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A Christmas Carol has become a classic of Christmas time, it was popular when Dickens published it and has
remained so ever since. Originally published on December 19™, 1843, it was sold out by Christmas Eve. This
must have been a huge relief for Charles Dickens, considering he wrote it in 6 weeks under financial
pressure. He needed this to be a money-spinner and it was. By 1844, the novella had gone through 13
printings and continues to be a best seller now —and, like the Bible, it has never been out of print. A
remarkable achievement for an author, who wrote the story in his head whilst walking 15-20 miles around
London every night.

Dickens needed the money and as he walked thinking of ideas he mixed his desperation for money, and his
moral outrage with how the poor were being treated, into a winning idea. He wanted to write something
that would create action and make people re-evaluate. A key part of the eventual best seller was the love of
money, the abuse of money and the life changing power that money could have in the right hands. He made
money from it himself of course, and it became a staple of Christmas past, present and future but not
everyone was a fan. Mark Twain said of the novella, “There is no heart. No feeling — it is nothing but
glittering frost work”.

Yet, there was heart in A Christmas Carol. Dickens tells the story of the power of connected choices and the
transforming power of changing our outlook and our habits. The central character, Scrooge, is obsessed with
money: making it, counting it, spending it, withholding it. His days are driven by the love of money and
although he feels productive, others can see he is miserable. Money with no real purpose is empty.

As you may well know, Scrooge is confronted with a range of scenarios — past, present and future—that are a
catalyst for change. He reflects on the past and he sees what his future could be and eventually, the pain of
staying the same is greater than the pain of change. Scrooge is transformed.

The novella ends with a changed Scrooge: a man who starts embracing other options, a new way to live and
the possibility of love. As Keller and Papasan say in their leadership book which references Scrooge, “Scrooge
once saved money and used people, he now uses money to save people”. Nobody is too old or too set in
their ways to change.

Dickens’ inspiration for the name of Scrooge was apparently taken from a tombstone in a Scottish cemetery.
The tombstone read, “Ebenezer Scroggie. Mean man’. Ironically, it turns out that it didn’t say that at all,
Dickens had misread it. It actually said, ‘meal man’. The Scroggie on the tombstone was a wealthy distiller
and grain merchant.

Perhaps the misread tombstone is fitting considering how the story ends. Scrooge was a ‘mean man’ but by
the end of the novella, he is wealthy in a different way and provides food for others in the final scene that
has perhaps become the most famous of all. A meal man after all.

APPLICATION
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Most of us are familiar with A Christmas Carol, even if it’s through the Muppets’ rendition. However, we
might not have considered it a story of leadership and habit formation. Yet, it is both. Its lessons extend well
beyond Christmas and are relevant all year round.

Our purpose determines our actions.

If your purpose is to make money by whatever means, that drives your actions. It drives your perspective on
whether you are successful or not and it drives your habits. In Scrooge’s case, his purpose was to make, and
keep, his money. Yet, what we see in this story is that, when our purpose changes, so do our actions. Scrooge
went from wanting to take money from people and keep people out, to giving money to others and reaching
out to those who he could help. His purpose dramatically changed. His behaviour changed. The iconic Tiny
Tim scene symbolises that. Purpose and productivity are also linked. If we know what we want to do and why
we want to do it and have belief in whatever that is, we are more likely to strive for it. That, in turn, makes it
more likely we will be productive as we pursue it. When the purpose changes, everything changes.

We need to reflect on how we view the world.

Scrooge viewed the world as irritating and miserable and so he led a life that irritated people and made them
miserable. As Erich Heller said, “be careful how you interpret the world: it is like that”. Call it confirmation
bias, prejudice, a frame of reference, or a host of other labels but the truth is this; the way you see the world
is how you experience the world and how you then communicate to others. If you believe that the world is a
fair place where opportunity is open to all then you will say something rather different to your students than
if you have had the opposite experience. If you are fortunate enough to have nice holidays, of course you
will ask your young people what nice things they did over the summer or half term. If you are from a family
where holidays were not possible and any time away from the routine and safety of school was unsettling,
even dangerous, then you would be more careful of your question, knowing what it may be asking.

We do not decide our futures; we decide our habits.

We have ambition and aspiration — | hope we all do but futures don’t magically happen. A future is created
through taking the small steps, establishing the good habits. That decides the future. Habit formation is a
topic of hundreds of books these days and so, considering the volume written on it, it must be that we are
not getting this right yet. It takes 66 days to acquire a new habit, that’s the big headline but there is some
nuance. The full range is between 18 and 254 days, although 66 represents the sweet spot apparently. We
can have big dreams and so we should but without a conversion into tangible action, a discipline to follow
through and a persistence to the new habit you have identified, it is unlikely change will happen. And if it
does, it will almost certainly take much longer. Scrooge may have decided to change his life and give more to
the poor, but that was only an intention. That intention became real when he does 3 small actions: he gives
money to the poor, spends Christmas with his nephew, and gives him a wage increase. Without those 3
actions, the novella isn’t anywhere near as possible. The story doesn’t end with intention, it ends with
action.

QUESTIONS

1. Keller and Papasan in their book ‘The One Thing’ say this, ‘life is a question and how we live
it is the answer’. What does your ‘answer’ say about what your purpose and priorities are?
In your personal life? In your professional life?
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2. Sometimes our worldview is more optimistic than at other times, depending on what we
face, what we experience and what we are exposed to in what we see, read and hear. How
do you see the world and how does this positively impact your colleagues and your young

people? How might it hold them back?

3. Intentions are great, but it is action through habit forming that starts the real change. Name
an intention that you have right now. What habit is going to help make that a reality? If your
intention is to have more time to think so you feel more in control of yourself at work then
you need to book it in the diary like you would a meeting and DO it. Leave school on time,
go for a walk or whatever else is a habit that can help you get the clarity you say you want.

A Christmas Carol may be on the syllabus for GCSE English Literature, but the lessons we can learn from it
don’t just belong there. The observations about human nature are not just for Christmas, or for 16-year-olds

studying GCSEs, they important are for all of us.

WANT TO KNOW MORE ABOUT THIS AREA?

Try these episodes of the PiXL Leadership Bookclub:

Think Again
The Joy of Work

Please Yourself

We also have some Pearl episodes on these topics:

Emotionally Overdrawn

A Spoonful of Sugar
The Wizard

There are also relevant chapters work in these books:

Time to Think: The things that stop us and how to deal with it

How to know what you stand for and what you stand against
How to have healthy boundaries

How to ensure that you are at your best more of the time

Time to Think 2: The things that stop our teams and what to do about them

How to help people feel brave and safe
How to work with yes and no

How to get the best out of introverts and extroverts
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https://podcasts.apple.com/gb/podcast/pixl-leadership-bookclub/id1502747058?i=1000568964042
https://podcasts.apple.com/gb/podcast/pixl-leadership-bookclub/id1502747058?i=1000609594125
https://podcasts.apple.com/gb/podcast/pixl-leadership-bookclub/id1502747058?i=1000574866932
https://podcasts.apple.com/gb/podcast/pixl-pearls/id1486355262?i=1000644080687
https://podcasts.apple.com/gb/podcast/pixl-pearls/id1486355262?i=1000660671440
https://open.spotify.com/episode/5gQEfGsLHRymWq5NJz3mPR?si=cc7bdcae79dc43f0
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Time-Think-things-that-stop/dp/1036004805
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Time-Think-things-teams-about/dp/1036004813/ref=pd_bxgy_thbs_d_sccl_1/261-3311319-5071927?pd_rd_w=Y7bvS&content-id=amzn1.sym.02820c73-8608-4218-9735-1554b4beb596&pf_rd_p=02820c73-8608-4218-9735-1554b4beb596&pf_rd_r=BXWM4DJCAPT5R3EB4CGV&pd_rd_wg=8OHQ0&pd_rd_r=0c0c7027-8fea-4e6a-b34c-5ab741c71215&pd_rd_i=1036004813&psc=1
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