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In Praise Of Lazy Managers
Forbes LeadershipLEADERSHIP 9/27/2013 

This article is by Richard Koch, whose new book, The 80/20 Manager—The Secret to Working Less and Achieving More, will be published by Little, Brown on October 1.

The philosopher Bertrand Russell used to tell the story of a young English nobleman on a grand tour of Europe before the First World War.He encounters twelve young beggars in Naples, lying inert in the shade. “Who is the laziest of you all?” the visitor asks. “I’ll give you a coin.” Eleven of the boys jump up, begging for the lira. But he gives it to the twelfth vagrant, who hasn’t moved a muscle.

Russell then made some serious points:

Work is of two kinds: first, altering the position of matter at or near the earth’s surface; secondly, telling other people to do so. The first is unpleasant and ill paid; the second is pleasant and highly paid. The second kind is capable of indefinite extension: there are not only those who give orders, but those who give advice on what orders should be given.

I think there is far too much work done in the world, that immense harm is caused by the belief that work is virtuous. . . . The road to happiness and prosperity lies in an organized diminution of work.

I spent the first part of my working life as a strategy consultant.” The two consultants I thought were most successful, both in building their firms, and in changing the way America and the world did business, were Bruce Henderson, founder of the Boston Consulting Group , and Bill Bain, the boss of Bain & Company. I was lucky enough to work for both. They were also the laziest bosses I ever had. They both refused to do the actual work of consulting and stayed largely invisible. They concentrated on what they did best—Bruce writing his Perspectives, which changed the concepts of business, and Bill developing his formula for a close relationship between client CEOs and his firm. Because they had plenty of time to reflect, and because their reflections were dynamite, they were able to change the world and have a very congenial life into the bargain.

You could call this kind of super performer lazy, but theirs is an unusual kind of laziness, closely related to creativity. Their brilliance gave them the confidence to be lazy, and their laziness gives them the freedom to find shortcuts to better results through less effort. Bruce and Bill would not have been so lazy were they not so imaginative, and they would not have been so imaginative if they worked harder. However, their laziness was linked not to self-indulgence but to a kind of inspired determination.  We do not normally associate idleness with determination, but the determination to find a much better solution involving much less effort is the highest form of laziness.

Laziness and selectivity go hand in hand. The lazy manager has to be selective, and the selective manager can afford to be lazy. Selectivity and success are closely related, too. Once you understand that a very few actions and decisions have a disproportionately huge impact on your career or your firm’s fortunes, you naturally search for those few big breaks. You don’t sweat the small stuff, because small drives out big. Look at Warren Buffett, the world’s most successful investor; the great majority of his fortune, he says, has come from fewer than 10 crucial decisions. It is easier to make a few really good decisions if you don’t waste time on things that will never be life-changing. Laziness, selectivity, and confidence compound one another. They are the best short formula for extraordinary achievement.
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