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How are you supposed to stop pushing boulders when you don’t 
even know that you’re doing it? 
And even if you can identify the boulders in your business, what are you 
supposed to do about it? If you stop pushing it, won’t it just roll back down the 
hill and crash? Not necessarily.

Sisyphus (or Zeus) couldn’t control the hill or the boulder, but you can. You can 
cultivate a culture where people feel empowered to point out the boulders.

> Fix the system

You’ve probably heard of Sisyphus. If not, Sisyphus is the guy 
who kept trying to roll an enormous boulder up a hill, only to 
have the boulder keep sliding back down.

How does the tale end? Does Sisyphus eventually read an inspirational 
quote from Oprah and get the boulder to the top? Nope. He kept on rolling 
up and watching it roll back down. Forever. No bueno.

So what went wrong here? Was Sisyphus a weakling? Possibly, but even Zeus 
probably would have struggled. That’s because Zeus can only control how 
strong he is. He can’t do anything about the slope of the hill, or the weight of 
the boulder, or the forces of gravity.

It doesn’t matter how strong, or how smart, or how talented, or how charming 
you are: If you’re doing every thing you can possibly do within your control 
but the problem is bigger than you are, you’re [expletive deleted] outta luck.
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Joel Swanson, EOS Facilitator and 
general Ops superhero, says the 
following:

“Pit a good performer
 against a bad system  
 and the system will 
 win every time.”
Ooh. Just let those words wash over 
you for a minute. It should feel like 
you just dumped an iced latte over 
your head.

In your business, you probably make 
a conscious effort to surround 
yourself with wildly capable people. 
You probably strive to create an 
atmosphere that celebrates ongoing 
professional education, high 
performance standards, hard work, 
and integrity.

But what if you have awesome 
people who are working with a 
system that is the business 
equivalent of a boulder that keeps 
on rolling back down the hill?

UNPRODUCTIVE

These metaphorical boulders 
come in all shapes and sizes.

Maybe it’s an unproductive product line 
that makes excellent salespeople look 
like underperformers.

Maybe it’s an antiquated bookkeeping 
system that doesn’t give an accurate 
picture of cash flow.

INEFFICIENT 
PROCESSES

Maybe it’s a Big Brother-esque time tracking 
system that requires everyone in the office to 
spend as much time justifying why they’re doing 
something as they actually spend doing it.

ANTIQUATED

In all three cases, the initial decision-making process that led to implementing 
these systems was probably full of logical thinking and good intentions. But, in 
practice, it’s just not working. It’s one step forward, two steps back.

Unfortunately, it’s easy to be blind to the boulders in our own company. It’s 
possible that we’re so accustomed to the process of pushing the boulder up 
the hill that we don’t even see it as a problem. 

It’s also possible that other people in your company do see the problem but 
don’t feel like it’s their place to point it out to you.to point out.

This, my friends, is how you lose very good people. 
They may respect you and enjoy many other aspects of 
their jobs, but if part of their job description involves 
pushing a boulder up a hill, the best performers will 
waste no time jumping ship to some place where the 
realities of the job are less Sisyphean.

Boulder pushing doesn’t just put your best employees 
at risk of bailing; it also makes the system less 
efficient—and that means lost business potential.

So how do you fix it?

If Sisyphus had been able to level the hill or shrink the boulder, he would 
have completed his task quickly and spent the rest of his life sipping cocktails 
on an oceanside lounge chair (or the mythological Greek equivalent).

Level the hill. Identify and shrink the boulder. 
Fix the system. Win every time.

Need help? We’re here. 
And we promise, no quizzes on 
Greek mythology required.

You can be deeply honest 
with yourself about what’s 
working and what isn’t. 
Then you can take action.
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You can seek counsel from a 
trusted, objective third party 
who can point out the boulders 

that your employees don’t see 

or are still afraid to point out.
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but the problem is bigger than you are, you’re [expletive deleted] outta luck.

Joel Swanson, Professional EOS Implementor

EOS®, the Entrepreneurial Operating 
System®, is a comprehensive business 
system, integrating a holistic business 
model with a complete set of simple 
business tools and a proven business 
process to align and synchronize all 
the pieces of your business to 
produce the results you want.


