How 50,000 copies of my new book
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Wonderful people in bureaucratic straitjackets - that's publishing, writes Martin Lindstrom

The time was 5pm, and I had one hour left to meet the deadline for my next big book.
Don't be mistaken, this wasn't my first deadline. Not that I'd missed the first deadline. In fact, I'd already
delivered the manuscript, had it all signed off, witnessed the legal folks scrutinise every line, had the book
typeset, and waited while 50,000 copies went through the printing press. Then Covid-19 arrived.
Writing a timely book is a delicate balancing act - unless the book itself creates the news. The publishing
machine swallows nearly a full year, not to mention the time required to write the book. As a result, any
brilliant thoughts you may have come up with face the risk of losing relevance and brilliance as the world, in
the meantime, decides to move on.
I found myself stuck between a great idea and the biggest pandemic since 1918, with thousands of cartons of
books in a large warehouse outside New York City (or so I thought).
Where's the Covid?
In early March, as the first wave of Covid paralysed the world, I found myself on back-to-back calls with
journalists. I'd planned on discussing my book, but one reporter after another asked me to reflect on the
pandemic. I did my best, whilst aware that my book didn't refer to Covid. Not one single time. In the
beginning, I brushed off my book's neglect of the topic that was on everyone's mind. I denied it all, then
began bargaining with myself. "No one will notice," I told myself. Then a severe depression kicked in,
somewhat resembling the five stages of loss.
After 50 interviews that were supposed to be about the book and turned into conversations about Covid, my
only option was to cook up a lie. By early 2020, the publisher still hadn't sent me a final copy of the new book.
Left wondering, I used the excuse of needing a copy for a press photograph. I shot my editor an email asking
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for a copy. Not that I actually had a press photograph scheduled. We were all in lock-down mode, so no one
had photos on our schedules. At first my email was greeted with silence. Then, some weeks later, I received a
note saying, "We'll look into it."
A few months later came an apologetic note. The book hadn't been printed after all. My lucky day, I
remember thinking. I sent the editor an email: "Let me rewrite the entire book." The response: more silence.
Lots and lots of silence, for a very long time. Then, in August, good news and some less than good
news arrived. "Please rewrite the book - and do it in two weeks." I suppose this was to be expected. A couple
months of pondering, followed by a do-it-now deadline. I wondered why no one at the publisher had spotted
this opportunity on their own.
But I suppose I shouldn't have been surprised. Common sense and publishing mix
like oil and water.
Don't get me wrong. I love books, bookstores, and the many wonderful publishing
people I've dealt with since writing my first book some 20 years ago. With seven
titles, 60 languages, and a few lucky New York Times bestsellers, I've had hundreds
of interactions with the industry over the years. And, frankly, what I've encountered
is a lot of wonderful people stuck in a bureaucratic straitjacket.
Did I write "oil and water'? Ironically, my day-to-day job is to help the largest
companies adapt to change.
You can imagine my frustration when legal asked me to delete a less-than-flattering
reference to a hotel. "Legal won't carry the risk," I was told.
"Risk?" I replied. "What's the difference between me ranting on TripAdvisor or in a book, if I have it sourcechecked and backed with evidence?"
BS or AH?
Or how about my story about "one of the big-five credit card companies" completely messing up a customer
interaction? "You can't write, 'one of the big five'," legal told me. "Please change the sentence to 'a credit card
company'." So you think Company X will sue me because they think they're one of the five biggest in the
world? As I exchanged multiple messages with legal, I recall writing, "I suggest your lawyer read the book a
couple of times and get acquainted with the actual content."
One thing I haven't mentioned: the title of the book is The Ministry of Common Sense: How To Eliminate
Bureaucratic Red Tape, Bad Excuses, and Corporate BS.
If you wonder why I ended up with "BS" in the book's subtitle, I can only say: pick your battles. One of my
publishers informed me that booksellers might be upset and not sell the book at all if it featured the letters
in that word between the B and the T. "But what about the international bestseller The No Asshole Rule?" I
asked. Robert Sutton got away with that title. He even blurbed my book, and his quote on my book jacket
includes - you guessed it - the word "asshole".
Sometimes I think of the publishing industry as a foreign object, landed on Earth from a distant planet called
Gutenberg. I guess that's somewhat ironic, as the very same industry commissioned me to write The
Ministry of Common Sense.
Change has never been this fast - and it will never be this slow again.
News breaks across the globe within minutes. Glued to our little screens, we label anything older than a day
"old news". The president of one of my clients, Lowes Foods, recently said to me, "Those who go through
Covid without completely changing didn't get the message." Some industries have used the pandemic as
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their opportunity to reinvent themselves, and other industries have completely derailed.
I will be forever grateful that my publishers, along the way, were willing to remove the straitjacket. Talking
with them today, after we've shared the rewrite, I know they are, too. Please, dear publishing industry, please
don't put that straitjacket back on once the world has turned normal again.
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Martin Lindstrom is the author of several New York Times bestselling books that have been translated into
60 languages. TIME magazine recognises him as one of the world's most influential people, and in 2020
Thinkers50 named him the #18 management thinker in the world. Lindstrom's latest book, The Ministry of
Common Sense: How to eliminate bureaucratic red tape, bad excuses, and corporate BS, is published in
January by John Murray Learning. https://www.martinlindstrom.com/ministry-of-commonsense/
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