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What do endurance athletic events 
and business have in common?
Insert jokes here about both having the tendency 
to be long and boring at times. Right?

But that’s too easy. Too obvious. And if we love 
anything, it’s a delightful extended metaphor that 
stops just short of Kafkaesque and ends up being 
blindingly useful. Here’s what you’ll get if you stick 
with us to the finish line. Ha! The metaphor has 
already started! 

If you’ve ever participated in or watched an 
endurance event, such as a marathon, you may be 
familiar with “The Wall.”

Let us get you to the finish line. 
Let us know how we can help.

The Wall refers to a perceived point at which 
you—or the person you’re cheering for while you 
sit back on the sidelines with a cold brew—feel like 
you simply cannot go any further. You might hear 
of a runner “hitting” or “running into” the wall. 
That language is appropriate, because hitting the 
wall can happen very abruptly. (If it were gradual, 
they’d call it “The Increasingly Nasty Hill” or “The 
Obnoxious Partition” instead of “The Wall.”)

The Wall is both a physical and mental barrier. It 
entails a sense of total depletion. Perhaps you’ve 
seen YouTube clips of runners collapsing just yards 
from the finish line of a marathon, unable to stand 
up any more even though the end is literally visible.

Why are we talking about this? Not to scare you away from endurance sports, 
of course. We bring it up because hitting The Wall happens in business, too. 
Not necessarily in the physical sense (though there’s certainly some of that 
when you’re burning the candle at both ends and falling asleep in your cereal) 
but in the mental sense.

You’ve given too much. You’re drained. The thought of even one more tiny 
task makes you want to curl up under your desk. One more phone call, one 
more email, one more meeting, one more question—it’s all too much.

This happens to all of us at one point or another, and it’s not a mark of personal 
failure. It’s usually some combination of the following:

Why you’re totally 
drained, and why you 

don’t need to be

How to plan—simply 
and strategically—to 

avoid burn out

When to ask for help

THE WALL

avoiding THE WALL

So you’ve run smack dab into the wall, 

pace yourself

find your technique

build your team
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If you’re not currently crawling or curled up in the fetal position but feel like 
you might be on your way there—or want to make sure that you never get 
there, this next part is critical. The best way to get over The Wall is to never hit 
it in the first place. So how about focusing on prevention, instead? Athletes 
can usually avoid The Wall by focusing on carb loading, pacing, technique, 
and proper coaching. Interestingly, these are similar to the tactics needed to 
avoid The Wall in business. Did we just recommend carbohydrates? 
Yes, kind of. Think of carb loading as a metaphor for self-care in general: 
Rest. Sleep. Nutrition. Time for things that energize and restore you. 
Mental breaks. Actual vacations.

Pacing is important, too. You already know that facing a jam-packed Monday 
full of meetings is going to take away from your enjoyment of the weekend, so 
why not see if you can space some of them out, or at least reassign other tasks 
so you’re not facing meetings AND phone calls AND emails AND reports?

Where does technique come in? Efficiency. What could you be doing 
differently or better to maximize return on your effort?

And finally, there’s coaching. In this case, we’re talking about asking for 
help. Speak up if what you’re doing isn’t working and you need support 
in order to create a new game plan. It’s better to ask now than be 
crawling later.

In case you hadn’t noticed, both acute recovery and prevention involve 
reaching out for help. You might be alone in the corner office, but that 
doesn’t have to mean you’re alone. Even the top CEOs in the world have 
trusted partnerships. No one does it alone. In fact, those who are the 
best at what they do are usually the best in a large part because of the 
people around them.

Could you force yourself to crawl to the finish line 
anyway? Sure. Wendy Ingrahm and Sian Welch 
famously crawled, together, across the finish line 
of the 1997 Ironman triathlon. But it wasn’t pretty. 
(YouTube it if you’re curious.)

If you’re already there, take heart. Re-read the list 
above and be honest with yourself. Each of the 
items has a pretty clear corresponding solution. 
Don’t delegate enough? Delegate. Not prioritizing? Prioritize. Don’t have 
perspective? Get some. We know, we know—much easier said than done. 
But that’s why the last item on the list is so important for everyone. Build your 
inner circle. Make sure there are people/resources to whom you can turn when 
you need help getting back on track. (For the record, we’d love to be on that list 
of resources.)
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