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YOU
BELONG

HERE

ARE YOU COMFORTABLE TAKING TIME OFF?
BY MICHELLE L. CRAMER
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STILL SKEPTICAL? 
Debbie Tillson-Leclerc, who owns The Pool Doctor of Rhode Island with 
her husband, Ron, remembers when taking any sort of vacation or trip was 
impossible. “My husband and I didn’t take a lot of vacations 20 years ago because 
we were too busy working in and on our business,” she says. “You have to take 
the time to work on your business to get your business to grow.”

However, you have to work toward that goal of time away. “It’s critical for 
anyone to take a break,” says Norm Coburn, owner of New England Spas in 
Natick, Mass., who says he believes you should take as much time off as you and 
the business can tolerate. “Some people find a bunch of long weekends will do 
the	trick	and	others	need	seven,	10,	14	days	to	even	begin	to	unwind.	Some	time	
away	to	see	the	30,000-foot	view	of	things,	rest	and	recharge.”	

After all, if you immerse yourself in the business with every spare moment 
you have, burn-out is sure to hit you at some point. “When owners never take 
time off, the business is almost always micro-managed,” Ringle says. “There are 
often daily crises. Typically the workplace is stressful with lots of yelling, blaming 
and frustration. When the owners are away regularly, the business is a well-oiled 
machine, where everyone knows their role and what is expected. The owner tends 
to be more progressive, but with high standards and expectations.”

Ringle recommends owners take one week off every quarter, but admits it’s a 
rarity to see that happen consistently. “More commonly, a leader can attend an 
industry conference, an offsite planning meeting with his team, or an education 

YOU MIGHT ENVY THEM: THOSE BUSINESS OWNERS WHO 
SEEM TO ALWAYS BE TRAVELING AND GETTING AWAY FROM 
THE DAILY GRIND. You get their out-of-office automatic 
email responses, their “I’m on vacation” messages on 
voicemail, and you wonder how they’re able to make 
that happen without stressing every moment they’re gone.

The beauty of it is, that can be you. It should be you. 
“Time away is essential when the business is ready,” 
says Bill Ringle, president of System Ringle, a business-
management advisory firm. “When a business is 
running well, the owner should be able to leave for a 
week without checking in every day, and return to find 
all is operating smoothly.”
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event for a few days and make that a vacation where he or she is away from the 
day-to-day — time for thinking and reflecting,” he says.

That’s exactly what Tillson-Leclerc and her husband do. “Ron and I love the 
combination of having a business trip and adding pleasure time to it, and we’ve 
had opportunities to travel to so many different places between Polaris trips or 
BioGuard	trips,”	she	says.	“It’s	a	great	time	to	network	with	other	successful	
dealers in the industry that share that same passion that we have.”

GETTING TO THAT PLACE
The consensus is that it all boils down to having the right staff in place in order to 
take time away without stress. “If you have staff who you don’t feel comfortable 
with in your absence — you feel that your business is going to not work at 
optimum capacity or function in your absence — then either you’re a control 
freak or you’ve got the wrong people in place,” Tillson-Leclerc says.

Directing our attention to the latter possibility, Coburn points to three areas 
of focus: staff development, staff accountability and staff empowerment. “If you 
hire the right people, train well, and give them some rope, it will pay back in 
more freedom, better business decisions and even better customer service,” he 
says.

Ringle says it’s important to have written procedures in place. “If the 
business is set up properly, there are procedures for all the routine tasks; people 
are assigned to perform them; and supervisors oversee the workload and deal 
with any exceptions,” he says, acknowledging it takes time to establish these 
procedures. “The key is having people whose skills match the system, with a 
consistent accountability process in place that all the managers follow.”

However, remain realistic about how things will function in your absence. As 
Tillson-Leclerc points out, it’s human nature that when the cat’s away, the mice 
will play. “As long as the business operates like normal, it’s perfectly fine to take 
extended lunch breaks,” she says. “I don’t see that the warehouse floor could be 
swept instead of everybody sitting around drinking a cup of coffee and wasting 
25	minutes.	There	are	bigger	things	in	life	to	be	worrying	about.”

And it’s about more than employees who do their jobs well, though that’s 
vital, of course. It’s also about relationships. “I’ve gotten rid of people over the 
years who just didn’t have the right personality to fit in — they weren’t capable of 
fitting in with the way that we operate together,” Tillson-Leclerc says. 

They are like one big family over at The Pool Doctor, playing Call of Duty 
online together and commenting on each other’s Facebook statuses. The Leclercs 
never had children, so Debbie sees the business as their baby and their employees 
as their family. “This summer we’re taking one of our employees, her husband 
and her two young children — to whom we’ve become adopted godparents — to 
Disney World,” she says. 

LEAVE IT ALL BEHIND
IN ORDER TO ACHIEVE THAT PLACE 
WHERE YOU FEEL COMFORTABLE 
GETTING AWAY, BILL RINGLE, 
PRESIDENT OF SYSTEM RINGLE, 
A BUSINESS-MANAGEMENT 
ADVISORY FIRM, RECOMMENDS 
THE FOLLOWING:

Believe it to be possible: 
Achieving a business that runs 
consistently well depends on the 
owner understanding what it will 
take and believing their business 
can get there.

Invest: The owner must invest time 
working on the business every week.

Utilize your staff: the people 
doing the work should create 
procedures, as they are the ones 
who, ideally, know the best 
approach.

Empower your people: Give 
them the opportunity to not only 
design your business systems, 
but also continually tweak and 
improve them. And give them 
credit for a well-run department.

Have an intentional 
company culture: What are 
your standards, and what are the 
consequences for people who fail 
to uphold them? What are the 
rewards for a job well done?

Set the expectation that you 
will take time away: Show 
your staff that you’re confident in 
them, but make yourself available 
while away if needed. Come 
back with some thoughts on which 
your staff can give input, so they 
know you are using that time 
away to recharge. 

Get expert help when needed: 
Depending on where you’re 
starting from, it can be hard to 
see how you will ever get past the 
tyranny of the urgent. If owners
are working 50 to 60 hours a 
week to hold it all together, there 
is not much energy left to work on 
the business without outside help.
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FINDING THE RIGHT DISCONNECT
Ringle notes that a vacation should be a full disconnect, except 
for real emergencies, but that it’s okay to check in occasionally 
when away for conferences or other business-related events. 
You’ll need to find your personal balance between R&R and 
staying in touch. “I don’t think any business owner can 
completely disconnect,” Coburn says. “We don’t really want 
that — just some distance. Of course, spending three hours 
a day on your laptop is hardly a break from routine, and can 
make it feel like you’re really not away.” 

Tillson-Leclerc is an advocate for checking in while away 
from the daily grind, and technology makes it easy enough to 
set reasonable limitations. “Some of our very best and favorite 
vacations are for business and we integrate personal time into 
it as well,” she says. “We’re still completely enjoying ourselves 
while we’re away. I think probably the most difficult trips that 
we take are the ones that, let’s say, involve a cruise ship, where 

you really have very limited availability. Those make my 
husband more nervous than me.” They make a point do 
completely disconnected trips in February rather than August.

Coburn has already taken several trips this year, all work-
related but away from the routine. “I’m racking up the 
frequent-flyer miles and thinking about the business,” he says. 
“It’s not too tough to have great conversations with your peers 
from all over the world.” And nothing required his immediate 
attention. He admits it takes him a few days to get caught up 
when he returns, but it’s worth it: “Mostly, I like to hear what’s 
been going on for my staff — I’m mostly interested in their 
take on what’s happening or what needs attention.”

Tillson-Leclerc reiterates that being able to get away and 
enjoy themselves is all thanks to their employees. “It’s the 
camaraderie that really makes the company come together,” she 
says. “They’re the ones that make it possible. All we’ve done is 
try to provide the environment.” n
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