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Preface

“There is no trap so deadly, as the trap you set for yourself.”

Raymond Chandler

What is it that makes some managers so good? Is it their exception-
al talents and skills, a good nose for business, a secret recipe or a gut 
feeling that never fails? Or maybe it’s just the right touch, or the right 
connections? 

Like many others, as I began my climb up the ladder, I also thought 
(with no small amount of vanity) that top managers had to be some-
thing very special. And ergo that they must be able to do something 
very special. Since then I’ve had many opportunities to observe 
them up close. As a board member of international banks, setting up 
and winding down financial institutions in Eastern Europe, and now, 
today, in my own company which advises, coaches and trains manag-
ers in all industries and at all levels, I’ve come into contact with many 
top executives in many countries—contact with my American col-
leagues, though infrequent, is often rather comical. It usually starts 
with the introduction:

“Hey guy, where are you from?”

“Austria”

“Ah! I know. Kangaroos and crocodiles, right?”

“No, that’s Australia. I’m from Austria!”

“Yeah man, I know. Sydney and Bondi beach. Fantastic!”

“Noooo! Niki Lauda, Mozart and Arnold Schwarzenegger!”

“Huh? …”
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Preface

In spite of these little cross-cultural misunderstandings, I still held 
on to my belief that top managers really were “top”—I wonder, now, 
how I could have been so naïve, because what makes top managers 
so outstanding is not their outstanding qualities. 

Even colleagues who have had less success usually have at least one 
remarkable talent, otherwise they wouldn’t have kept their posi-
tions for so long. Average managers can have excellent talents. But 
why aren’t these talents helping them more? A good example came 
recently from the stock market: A lot of traders were making mil-
lions—for years—and then one fine day in autumn, a mortgage cri-
sis erupted and the less clever traders suffered one loss after the oth-
er. They lost their jobs, dragged their bosses down, and sometimes 
even ruined their companies in the process. Which just goes to 
show:

This reminds me of a board member who, although he was smart 
enough and had a proven track record to go with it, still wasn’t con-
sidered a top manager by his peers. He made one fatal mistake: He 
didn’t do enough to improve business. He waited patiently each day 
for the phenomenal, ground-breaking success to come knocking on 
his door, thus ensuring his place of glory in the annals of the compa-
ny for all time. The other board members called him the “tick-tock 
manager”. 

That’s why they don’t manage to achieve phenomenal success, or the 
long wished for breakthrough. They miss out on that decisive ca-
reer step or the admiration and respect of their line managers and 
colleagues. They also lack the esteem of their clients, unshakeable 

The secret of top-notch managers: they make fewer, and less seri-
ous, mistakes.

We all make mistakes now and then—don’t worry. Weak managers, 
however, don’t just make a few mistakes, they commit sins: syste-
matic, chronic, colossal management sins.
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  Preface

self-confidence and the adoration of their partners and children. 
They fail because they commit critical management sins. Looking 
back, I’m almost sure that the aforementioned board member knew, 
or at least suspected, what fatal mistake he was making, how mad 
colleagues were with him and that he was, in effect, digging his own 
management grave.

But what could he have done about it? General management train-
ing is often exactly that: general. It doesn’t always offer a quick and 
effective remedy for this type of tick-tock management or the other 
management sins. In practice, most training measures for managers 
don’t help when they are based on the misconception of ideal man-
agement virtues (that have nothing to do with reality and won’t help 
managers keep their white collars clean).

For a long time I brooded over this (seemingly) built in tendency to-
wards self-destruction. Then I remembered my almost twenty years 
of experience in management jobs and executive board rooms, my 
own youthful cardinal and deadly sins and I realized: when you con-
sider that general management trainers, bosses, management gurus, 
editorial journalists, and coaches have been preaching to top manag-
ers for decades about the “right” way of doing things, and then aren’t 
even able to do it “right” themselves, then it’s probably not in spite 
of, but because of, this overly-positive didactical style. 

This well-meaning advice comes across as too saccharine for most 
managers tastes. It hasn’t been able to prevent me from committing 
the classic management sins at the executive board room level (and 
it hasn’t made the managers who I’ve been advising and coaching for 
years become more virtuous). When this realization hit me, I decid-
ed to turn the tables.

From then on I began telling managers what they should not be do-
ing. I told them—without naming names, of course—about manag-
er colleagues who were suffering the most because of their sins. And, 
oh, what joy: It worked! And to those who are reading just to gloat 
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over another manager’s mistakes, to them I say: go on and gloat—
the happier you are, the better you learn. Everyone knows: we learn 
from our mistakes. But the managers learning the most are the ones 
learning from the mistakes of others.

In consulting sessions since then, I have definitely seen the meta-
phorical light going on. International trade journals promptly asked 
me to publish my findings and I began to enjoy great popularity 
among German-speaking managers across Europe—at least those 
who regularly read my columns or invited me to speak. The others 
kept asking me for “Management Sins—The Book” for so long and 
so adamantly that I finally sat down and wrote it. It was a bestseller 
immediately—not just in the land of Mozart and kangaroos, but in 
Germany and all across Europe. This made a lot of people angry. Ev-
ery month I got emails from English-speaking managers: “Do you 
expect us to learn German, or what?” No, that would be a sin! And 
that’s what you want to avoid in the future.

I’m sure you, as a manager, have got your stuff together and are com-
pletely competent in your field and have already achieved a lot (oth-
erwise you wouldn’t be where you are today). When something goes 
wrong from time to time, you probably ask yourself “Why does this 
always happen to me?” We usually notice, with great pain, when we 
commit one of these little management sins. We recognize how dam-
aging it is for our success, reputation, career, satisfaction and also the 
effect it has on our personal relationships.

These, in effect, not so little sins, are absolutely avoidable. And in the 
following pages you can find out how. 
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Work Yourself to Death!

“Everything great in the world came into being because someone did 
more than they had to.”

Hermann Gmeiner, Founder of SOS Kinderdörfer

Every (Good) Manager Works too Much

If it’s a sin to work too much, then it’s a sin that we’re all committing 
together. But is it really a sin? “I feel like I have to work 24/7 just to 
get my regular work out of the way.” I hear this a lot from most (good) 
managers. But what’s wrong with that? At the end of the day it’s our 
job to work (too much). That’s what we’re paid for. So why should it 
be considered bad?

Let me start off with a “bad” example. My own “sin”. I had just been 
promoted to divisional head and I was excited. Euphoric even. The 
motivation was palpable. In my acceptance speech I said what prob-
ably every leader says to their employees at this point. “My door is 
always open!”

The first few weeks in my new position were filled with hard work, 
but I kept my promise. If someone suggested a meeting, I fought to 
make the time. It didn’t take long before my calendar was bursting at 
the seams. What’s more, I played agony aunt to every wearied soul 
that crawled into my office with a look of suffering on their face. You 
can probably imagine how I felt after a few weeks (and at what time 
I managed to do my “own” work - after normal working hours were 

It’s not a sin to work too much—if it’s the “right” work.
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over for everybody else, of course). Have you heard the one about 
the overworked manager? “A manager is standing in front of his door 
one evening when his little daughter opens it and says, ‘Thanks, but 
we don’t want any.’” I can assure you, I didn’t think that joke was par-
ticularly amusing back then. Because I was the guy standing in front 
of the door in the evening. But I was lucky. I had my own, personal 
“ah ha” moment.

Are You Doing the Work of Your Employees?

Late one afternoon I stood in front of my office window, still brood-
ing over a problem that one of my team members had related to me 
about half an hour previously. Restlessly, turning things over and 
over again in my mind, I stared out the window, not really noticing 
what was going on in the world outside. I didn’t really think about 
the busy crowd of people on the street below until it hit me like a 
bolt out of the blue.

Some of those people below were my employees. They suddenly 
came into focus, pouring out of the building, laughing and swapping 
jokes. As they happily returned to their after-work lives, I was stand-
ing up here dancing alone with a problem that they had shoved into 
my arms before leaving. Nota bene, their problem…  

The boss spends his day doing the work of his employees, then stays 
late to do his own work at night? Another important question struck 
me: If I’m doing the work of my employees, what are they doing with 
their time? Leaving, obviously, at 5:00pm on the dot. You could have 
knocked me over with a feather.

The kids were on their way home from school but the teacher had 
to stay late?

It’s a deadly sin if you work too much because you are doing the 
work of others!
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The worst thing for me was how disappointed I felt. Up until then I had 
thought of us as a team. Now I could just imagine how my employees 
were thinking: “Man, I’ve still got to get this done! I haven’t got time 
for it, I’ll delegate it to the boss. He’ll know how to get it done fast!”

I was pretty glad that it was late and no one else was in the building. I 
didn’t want anyone to be on the receiving end of my suddenly burn-
ing anger. I really felt like giving one of my dear, sweet colleagues 
(forget collegiality!) a big piece of my mind. By the next day, howev-
er, I had managed to calm down enough to consider my own man-
agement behavior.

My Own Catalog of Sins

With each passing minute that I thought things over, the clearer it 
became to me. What had happened the evening before was not just 
a one-off, it was a mistake that had practically become a habit. When 
I made a list of all the things I had done over the day, it was a revela-
tion. Do you recognize any of these behaviors?

 h I solve a number of problems that my employees should be tak-
ing care of. 

 h I check things that they could or should be checking themselves.

 h I give the things that others have already checked a quick go-
ing-over.

 h I organize processes that my employees should organize.

 h I help some of my employees with their personal business, which 
really isn’t my business at all. 

 h I work on tasks that others would definitely be able to do—
sometimes even better than me! 
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I imagined with horror the reaction of my own boss, should he ever 
find out (and my old boss found out everything) what I was doing all 
day: “What’s he doing? I’m not paying him for that! That’s the job of 
his employees!” I began to feel very self-critical until perplexity took 
its place: Was it perhaps my own fault that I voluntarily did overtime 
yesterday evening? The following realization suddenly dawned on 
me: 

I hadn’t chosen to do overtime the previous evening, my employees 
had “seduced” me with a great deal of cunning. How did they man-
age that?

Don’t Get Seduced by Your Employees! 

Everyone has, or knows, (at least) one employee who appears to be 
helpless when it comes to certain tasks. You explain it to them (10 
minutes sacrificed) and then end up doing the task mostly on your 
own (an hour wasted). Afterwards, you find out the employee wasn’t 
so helpless after all. They were just pretending! They could have do-
ne the work fine on their own.

My employees didn’t present me with a problem that previous day 
without some ulterior motive: it was shortly before the end of the 
working day. The problem needed to be solved, but they had more 
important things to do. Namely, going home. So they led me into 
temptation—and in a way that wasn’t even that clever.

I was once responsible for an IT manager who was much savvier 
than me in this respect. Whenever I gave him a task, it didn’t just 
come back like a boomerang, no, he expected a lot more than that. I 
admire him to this day for his talent in leading me around by the 
nose, getting me to do all of his work. Have you ever had one, or 

Managers don’t (always) commit sins per se. They are seduced into 
sin.
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more, of these schmucks in your own ranks? Then you should get 
clear on the following problem:

It’s like my Grandpa used to say: “It’s a slippery slope once you’ve 
gotten onto the wrong tracks“. And what’s even more worrying:

Have you already noticed this yourself? That you fall for it almost 
every time? This is exactly what I’d like to protect you from. Let’s 
strengthen your immune system against the temptations and seduc-
tions of manipulative employees.

The “Huh?” Question

In the midst of the reorganization of a mid-sized company it occurred 
to me that one department was always carrying out the required tasks 
much more slowly and halfheartedly than a “sister” department. I had 
a word with the department head who revealed himself, within a mat-
ter of seconds, to be a huge sinner. He complained: “It doesn’t matter if 
I give them the best instructions in the world—my employees always 
bombard me with questions: ‘What do you mean, exactly?’ or ‘How 
am I supposed to take that?’ They just don’t think for themselves.” 
“No”, I said, “Your employees are playing dumb and taking it easy while 
you take the time to answer their questions. They have figured out that 
they can gain a bit of time for themselves that way.” “How do you know 
that?” asked the Department Head.  “Because it’s such an old game! I 
call it the “Huh?” game. As long as the employees play dumb and ask 
“Huh?” questions, they don’t actually have to do anything. Better still: 
while they’re taking a break, their boss is doing all the work!” 

The more you give in to the seemingly helpless employees, the 
more inefficiently they will work in the future (because they have 
unlearned it) and the more over-worked you will be!

An employee’s ability to seduce their boss is usually stronger than 
the ability of the boss to withstand the temptation.
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There are managers who have let themselves be made fools of in this 
way for decades—and not just from their own employees. Many 
even walk willingly into the trap, making idiots of themselves with 
hyper-bureaucratic procedures. What’s that you say? You’re not go-
ing to go along with it anymore? I congratulate you on your determi-
nation. How can you manage to create better working conditions?  
By …

1. … optimizing (not bureaucratizing) the organizational structure,

2. … pursuing the right strategies, and

3. … declaring yourself not responsible for everything. 

Optimize Your Organizational Structure!

A good example of this can be found in the sales department that 
I was hired to optimize a short while ago. The department’s sales 
volume was too low, although most of the managers were working 
themselves to death. To the company director it seemed like incom-
petence. I guessed, on the other hand, that the weak spots had to do 
with the organization, so I asked the leading employees what they 
did all day. One of them said, “I write reports! I don’t manage to get 
anything else done, let alone doing acquisitions.” The others an-
swered “I read reports! I don’t manage to get anything else done, let 
alone doing acquisitions.”

When the director heard about it, he made quick work of it: He sim-
ply did away with three quarters of the reports. When the sales fig-
ures were still floundering six months later, I asked the sales manag-

It’s not just your employees tempting you to stay in your office after 
hours. It’s often poor organization that makes you put in a lot of 
overtime.
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ers the same questions again, though I could already imagine what 
they would say. This time they all answered, “How can we improve 
sales? We’re not getting any information anymore!”

If you have to read or write too many reports in order to work prop-
erly, then you should reorganize your reporting system. If you have 
too few (good) reports to reach your performance targets, that’s an-
other good reason to reorganize, but more on that in chapter 4.

Some organizational structures are like weeds: When your back is 
turned, they grow out of control, eating up a lot of your time. Gr-
ab your hedge trimmers and some weed killer every day, but don’t 
check things to death!

Don’t Check Things to Death! 

Sometimes, when I’m visiting managers, I ask them for fun, after ex-
changing pleasantries: “What were you doing just before I came in?” 
I now know what kind of answer to expect: most were just reading 
some report or looking over a list, such as that of a director at a large 
financial service provider: 

He had actually studied a list of all customers currently in arrears just 
a few minutes before our appointment—each one of the customers 
had defaulted on a loan. It must have been hundreds, including all 
the customers who were late by just a day. Why had he not asked his 
assistant to “Keep the small stuff off my desk. I’m only interested in 
the ones who are in arrears for over 30 days—please sort the list that 
way first!” Why had he not asked this? Because he hadn’t thought 
of it.

It’s not you who should be working for the organization—the orga-
nization should be working for you!

Don’t become a slave to bureaucracy and organization!
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Are you a bookkeeper or a manager? The time it takes to check doo-
dly squat emails is no longer there for doing the really important 
tasks. That’s not good. Don’t you wish you could spend more time 
taking care of the things that really matter? If so, then you have my 
congratulations again, this desire is the first step in your recovery 
from “checkitallitus”, which is wasting away a significant amount of 
your precious time. In my experience, it takes a few weeks to free 
yourself of this “checking” addiction. However, it’ll be a lot easier if 
you remind yourself that you can deal with the essentials much more 
intensively with the time you’ve saved.

The Meetings Tourist

I know managers who set up a meeting in response to the simplest re-
quest, instead of just answering the question or dealing with the prob-
lem with a call or an email—and then they wonder why they don’t get 
home before 8:00 at night. Other managers want to be present in every 
single meeting that takes place in their department. Do you see your-
self reflected in this behavior? Why do you do it when you know you 
have so little time and are so over-worked? Wait, don’t tell me. It’s be-
cause you don’t want to miss out on anything. Something important 
might happen! You’ve heard of “minutes”, right? If people don’t know 
how to take minutes properly in your company, why not reform them 
yourself, or switch to results style minutes and train your minute-taker 
accordingly? Or maybe you’re worried that they’ll make the wrong de-
cisions in a meeting if you don’t take the reins? Who’s preventing you 
from overturning a bad decision later? After all, you’re the manager!

Only check the things that actually need to be checked by a mana-
ger!

Decide what meetings are unnecessary in the next few weeks. 
Which ones do you only need to be at for a short time? Which ones 
can you miss entirely? In short, which ones will you strike from your 
calendar altogether?
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A company director planned her meetings as follows: “I only go 
to meetings with a strategic focus. Or when it’s about investment 
amounts of over 100,000 dollars.” Since then she has about an hour 
of time more each day—for the really important things. Could you 
benefit from that as well?

Pursue the Right Strategies!

Managers in small and mid-sized companies often work especially 
long and hard. Why? Because they’re so ambitious? Because they 
have to compete with the big boys? That’s partly true. But it’s mostly 
because they’re betting on the wrong strategy. 

In order to take on the big boys, you have to believe in this one guid-
ing principle: Small is beautiful! And by this I mean: Since we are 
small we can be flexible—at the end of the day that means more cus-
tomer-oriented! Isn’t that great? Not necessarily—because those 
who say “yes” to every customer’s wish will soon become over-
worked—and will overwork the entire organization, because they 
will take orders that they can’t fulfill or only with a great deal of effort 
and no profit—because the company isn’t set up to take on such or-
ders, the processes haven’t been created, because the employees 
don’t have the necessary skills and so on and so forth. Often enough, 
the managers have to solve these problems themselves, requiring 
many, many hours of overtime. The result is managers working like 
crazy, not coming home before ten at night, distancing themselves 
from their customers, and finally getting their divorce papers deliv-
ered directly to their office door.

These types of strategies can be changed with very little effort and 
often without a lot of bureaucracy. The CEO of a mid-sized compa-
ny in Bavaria once said to his sales manager: “We’re not taking any 

If your (implicit) strategy means working yourself to death, why 
don’t you change it?
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more orders that result in me having to stay until 10 o’clock every 
evening to iron out the problems that our office workers created. We 
have to take orders that our people can manage without my help and 
still reach our sales targets.” The sales manager knew exactly what 
customer orders his boss was referring to.

Declare Yourself Not Responsible for Everything! 

Have you ever heard a manager say:

Then you would hear a manager who had time for the important 
things. I know a lot of people who will work out a figure to its third 
decimal place, who check over every single cent and then complain 
that they can’t go home in the evenings and have to leave their “real 
work” sitting on their desk!

Then start saying: “Sorry, not interested” more often, when some-
one tries to waste your time with trivialities. Are you worried that 
these people will be horribly offended? Think you’re a heartless 
manager? Stop liking you? Think again!

Conversely, a boss to whom you can delegate “any old shit” (direct 
quote from a colleague), will definitely not be respected by her/his 
employees. Don’t give in to the temptation that you have to take care 
of everything. For example, by saying to yourself repeatedly:

 “Sorry, not interested.”

Are you spending time on the nickel and dime amounts? Or on the 
millions?

A manager who can honestly and clearly say what’s interesting and 
what’s not, enjoys not less, but more recognition and respect.
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 h I don’t do work that my employees could do.

 h Before I solve a problem, I ask my employees first “How would 
you solve this?” He or she should think for themselves, I’m not 
doing it for them! 

 h From now on I recognize when someone is trying to delegate 
their work back up to me. I shoot down this attempt immedi-
ately! 

 h I’ve lost my passion for detail and I’m breaking the habit of per-
fectionism. Perfectionism doesn’t pay! It takes too much time 
to work out numbers down to the last decimal point and in the 
end results in nothing (at least not for the manager, only for the 
office staff). 

 h I’m saying goodbye to a culture of mistrust. Checkitallitus takes 
up too much time.

First and foremost, break your employees of the habit of bothering 
you with every little question that comes up and asking their: “Mom-
my, daddy, how does this work?” Set clear boundaries instead and 
remember: “I ask the questions here.” And ask your employees, 
“How would you solve the problem?” When your employees, after 
years of disempowerment and forced helplessness, react with dumb-
founded looks on their faces, explain to them:

You are not the sweeper-upper in your team. You are the one who 
makes the decisions. If you act like the mailroom guy and do the 
legwork for your employees, then you’ll soon have the reputation 
of one.

“From now our roles have changed: I’ll ask the questions, you make 
the suggestions, and I make the decisions!”
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Make Your Sins Count! 

No, I’m not saying you have to let go of your habit of working until 
ten at night. Among managers, the saying still holds true: The high-
est one on the totem pole is the one who works the longest!

That means: Use your time to develop the right strategies and give 
high flying new projects their impetus—this gives your area of man-
agement, and your career, a decisive edge—but not for pointless 
meetings, useless reports or to get the work done that your employ-
ees are paid for! That is the real sin—against your good reputation, 
your career, your success, your family and your health.

Karōshi, the American Way

During my time as a manager a colleague once asked me: 

“Don’t you check all the outgoing payments?”

“Are you crazy? That’s hundreds per week! That’s what I 
have systems for!”

“But these need to be checked by someone!”

“Do you really think I’m being paid to do the work of a 
bookkeeper?”

My colleague really believed that. He was paid a management salary, 
but in his heart he was a bookkeeper: 

“But then the guys in the paying office can really pull the 
wool over your eyes…!”

“If that were true, I would have hired the wrong guys!

Work as long as you want. But take care of the right things. The im-
portant things!
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That’s what interviews and performance appraisals are 
for—to separate the wheat from the chaff. If I employ the 
wrong people, I can’t make it better by checking everything 
over and over again!”

So why does my colleague continue to waste time? Because he can’t 
overcome his addiction to checking. His employees, on the other 
hand, have an easy time ensnaring their control freak boss: they only 
have to dangle a twenty page list of numbers in front of his face and 
he’s off and running, hoping to find the tiniest decimal point mis-
take. The employees know the weaknesses of their line managers 
and they take advantage of them (consciously or not)! Do you want 
to let yourself be tricked in this way? Don’t play along anymore! Stay 
alert, keep your eyes open and watch out for temptation.

Best Practice

Some managers may be consistent and not give in to the temptations 
of their employees. However, they just can’t seem to find the right 
words to explain what it’s all about: “Don’t waste my time! That’s not 
my problem!” That may be well meant, but with this kind of rebuke 
you’re throwing the baby out with the bath water and your employee 
is now totally demotivated.

Best practice managers do it like this: “That’s an interesting problem 
that you’ve just explained to me. Tell me, how would you approach 
it? Really? That’s great! What about …? No? Have you got another 
idea? Good, then go ahead and do it just like that!” The employee 
will do it too—and with a lot of motivation, and without wasting the 
line manager’s time.

I know a director who doesn’t show up to work until ten in the morn-
ing and then leaves again at two o’clock in the afternoon. It’s been like 

You can only resist temptation if you’re aware of it.



Work Yourself to Death!

24

this for years. Why did no one grumble about it? Because she landed 
two big new customers every month, which secured the existence of 
the company for years to come. Why should she stay late checking 
travelling expenses? That wouldn’t have brought her company any fur-
ther forward. That’s what she had her administrative manager for. 

Believe me: A director who checks travelling expenses worth $17.50 will 
enjoy a lot less success and appreciation than the one who brings in the 
big fat deals. And what a director does, doesn’t remain secret for long. 
Within three days even the student in the mailroom has heard about it. 

A particularly good example of this was brought to my attention by 
an employee in marketing when I asked her: 

“When did you last see your boss?” 

“Oh, hmmm, that must be a few weeks ago.” 

“How do you know what to do, if she’s not there to tell 
you?”

“You’re kidding, right? I know my job. I don’t expect my 
boss to sweat over the small stuff. I only go to her with the 
really big things.”

A colleague from the assembly line who was standing next to her 
said: 

“You’re lucky. My boss is breathing down my neck every ten 
minutes …”

“Doesn’t he have anything better to do with his time?”

No, he’s wasting it and he’s doing himself and the company a great 
disservice. He’s a guard dog, not a manager—although he’s bringing 
in a manager’s pay check. 

If you concentrate on the important things, you give your compa-
ny—and your career—an edge.
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Take the Sin Quiz!

It is difficult not to sin as a manager. Temptation is lurking around 
every corner. That’s why I’m always asked if there isn’t some trick for 
dodging everyday time-wasters more effectively. And there is:

The following quiz will help you avoid sinning:

 h How much time am I spending on this task?

 h Is this task one that corresponds to my position?

 h Could someone else do it? 

 h Does it give my company an edge if I’m the one who does it?

 h If I don’t think my employees are ready to take it on themselves, 
what could I do to prepare them for this task in the future? 

Not long ago, a divisional manager helped a temp in the imports de-
partment look up a zip code in Brazil. A tricky search problem. What 
a nice guy to offer his help. But did he really help his company get 
ahead? Or his own career? Not in the slightest. In fact, he was doing 
them all a disservice: his employees, because he enabled their help-
lessness; himself, because he wasted his precious time on the small 
stuff, and his company, because he dealt with something operational 
instead of focusing on the strategic. His reputation today? No one 
has forgotten the faux pas, saying things like: “He earns five hundred 
thousand a year and spends his time looking up zip codes! Hey, I’ll 
do that for half the salary!” 

You wash your hands regularly, you should also regularly ask your-
self: “What I am doing right now and why?”
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The Deadly Sins

One of my old bosses had worked the entire year pretty hard—very 
little free time and lots of business dinners. Feeling a little guilty, he 
went to his annual check-up. He got up on the ergometer, started to 
jog a little and then dropped off dead, just like that. The doctor’s 
comment: “The ergometer is the most frequent cause of heart-attack 
I know of.”

We all sin, no question about that. You and me both. And even after 
reading this chapter, you won’t be able to break the habit completely. 
And that’s ok.

What’s really bad is taking pills or drinking alcohol to make the sinful 
work go down better.

Take a break and get some rest. But: don’t tell yourself “it’ll pass”. 
Make a doctor’s appointment at the first sign of exhaustion imme-
diately—do it for yourself—and then go to the appointment come 
hell or high water. It would be much better, of course, to do it before 
the first signs appear.

Why Do Managers Sin? 

Shouldn’t we have answered this question right at the start? No, be-
cause this answer goes right to the heart of the problem. 

Karōshi types don’t stop sinning till they fall down dead.

What’s a lot worse than sinning is gritting your teeth and carrying 
on anyway—even though you know, deep down, there’s got to be 
a better way!

Don’t wait until you’re in desperate need of a vacation!
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You’re not going to hear many who’ll admit this, and if they do, then 
only after a couple of beers. I once watched a client check his calen-
dar with a look of desperation on his face. He began singing the same 
old song: “There aren’t enough hours in the day for me to get my 
work done” to which I replied, after a quick glance at his calendar: 
“Couldn’t you have cancelled, postponed or delegated this appoint-
ment? That would have given you an extra half hour.” Without a mo-
ment’s hesitation he shot back with: “No way, then my calendar 
wouldn’t be full anymore!” “And if you don’t have a full calendar …?” 
I asked him back. What he really thought, he didn’t dare to say: “… 
then I’m not needed here in the eyes of my employees!”

You know what they say: “Only a stressed manager is a good man-
ager!” I like to tell clients who believe this the following anecdote:

Two managers meet up at the 8th hole. One says: “I’ve tried about a 
million times to reach you in the last three days in the office. But 
you’re never there!” The other one answered with a smile of satisfac-
tion: “That’s right. And this year we’ve got another double-digit in-
crease in turnover. How do I do it?”

If you want success, you don’t necessarily have to be the last person 
to leave the office. Mr. Whole Foods and Ms. Versace don’t scan a 
last minute yogurt or shawl through the cash registers at night. They 

Managers don’t work too much because they are ‘movers and 
shakers’ who like to get things done. They work too much because 
they’re afraid.

Many managers believe that they haven’t earned their salary and 
title if they aren’t overworked.

It is completely normal to measure yourself, and your work, in 
terms of how overworked, stressed and exhausted you are. But 
healthy, pleasant, admired people have different criteria by which 
they measure their performance as managers—their success!
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don’t sell any of their products, they sell the brand Whole Foods or 
Versace.

You’re not going to get far by playing the salesman, temp or book-
keeper role in your team.

What is your job anyway? To fall over dead? Or to lead your team to 
success?

The Chapter at a Glance: Take the Wine Test!

When you pour yourself a glass of wine tonight, take a moment 
to relax and think over the following questions: which of my tasks 
today could, or even should, have been done by someone else? 
Which activities will I delegate, cancel, shorten and/or postpone 
tomorrow? Which tricks from my employees, who want to delegate 
work back to me, will I no longer fall for?
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