poor.


The ‘time pauper’ seems to fit pretty well a definition given by a former chair of the US Chamber of Commerce: ‘A well-adjusted executive is one whose intake of pep pills overbalances his consumption of tranquillisers just enough to leave him sufficient energy for the weekly visit to his psychiatrist.’ The strange thing about this man is that although he may have qualifications galore, he lives as though he has somehow missed the plot. This is not just my view; a leading headhunter said, ‘These days a typical CEO candidate might be forty-eight with a mental age of barely twenty-two and inevitably they will be two sticks short of a bundle. Such are the crazy demands and the need for total support at home and at work.’


Time poverty is hard to spot because often every other part of the life in question seems to be going so very well. This person has a high standard of living, and those they love have every material need provided. The kids get expensive presents at birthdays and Christmas, and attend the best schools. What makes time poverty even harder to spot is that there is often a high level of provision for recreation or leisure activities. The family may go on several holidays a year, there may be a second home in the country, and a family membership of a health and fitness club.


But alongside all this is a hurried, hassled lifestyle that in spite of massive help – au-pairs, fast food, day-care facilities and a myriad of other services – means that the time pauper never quite manages to stay in front. He convinces himself that what he needs is better back-up, and so one of the fastest growing areas for busy executives is companies providing ‘concierge services’. These will organise your children’s birthday parties or arrange your family photograph album for you. They will provide greeting cards that read, ‘Sorry I can’t be there to tuck you in tonight.’ Services now exist that will provide you with stress-relieving massage at your desk to save you the trip to their consulting rooms. Right behind them is the dentist, willing to replace that lost crown without your moving an inch from your work station. And best of all, the humble shoeshine boy will now come to your office to make sure that even if your head’s a little fuzzy, at least your feet look good. Hey, why not have all three services at once? Think of the time that would save! Just relax your shoulders, open your mouth wide and stick your feet out. You’re successful!


The latest ‘perk’ in some of the large London City institutions is a ‘lifestyle manager’. According to the publicity they ‘cater for high-powered executives who are too busy to organise their lives outside work’. They promise to tend to every need from walking the dog to organising a wedding.


The time pauper has a growing sense as the years go by that they have ‘missed it’ – that somehow they have been cheated or fooled. They have spent the best part of twenty years rushing around fulfilling the demands of others; they have built up a fair stock of material possessions; but they have a gnawing at their very soul that they have had little time to develop close relationships with those they love, to foster deeper personal development.


Time poverty is tragic because while we strive for ‘success’ it simultaneously attacks those we care about most. A woman writes:


Andy and I were so in love when we got married. It’s hard to know when we really grew apart. His job became more and more demanding. He came home so tired he could hardly say hello, let alone tell me about his day or be prepared to be interested in mine. I hated it. And then as the years went by a strange thing happened. I learnt to live without him. It was as if something inside said, ‘You’re on your own; for your sake and the kids’ sake, face it and learn to live with it.’ And one day I realised I didn’t love him any more. The voice I had longed to hear I now hated. He must have sensed this because, incredibly, he then wanted to talk. But it was too late. It was over.


The heart of success


What does it mean to be successful? How do we measure it? I recently visited a high-security prison. Some of the people incarcerated within such institutions have, in some ways, been very successful. One man had accumulated more money than most people will see in a lifetime. Moreover, if the rumours were true, he still had it – somewhere – waiting for him when the fifteen-year stretch was over. His wife and family lived in a mansion, his kids went to the best schools and his Lexus was still in the garage. But the price he had paid was just too great.


Now come with me to the City of London and to a law practice. Here the newly qualified make at least £50,000 a year plus bonuses, and the partners stopped counting in thousands long ago. One of the lawyers said to me recently, ‘We often have to work into the early hours of the morning and at weekends, but it’s not too bad; you can send out for any meal you want and there’s a room with a television and a Sony Playstation so you can have a break. There are showers and bedrooms too if we need them.’


Of course there are vast differences in the lives of the two men – one in prison and the other in the law practice – but the main one is that although the lawyer gets let out into the exercise yard a little more often, he is in for forty years, not fifteen.


Some years ago I was attending an international law conference in New York. A senior partner of a large US practice was outlining his strategy for building a thriving business.


‘We like our young lawyers to produce 2,500 chargeable hours a year,’ he said. ‘We put living accommodation in the offices because we find that going home spoils their rhythm.’


The chairman turned and said, ‘But, Sam, what about burn-out?’


He answered without missing a beat: ‘No problem, Larry. If they burn out, we don’t want them.’


That’s old-hat management thinking. It tells you to take somebody in their early twenties and burn them out by the time they are in their late thirties. They’ll have their first heart attack at forty. They’ll be off work for four months, come back, have their second heart attack at fifty, retire on grounds of ill health, and then you’ll start all over again with a new batch of graduates.


The Financial Times, commenting on ‘The Quality of Working Life’, a report by the Institute of Management,1 said, ‘The results underline the business case for reducing working hours. Stress and burn-out may be brushed aside as “personal problems” but the inefficient use of working hours must be a central concern for any business.’2


And even if some of the professionals are missing the point, it appears that their clients are not. Recently the Bass company surprised the London legal world by declaring that in future they would insert into their contracts for legal services a requirement that the lawyers they engaged worked no more than a fifty-hour week. They were prepared to pay £300 an hour, but not for jet-lagged, life-lagged drones.3


As we speak of these issues we can smell the fear: ‘companies will suffer’; ‘profits will plummet’. But perhaps Bass are right. Perhaps innovation, great strategy and forward thinking needs space. It would be ironic if we found that, after all, we could get a healthy balance on the accounts and still live a little.


Two years ago KPMG introduced its values charter. Most of the ten items hold no surprises. You would expect a global giant that enjoys such success to include elements like, ‘We will be proactive and innovative with our clients, and will respond to their needs quickly, efficiently and objectively.’ It doesn’t come as a shock to read, ‘We will support our leaders, encourage our peers and develop our people.’ But who would have guessed the next two items?


• We will respect our own and our people’s need to balance personal and business life.


• We will learn from our experiences and will take time to enjoy our successes in the company of those we work with.


The closing note says, ‘Partners as the leaders of the firm are seen as role models for our people and the wider business community.’


These ideals cannot be implemented overnight, and no doubt living them out is somewhat harder than getting them printed, but at the very least KPMG is putting these issues on the agenda.


Every business needs men and women who will sometimes work long hours. The really disconcerting aspect is that the ‘long-hours drone’ does it irrespective of the need. This character works long hours as a lifestyle. They have got in early, got home late, and taken work home for as long as they can remember. In other words, their effort bears no relation to times of pressure. They just live that way. They would counter by saying, ‘But life is always pressurised in this office.’ Of course it is. And for several reasons.


First, many offices simply have a ‘jacket over the chair’ culture. One London executive told me that in her office you daren’t go home at six even if all the work is done. She said, ‘There’s a macho image that makes you hang around until about nine and go home looking weary.’ She went on, ‘And if anybody asks you how you are, you never say “Oh, fine!” You say, “Shattered!” I know a financial institution where the two directors both get in at 6 a.m. – unless one is on holiday and then the other gets in at half past eight!’


What many people fail to realise is that the leaders of many departments, firms and organisations are desperately insecure. That’s hard to understand because they seem so successful. But these men and women have spent their lives asking the question, ‘What do people think of me?’ It has driven them to prove themselves in just about every area of their lives. Some of them had it inculcated into them by a parent, probably a father, who constantly judged them on achievement. Some of these people are now the heads of organisations and you would think the proving would be over. But it’s only just begun. They now feel they must show that they work harder than anybody else. Mark that well – harder. Not necessarily more effectively, or better, and certainly not smarter – but harder. And so often harder means longer.


If they just did this to themselves it wouldn’t be so much of a problem but often they create organisations where everybody judges each other on the appearance of hard work. In such offices men and women who achieve higher targets, sell more insurance or have higher client billing than their colleagues but who refuse to play the long-hours game are often perceived as being uncommitted. People adamantly refuse to believe their success is because they are working smarter; it’s more often put down to the fact that their sector is just easier.


We need new heroes leading our firms and organisations who say, ‘Don’t tell me how long you work – tell me what you get done.’ When engineering boss Vicky King was asked to comment on the long-hours culture she cut straight to the chase, insisting that a fresh, rested dynamo ‘could cut through a pile of work like a sushi chef fan-chopping mushrooms’. In her opinion, why reward the guy who takes the longest time to do the job?4 We need business leaders who will demonstrate that successful people have lives outside the office; that really bright people are those who manage to make their success liberate them, not imprison them in some oak-panelled cell.


The second reason the long-hours culture is so prevalent is a lack of maths ability. Let’s go back for a moment to those young lawyers earning £50,000 a year. It seems a lot of money, but is it? Many of those young people are working a fourteen-hour day, six days a week, say for forty weeks a year, which puts their hourly rate at £12.40. A lawyer earning £30,000 a year and working a fifty-hour week is getting in at 8 a.m., going home at 6 p.m., having weekends off and is achieving the same hourly rate. I quite understand that the first characters have more disposable income – the only problem is they’ve got no time to spend it! When are we going to wake up to the fact that the person who balances income with a lifestyle that allows a little living is the bright one?


I have spent much of my life helping businesses to expand but I have come to believe there is little point in doing so if a higher standard of living brings with it a poorer quality of life. In 1999 the legal recruitment agency Bygott Biggs and the solicitors’ healthcare charity, Solcare, commissioned a survey of lawyers’ working lives. It didn’t make comfortable reading:


• 70 per cent were completely exhausted;


• 70 per cent are worried about the amount of work they have to do;


• 67 per cent work long hours to get the job done;


• 30 per cent of male and 20 per cent of female lawyers are drinking to excess;


• Alcohol-related deaths in the legal profession are twice the national average.


On one occasion I asked a company director to describe his lifestyle to me. He said, ‘I get into the office at 7.30 a.m. and get home about 9 p.m.’


I asked if he worked on Saturdays and he told me he did. ‘What about Sundays?’ I enquired.


He said, ‘I sometimes go in on Sundays so I can clear the decks for Monday’


I asked him how long he had been living that way and he replied, ‘Almost twenty-seven years.’


Twenty-seven years! And I have no doubt for every week of that time, perhaps every day, he was saying to himself, ‘This is just a busy period – life will get a little quieter soon.’ But his health is gone, his kids are grown, and somehow he feels cheated.


On another occasion I was involved in advising five business partners; they were each in their early thirties. Again I asked them to describe their lifestyle.


‘We start at 7 a.m., finish at 9 p.m. and do that six days a week,’ one of them explained.


‘And how can I help you?’ I asked.


She replied quickly, ‘We want to expand.’


‘Oh’, I said, ‘that’s easy. You must start at 6 a.m., finish at 10 p.m. and do it seven days a week.’


Another in the group looked up accusingly and said, ‘You’re laughing at us.’


‘Forgive me’, I said, ‘but my great fear for you all is that when you are forty you will be even wealthier than you are now but will have lived those years as paupers.’


Charles Handy, former oil executive, business economist and professor at London Business School puts it like this:


What are we doing to ourselves? … If the brightest and best amongst us have no time for anything or anyone but themselves and their work and if the price of success has to be total immersion in that work … it is the organization, the customers or the clients who suffer … Those around us, in turn, start to emulate the hours and, often, the behaviours of those above them … Work then becomes addictive for us all.5


Handy recalls how his wife felt when, many years ago, he himself was working those eighty-hour weeks. She said to him, ‘I am happy for you that your work is going so well. I just think you should know that you have become the most boring man I know.’6


It may be that you have to work very long hours at the beginning of your career – you are trying to earn your spurs, to impress a little, to get noticed. But try not to make a vocation out of it. I believe we are seeing the beginning of a sea change in this area. Young people especially are declaring that they do not want the ‘sell us your soul’ philosophy in an employer. Some companies, who want to make themselves more attractive in a tight labour market, are beginning to look at things a little differently. They are realising that a decision to opt out of a long-hours culture is a positive advantage in recruitment and are stating their commitment to reasonable hours in their adverts. The City law firm, D. J. Freeman, quotes one of their trainees in their recruitment brochure: ‘One of the reasons I like this firm is its approach to its work. It pulls out all the stops for clients but when things are less hectic nobody is expected to stay late to conform to some macho City image.’


Apparently Tom Peters, the management guru, claims to fly anything up to a million miles a year. As a result he often gets asked about work/life balance. He told Real Business magazine that it is ‘a crime not to be engaged with your work’. But he admits to some doubts over the long-hours culture: ‘Am I happy that I’ve missed too many of my kids’ school games days? No.’ However, he doesn’t seem to have too many doubts saying, ‘Are we happy that Winston Churchill missed a few of his kids’ soccer games during the war? Yes – I’m glad that Mr Churchill worked twenty-six hours a day during the war.’


I’m glad too. However, even if those troubled times were filled with frenetic activity, the great man had a quality that most modern business leaders seem to lack: he managed to notice when the war had finished.


I have some sympathy for the small boy who said to his mother, ‘Why does my father come home later than all the other kids’ dads?’


His mother said, ‘Well, because he can’t finish all his work in the normal time.’


The child paused for a moment and said, ‘Why don’t they put him in a slower class?’
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EXECUTIVE BRIEFING
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Danger signs at work



 


 


[image: image] You’re still up to your neck in your last project. Nobody could possibly do it as well.


[image: image] You work longer hours than anybody else.


[image: image] You resent colleagues who seem to have found some balance.


[image: image] You take work home every night and on weekends.


[image: image] Your schedule has no time for creative and strategic thinking.


[image: image] You are impatient or edgy with colleagues and family when pressurised.


[image: image] You find it hard to delegate.


[image: image] You find it hard to accept even gentle and constructive criticism.


[image: image] Your responses to crises are emotional and disproportionate.







 








Danger signs in your body



 


 


[image: image] Increasing headaches;


[image: image] Itching skin;


[image: image] Prolonged exhaustion;


[image: image] Stomach complaints;


[image: image] Often being ill on holiday;


[image: image] Increasing irritability;


[image: image] Difficulty in concentrating;


[image: image] Getting annoyed at the smallest things – for example, if the petrol pump doesn’t dispense quickly enough!







 








Danger signs in your family



 


 


[image: image] Your kids have stopped telling you about their problems and achievements.


[image: image] Your partner feels excluded – you don’t row so much as simply not talk any more – what one husband called ‘a creeping separateness’.


[image: image] You are often late for important family events.


[image: image] Your finances are out of control.


[image: image] You believe yourself when you say, ‘Soon we’ll have more time.’







 








Danger signs among your friends



 


 


[image: image] You usually have meals out in your business clothes.


[image: image] You have lost touch with the world around you – current affairs, sport, arts, movies.


[image: image] Your eyes glaze over during normal conversation and only sparkle when you talk about work.


[image: image] Your friends stop calling.


[image: image] In short: you’re a bore.







 








Getting Back on Track



 


 


[image: image] Consider whether your quality of life has deteriorated in direct relation to an increase in your standard of living. Most people trade their time for money. Is it possible you have gone too far in that direction and need to reduce income or expenditure in order to allow a less pressurised lifestyle? Don’t stop doing things; just do some different, perhaps less expensive, things. In other words, ‘buy some time.’ It could involve some big decisions – size of house, type of car, numbers of holidays. Even, perish the thought, people thinking you’ve fallen on hard times – ‘They used to change their car every year!’


[image: image] Consider the possibility that your long hours have more to do with your need to be recognised as ‘hard-working’ than the job in hand. Resist the temptation to stay late to prove a point. The people who are most free feel they have nothing to prove. One bright CEO used to say to new staff, ‘In this organisation it’s not the hours you put in that count – it’s what you put into the hours.’


[image: image] Practise saying ‘no’ in front of a mirror. Imagine every ‘yes’ as a coin in those arcade games that build up with others near the edge and one day fall off! One manager put it like this: ‘I stand looking out of my office window frozen in time. I don’t know what to do next.’


[image: image] Do your part in creating a work culture that honours achievement rather than long hours.


[image: image] Don’t settle long-term in a company that demands your soul or tries to buy your years with money or power.


[image: image] Establish a ‘life board’ – three people you respect who will give counsel and direction.
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TUESDAY 16 OCTOBER, 10.10 P.M.



‘Try to get here on time, son – my bedtime’s fast approaching.’


Jack mumbled an apology, slid deep into the old leather chair and then saw the twinkle in the old boy’s eyes.


‘I’m kidding you, Jack – one of the few advantages of old age is you seem to need less sleep, not more. Just my luck to be able to stay awake all night when my body can’t dance.’


Tom walked across the room and pointed to an old photograph that hung near the mantelpiece. ‘Do you recognise that, son?’


The young man answered in a heartbeat, ‘Yes, it’s St Paul’s Cathedral.’


‘You know, Jack, when it was being built, Sir Christopher Wren, the architect, was walking around the site one day and came upon a young apprentice carrying a hod. Wren asked the boy what he was doing. “I’m just carrying bricks, sir,” came the reply. “No”, said Wren, “you are building a cathedral.” The great architect understood the importance of the law we are going to study together tonight …’







LAW NUMBER TWO
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BELIEVE THAT
THE JOB YOU DO
MAKES A
DIFFERENCE
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BELIEVE THAT THE JOB YOU DO
MAKES A DIFFERENCE
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My father was a postman. He joined what was then the General Post Office as a fourteen-year-old boy repairing the wiring at the top of telegraph poles, and went on to deliver letters for the rest of his working life. He was bright – very bright – and when he came back from the Second World War the authorities in the postal service asked him to train for management. But something had happened to my father in the war – what, we’ll never know. He wouldn’t talk about it. The only clue we ever got was when, after he died, I was sifting through his papers and found his army discharge book. In it was a commendation from his commanding officer for outstanding service under the most difficult circumstances. My father was in the Royal Signals and the smart money is on his being a wireless operator behind enemy lines. But whatever it was, when he got home in 1945 he didn’t want any hassle. He wasn’t looking for glory, he just wanted to provide for his family the best way he could and he wanted to deliver letters.


My father sometimes worked a night shift, as a sorter of mail. One of my abiding memories is of him getting ready for work just as I tried to extend bedtime. In those days we didn’t have a bathroom, all the washing there was – whether dishes, clothes or bodies – was done in the large stone kitchen sink, and so I could watch him. First he would lay out his uniform, and then he would shave, wash and, finally, he would clean his shoes.


My father’s shoes always shone. One day when I was about eight or nine, I caught him cleaning the underside of them. I said, ‘Don’t do that, Dad – it’s a waste of time – nobody will ever know.’


He looked up at me and said, ‘I’ll know.’


The years went by and the time came when I had to leave the small junior school where all my friends from our street went, and join the grammar school. It was another world to me. I remember once the teacher asked us to shout out what our fathers did for a living. The boy next to me yelled out, ‘company director.’ I can remember whispering, ‘postman’ as quietly as I could.


One night when my father was getting ready for work I interrupted him: ‘Don’t you ever get bored of just pushing letters through doors?’


If I hurt him he didn’t show it. He said, ‘Son, your father delivers the Royal Mail.’ He made it sound as if the Queen herself had asked him to do it. ‘People rely on me – businesses, armies and police forces, friends and relatives from overseas – I deliver all their letters. You should come with me some day and see somebody waiting at their door to see if I’ve got a letter for them. It may be about a job they’ve been hoping for or from a daughter they haven’t heard from for a while, or perhaps just a birthday card. No, son, I don’t get bored.’


My father believed in the value of what he did.


Recently I was invited to be a keynote speaker at the annual conference of the Life Insurance Association. The delegates arrived at that conference battered. For the previous year they had been hammered in the media (sometimes with justification) over misselling. It was a fascinating occasion. Stephen Horswell, the president that year, had put together a team of speakers, none of whom had the brief to help those delegates close a sale. There were no seminars on what to do if the client says, ‘Thanks for the advice – I’d like to think about it.’ No workshops entitled, ‘Cold calling – ten tips to success’. Instead the programme was designed to help these men and women believe in themselves again and, while acknowledging where the industry needed to change, to begin to believe again in the intrinsic worth of the job they did – to rediscover their pride.


I reminded the audience that during the Gulf War twelve soldiers lost their lives in a helicopter accident. The insurance company paid out on each of those men’s lives even though the proposal forms for life cover had not been received, let alone the contracts underwritten. They should be proud of that.


Many companies need to rediscover a sense of pride in what they do. Hans Raunsing, the Swedish billionaire who invented Tetrapack packaging, talks constantly not about packaging but about providing fresh, uncontaminated vitamins for children around the world. My mind goes to a large pharmaceutical company that called in consultants to help it develop its staff and increase employee motivation and loyalty. They were ready to discuss salary packages, holiday enhancements, cars and a host of other fringe benefits. The managing director gave the consultant carte-blanche. But this was no ordinary consultant. She didn’t begin with packages, she began with people. She told them to erect huge posters in the reception area, at the security gates, in the corridors and staff canteens – all over the offices – of real people whose lives had been saved by the medicines that the company produced. Before salary, holidays and the company car – and whether they were scientists, typists or office cleaners – these people needed to believe again in the value of the job they did.


My father would have approved of that. He believed that every job had worth and therefore you should do it as well as you possibly can. I have seen him in driving rain trying to keep his letters dry. It brought him satisfaction to do it well.


It was one of the directors of a major airline who said, ‘Coffee stains on the flip-down tray prove to our passengers that we don’t do our engine maintenance properly.’ That is completely illogical – and utterly true. I know; I fly a lot. If I’m in the toilet of a 747 and the flush doesn’t work I immediately begin to think about the other bits of machinery: ‘Are those oxygen masks really up there? I’ve never seen one yet.’ I don’t understand reverse thrusters or intricate braking systems and my grasp of undercarriages is limited to knowing by the clunking sound whether they are up or down. But flushes I understand; I’ve used them, repaired them; I even own a couple.


My father and the director of the airline company would have got along just fine. They both understood one of the fundamentals of business life: if the customer gets the message that you don’t care – whether it’s by unreturned phone calls, late delivery dates or keeping them waiting in reception for an hour – then pretty soon that customer will begin to doubt the quality of your core business. You may be the best accountant in the Western world but unless your client believes you are, then it’s a secret between you and your diary.


I was lecturing in Moscow when I got the news that my father was dying. The Russian authorities rushed me through Moscow airport; a British Airways flight into Heathrow was slightly delayed and I just managed to catch it. And as that plane made its way across the night sky above Europe my mind was going back over my memories of this man: things I would have liked to have said to him and a couple I wish I hadn’t. But above all I was trying again to understand him.


When I landed it was in the early hours of the morning and I was again rushed through immigration and customs. A driver was waiting to take me to my father. I got in the car and asked him, ‘How’s my dad?’


‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘Your father died a couple of hours ago.’


I remember walking into his room and looking at him. I almost expected him to say some old familiar phrase, and yet as I looked at him he was still in so many ways an enigma to me. He was poor and yet he was never in debt; he had few possessions and yet he was the most content man I have ever met – and every single day of his life he cleaned his shoes.


And my father delivered letters – for forty-six years. In all that time he had only eleven days’ absence due to sickness. When he retired the Queen gave him a medal; it was for delivering the Royal Mail.


The best way I can explain it is to say that my father had dignity. You can’t buy that. You can’t guarantee it by education, or social status. My father was proud to be a postman; he believed that the job he did made a difference in peoples’ lives. And because he had that dignity he owed it to himself to do whatever job he did as well as he could, and with all his heart.


That’s why my father cleaned his shoes.


The power of trust


My father believed in honesty too. I quite understand that the work he did wasn’t full of daily ethical dilemmas or ferocious negotiations such as characterise some businesses, but I happen to believe that he would have behaved much the same even in those – perhaps to his detriment. He believed that if he lost his integrity, he lost his greatest asset – his character. And character mattered to him. Mother Teresa said, ‘Small things are indeed small, but faithfulness in small things is a great thing.’


Some time ago one of New York’s leading executive search firms conducted a survey of CEOs of the top 100 companies in the New York area. The object of the survey was fascinating. It did not seek to measure business acumen, or even ability to handle clients or personnel. It sought to measure character. They asked these leaders what character traits they most valued, and which should be nurtured in the new generation of the USA’s leaders.


This is how these men and women voted:


1 Never compromise on matters of principle nor standards of excellence, even on minor issues.


2 Be persistent and never give up.


3 Have a vision of where you are going and communicate it often.


4 Know what you stand for, set high standards, and don’t be afraid to take on tough problems despite the risk.


5 Spend less time managing and more time leading. Lead by example.


6 Bring out the best in others. Hire the best people you can find, then delegate authority and responsibility, but stay in touch.


7 Have confidence in yourself and in those around you; trust others.


8 Accept blame for failures and credit others with success. Possess integrity and personal courage.


There is no shortage of seminar material, books or videos that proclaim their ability to produce effective managers. They cover motivation, strategic thinking, team building and a host of other ‘buzz’ topics. But are these the most crucial elements? I would guess that a survey of British companies would discover similar findings to those on the other side of the pond. People want leaders they can trust.


I’m honestly not sure whether those whose word you can depend upon and whose integrity you take for granted get better jobs, are better salespeople or hit higher fee targets. The truth is that duplicity and manipulation produce rewards, otherwise they wouldn’t be so attractive. But I am sure that people who live like that are forever wondering when their turn will come to be deceived, when one of the people they have abused will come back into their life, whether any of the little people they have ripped off will ever become ‘big players’ and seek revenge.


And I am also sure that while for a time the people who are ‘hard-nosed’, ‘cut-throat’, ‘dog-eat-dog’ kind of animals are admired by some, when they fall, their erstwhile admirers are nowhere to be seen. If a man or woman of integrity loses their success they still have their character, but the only thing that makes a charlatan worth knowing is his success; he had better not lose it.


Frank Davidson was one of the most successful contract managers for a major construction company. Frank’s speciality, for which he was often brought in, was to pull a project that was fast becoming a liability back into profit. Imagine that the company was contracted to build an opera house. It was a design-and-build contract so the firm was responsible for the whole shooting match – including the need to come in on the nose of a fixed price. It was a hard commission to win, and by the time they had signed the contract they were already having second thoughts, but by now the PR machine was rolling and somebody at the top demanded they proceed though they yelled down the phone, ‘You had better bring this thing in on price.’


It went badly from the start. The geological report turned out to be a not-very-accurate guess, and the clay they had priced the job on seemed to turn very quickly into granite. They spent ten weeks blasting before anybody thought of laying foundations. There’s an old saying that once things start going wrong they will continue to do so in an exponential curve. They did; from the demands of an unreasonable fire officer, to local protest groups that actually occupied five JCBs and two cranes for ten days, to rain that didn’t stop for a month. Three months to the end of the contract and they were staring in the face both a loss and public humiliation. Enter Frank and his fail-safe rescue programme.


Frank demands that every contract with their small company subcontractors – whether for electrics, seating, curtaining or fire safety equipment – be scrutinised. Faults are to be found in their jobs even if there are none. His people are experts – they can come up with a snag list a mile long on Michelangelo’s ceiling in the Sistine Chapel. The next step is to stop all payments to these subcontractors. There have already been hefty deductions from the monthly invoices these ‘subbies’ have put in and so now these ‘small people’ have a dilemma. Do they walk off-site and sue, or keep going to the end in the hope of getting paid when the job is completed? Many of them are operating on small margins, with a bank manager on their back, and three kids and a mortgage to support. Such people have no choice. They almost always keep going.


When the job is completed, Frank tells his people to find more faults in the subcontractors’ work and pay a tiny proportion of what is owed. The owners of these small businesses are beside themselves. A few take a day off work and visit a solicitor, but when the lawyer takes a look at the snag list on their work, and a glance at the size of the company they are up against, he urges them against even contemplating litigation. In homes across the area, people explain to their partners why they can’t afford to pay the mortgage that month. Six weeks later their tiny companies go into voluntary liquidation. Big Builder plc settles at a fraction of the real cost with the liquidator.


The sad thing about that scenario is that it occurs in one way or another every day of the week, and the really sad thing is that in some companies it has come to be a way of life.


But then there is a twist in the tale. News has got out that Frank has been fired. Apparently some invoices went in that couldn’t be reconciled and Frank was accused of taking back-handers off some contractors. He protested his innocence. And in truth he may have been guiltless, but Frank had spent all his life ripping people off and, sure, he was a heck of a contracts manager but, ‘You couldn’t trust him further than you could throw him.’ On his first day at the dole office Frank meets Clive Harries, an electrician he had driven out of business three years ago.


Frank doesn’t go out much these days.


I like the fact that in the US CEOs’ list of top qualities, ‘integrity’ and ‘courage’ are linked. Character often needs courage. There is an inherent strain in us all to cover our backs, to pin the blame on somebody else, to ‘look after number one’. And therefore character will often cost us. It will mean you own up when you’ve got it wrong, rather than shift the blame to a colleague. It will mean you don’t tell the clients that the contract is in the post or your creditor that his cheque is on its way, when the first is waiting to be drafted, and the second is waiting for cash flow to improve. Very simply it will mean that you tell the truth. You do that when it makes life easier for you and when it costs you, and even when to tell a ‘white lie’ would hurt nobody.
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