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The Institute of Management Services is the primary body in the 
UK concerned with the promotion, practice and development 
of the range of methodologies and techniques for the 
improvement of productivity and quality, known collectively 
as ‘Management Services’. This embraces the disciplines of 
industrial engineering, work study, organisation and methods, 
systems analysis, and a wide range of management information 
and control techniques as illustrated in our Body of Knowledge.

The Institute acts as the qualifying body for the Management 
Services profession in the UK, focusing developments in 
practice and knowledge and acting as a forum for information 
exchange. This in turn enables our members who work under 
a variety of job titles across the whole of the UK economy, to 
make a more effective contribution to the wellbeing of their 
own organisation and to the nation’s economy as a whole.

In addition to creating and upholding professional standards 
for the practice of management services through the 
adoption of a code of ethics and the provision of a system of 
qualifying examinations, the Institute of Management Services 
collaborates with national and international professional bodies 
in similar fields.

The Institute is a member of, or represented on, a number of 
other bodies including the World Confederation of Productivity 
Science, the European Federation of Productivity Services, and 
the European Institute of Industrial Engineers.
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In my previous Chairman’s column my theme was, ‘truth, 

trust and integrity’, and related to the Russian/Ukrainian 

conflict. I could easily have used the same theme in this 

column in respect of the UK government and the accusations 

made by opposition parties which led to the resignation of the 

Prime Minister, Boris Johnson. However, both these events 

have led me to today’s theme which is, ‘instability, uncertainty 

and turmoil’.

The instability and uncertainty caused by the Russian/

Ukrainian conflict is plain for all to see. This is not just in 

Europe, but globally. The price of oil, coal and natural gas 

have soared along with the price of basic commodities 

such as grain. This in turn has led to record inflation in 

many countries and, here in the UK, the Bank of England 

forecasts a high of more than 13% by the end of the year. This 

has resulted in considerable industrial unrest, with unions 

threatening strike action if their demands for wage increases 

commensurate with inflation are not met – turmoil indeed!

No one knows when or how the Ukrainian conflict will 

end, but this will no doubt eventually be achieved through 

diplomatic means and by negotiation. Of course, for there to 

be a settlement, both sides will have to concede something 

no matter how unpalatable. This is sometimes referred to as 

‘Building a Golden Bridge’ described by the Chinese military 

strategist, Sun Tzu in his book The Art of War written some 

2500 years ago.

The basic concept of building a golden bridge, is to make 

it easier for the other side to reach the decision you want 

them to get to. To do this, you need to overcome four main 

obstacles which are: to actively involve the opposition 

in devising a solution so that it becomes their idea not 

yours, (how many times as productivity practitioners have 

we adopted such an approach); it means satisfying the 

opposition’s unmet interests; it means helping them save 

face; and it means making the negotiating process as easy 

as possible. Of course if you can achieve an unconditional 

surrender then that is a different matter.  

As has already been mentioned, the conflict in Ukraine is 

having major implications for governments throughout the 

world. In the UK, these implications have been compounded 

by the resignation of Boris Johnson which will eventually lead 

Challenging 
Times

The importance of 
productivity and 
the productivity 
practitioner cannot  
be overstated.

to the election of new Prime Minister and the appointment of 

a new Cabinet – basically a reorganisation. The question is, 

will there be a change in general policy – strategic direction? 

I doubt it! To quote Galius Petroneous (1st century AD), 

‘We tend to meet any new situation by reorganising, and 

a wonderful method it can be for creating the illusion of 

progress while actually producing confusion, inefficiency and 

demoralisation’. 

On a more positive note, the role of the productivity 

practitioner in such turbulent times is even more important 

and, at the Institute, it is our mission to support that role. It 

is also worth noting that several of the more senior members 

of the Institute are also Fellows of the World Academy of 

Productivity Science (WAPS), the stated mission of which is, 

‘Promoting productivity development to achieve world peace 

and prosperity’. So the importance of productivity and the 

productivity practitioner cannot be overstated. 

In terms of my theme, therefore, it is essential that as 

practitioners we continue to do what we do. Similarly, at the 

Institute, we will continue to provide training, guidance and 

professional advice to our members and to the outside world. 

Finally, I am sure you will all agree, that it will only be through 

the collective effort of everyone that we will overcome the 

current challenges of ‘instability, uncertainty and turmoil’ 

which will hopefully lead to a more peaceful, harmonious and 

productive world.  

Dr Andrew Muir 

Chairman
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Institute News

Write for MSJ!
The Management Services team are always looking 
for new and interesting features to publish. We 
also need your news and points of view about 
what appears in the Journal. If you would like to 
contribute to your Journal just send your articles 
and news to Mel Armstrong, Editor, Management 
Services, at imsjournal011@gmail.com.

If Institute members are seeking to enhance their career 

prospects, they should consider continuing professional 

development (CPD) which is used by many professionals to 

develop new skills and knowledge throughout their career. CPD 

has become crucial in terms of career progression. 

CPD is a proactive and conscious form of learning which uses 

various methods to help individuals either learn new skills or 

develop existing ones. 

As the name suggests, it is an ongoing learning process. It is 

also a self-driven form of learning, with the individual deciding 

their own additional training needs. Participation in CPD offers 

numerous benefits to both the individual and their employer. 

For you as a professional, it helps to ensure your skills and 

knowledge are up to date, and the professional standard of your 

Institute registrations and qualifications are maintained. For 

your employer, it ensures that the company standards are both 

high and consistent. 

Your employer will see that you are actively dedicated to the 

job role and value your commitment to the role. Whether you’re 

looking for a promotion, or you’re hoping to gain employment 

with a prestigious company, CPD can really help. It enables you 

to stand out from the crowd, with research showing that those 

who have undertaken CPD, have a significantly higher chance 

of gaining a promotion or moving on to a different area within 

their chosen field. Practically anything which can further your 

knowledge and skills is classed as CPD. 

Details of the Institute’s continuing professional development 

(CPD) programme can be found on the website www.ims-

productivity.com by clicking on the home page ‘Education’ tab 

then clicking on CPD tab on drop down menu.

Do we have 
the correct 
details for you?
Current and accurate contact details for all IMS members 

is essential, so that we can send you the latest member 

information as well as Journal and Newsletter notifications.

It greatly assists the IMS administration team if members 

provide their most up to date contact information.

Please contact us, either to check we have the correct 

information or to update us.

Phone: 01543 308605

E-mail: admin@ims-productivity.com

Website: www.ims-productivity.com

Head Office hours are Monday-Friday 9am-5pm

C P D

IMS AGM 2022
This year’s Annual General Meeting will be held on Friday 14 

October at 10.30am. Members wishing to take part in the 

meeting are invited to request the virtual meeting access 

code by emailing admin@ims-productivity.com by Friday 7 

October. For more information including details of fees and 

a  proxy voting form, please see the official AGM notice on 

page 6.
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Book Reviews
Title: Change Makers

Author: Katy Murray

Publisher: Kogan Page (April 2022) 

ISBN- 10: 1398605069

Pages: 320

The author Katy Murray 

is a leadership coach, 

diversity and inclusion 

coach who in her book, 

Change Makers, has produced 

a book that is the manual for 

any woman. Katy is not afraid 

to challenge readers with 

questions all women should 

face as they grow and develop. 

The reader is invited on a 

journey of self-discovery and 

systems awareness to enable 

them to enhance and develop 

their change making and 

leadership skills. 

Katy has produced a book that will fully engage and inspire 

the reader. She demonstrates a deep and connected level of 

understanding of the impact of change as it applies to women 

and offers ‘power practices’ which are realistic, helpful and 

work.

Chapter six, ‘change making barrier busting’ is about 

navigating the systems in which we find ourselves, and how 

we choose to join or exit or even perpetuate these systems. 

It rightly indicates that if we want to shift from where we are 

to where we want to be in our change making, it is essential 

that we have a full awareness of the systems under which we 

operate. The chapter also looks at how bias creates an invisible 

layer that generates blockers and barriers, and guides the 

reader in how to recognise these barriers and overcome them. 

The interviews with interesting women contained in the book 

will enable the reader to evaluate how others think and realise 

that we are not alone in our thoughts. 

In Change Makers, the author devises and presents an 

actionable plan for the reader to grow as a change maker. The 

strategies provided will help you avoid burnout and overwhelm 

as you are guided through a personalised journey of self-

discovery.

This is a book that every aspiring change maker should read. 

It teaches you how to build resilience, home in on your purpose 

and become effective in your sphere of influence.

Title: The Metaverse Handbook

Author: QuHarrison Terry & Scott Keeney

Publisher: John Wiley & Sons (June 2022)

ISBN-10: 111989252X

Pages: 192

You might remember 

the beginning of the 

internet: a text-based 

world you would arrive at via a 

dial-up connection funnelled 

through your landline phone. 

It was not until the early 

’90s when Marc Andreessen 

developed Mosaic, the first 

graphic web browser that 

opened the world’s eyes to the 

potential of the internet. Now, 

almost 30 years later, we have 

arrived at the next platform 

on which we can work, live, 

connect and collaborate: the 

‘metaverse’. But exactly what is the metaverse, and why should 

businesses be paying attention to it? 

Metaverse is more than the hottest new trend in technology, 

the metaverse promises to fundamentally reshape the way 

we interact with machines and each other. It describes 

a virtual and augmented reality environment that offers 

ground-breaking new tools and strategies for communication, 

commerce, research and education.

The authors, QuHarrison and Scott, have taken what could 

be a complex topic and explained the metaverse in such a way 

that this is a very readable book. The authors highlight these 

dense, futuristic topics with easy-to-understand examples, 

approachable language, and concrete practical applications.

The reader will learn what the metaverse is, why you should 

care about it, and how to build your metaverse strategy. The 

easy-to-read chapters cover the history of the metaverse and 

include primers on critical technologies driving the metaverse, 

including non-fungible tokens, XR, the blockchain, and web3. 

It explains how to unearth unique metaverse opportunities in 

digital communities, commerce and immersive experiences.

In The Metaverse Handbook, the authors deliver a very 

readable guide to participating in the most promising new 

technology since the advent of the web. The detailed case 

studies and concise insights will enable the reader to gain an 

understanding of how to explore and implement the latest 

metaverse technology.
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Productivity News

According to a recent report by the World Bank, Paths 

of Productivity Growth in Poland, Poland should invest 

in improving productivity in order to maintain a high 

growth rate.

The Polish economy’s growth rate has been one of the 

highest in the world over the past 30 years, the World Bank 

reports. However, according to the research, in order for the 

country to continue closing the gap with Western Europe, 

Poland should support productivity improvements through 

adequate public instruments, including ones focused on small 

and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs).

The report concluded that Poland’s GDP had increased 

threefold over the past three decades and in 2009 the country 

joined the group of high-income economies, as defined in 

the World Bank’s methodology. However, warns the World 

Bank, despite this outstanding growth performance, Poland’s 

economy still lags behind those of many European countries.

The gap is also visible at the level of businesses where an 

average Polish manufacturing company needs three times as 

many employees to produce the same goods as a comparable 

German company.

Marcus Heinz, the World Bank’s resident representative 

for Poland and the Baltic States, warned that despite the 

impressive growth record, Poland faces serious challenges, 

including the levels of investment and an ageing society.

The bank’s recommendations for Poland include improving 

managerial and employee competence, better use of business 

advisory services and supporting entrepreneurship clusters. 

The bank also said the government should support SMEs 

through eliminating regulatory and financial barriers, as well 

as promoting digital technologies.

The full World Bank report can be seen at  

https://bit.ly/3w9sPjk

Paths of Productivity Growth in Poland

The construction sector must improve its measurement of 

on-site productivity if it wants to improve it, according 

to an industry taskforce. The Construction Productivity 

Taskforce has published a seven-step framework outlining how 

firms can improve data collection to increase efficiency.

Two live UK project sites – Landsec’s The Forge being built by Sir 

Robert McAlpine and Norton Folgate, and British Land’s Blossom 

Street development by Skanska, have been used to develop the 

methodology behind the framework.

The report, called Measuring Construction Site Productivity: A 

seven-step framework for success, offers two case studies from 

each site, demonstrating how the steps can be implemented.

According to the taskforce, findings from the pilot sites suggest 

productivity can be enhanced by use of digital technologies, 

improved management, upskilling and reduced waste.

Neil Pennell, Head of Design Innovation and Property Solutions 

at Landsec said that to improve productivity it was “important first 

to measure and compare” and said the framework provided “a great 

starting point for the industry to begin to standardise the process of 

measuring site construction productivity.”

“This document is designed not to sit in desk drawers, but to be 

put to work, in service of a higher performing sector,” said Katy 

Dowding, pilot project sponsor and Executive Vice President at 

Skanska.

The report can be seen at https://bit.ly/3Psg2Q1

Measuring Construction Productivity
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Productivity News

New in-depth analysis of UK job market data reveals 

women, disabled people, ethnic minorities and 

young workers have been consistently affected by 

insecure employment over the last 20 years.

The Work Foundation, a leading think-tank dedicated to 

improving work in the UK, has launched its new UK Insecure 

Work Index that details the prevalence of in-work insecurity 

felt by workers across the UK, and reveals how this insecurity 

has changed over the last two decades.

Using ONS labour market data from 2000 to 2021, the 

Work Foundation index focuses on three elements that 

can constitute insecurity at work – employment contracts, 

personal finances and access to workers’ rights.

Results reveal four groups of workers that are consistently 

trapped in the most severe category of in-work insecurity 

over the last 20 years, which has affected 20-25% of workers 

every year on average and an estimated 6.2 million employees 

in 2021:

• Young workers are two and half times more likely to be 

in severely insecure work than those in the middle of 

their working lives (43% of 16-24-year-olds versus 17% 

of 25-65-year-olds). 

• Women are 10% more likely to be in severely insecure 

work than men (25% compared to 15%).

• Ethnic minority workers are more likely to be in severely 

insecure work than white workers (24% versus 19%). 

• Men from ethnic minority backgrounds are 10% more 

likely to experience severely insecure work compared to 

white men (23% versus 13%).

Data also reveals the sectors most at risk of severe in-work 

insecurity are hospitality, services and agriculture, which 

see one in three workers affected, compared to one in five 

nationally.

The full report can be viewed at https://bit.ly/3SXAbk2

The International Energy Agency (IEA) in its recent report 

titled Renewable Energy Market Update indicates 

that renewable electricity capacity additions broke 

another record in 2021 and biofuels demand almost recovered 

to pre-COVID levels, despite the continuation of logistical 

challenges and increasing prices. However, the Russian 

Federation’s invasion of Ukraine is sending shockwaves through 

energy and agriculture markets, resulting in an unprecedented 

global energy crisis. In many countries, governments are 

trying to shelter consumers from higher energy prices, reduce 

dependence on Russian supplies and are proposing policies to 

accelerate the transition to clean energy technologies.

Renewable energy has great potential to reduce prices and 

dependence on fossil fuels in short- and long-term. Although 

costs for new solar PV and wind installations have increased, 

reversing a decade-long cost reduction trend, natural gas, 

oil and coal prices have risen much faster, therefore actually 

further improving the competitiveness of renewable electricity. 

However, how rapidly renewables can substitute fossil fuels 

hinges on several uncertainties and will depend on many factors. 

Will renewable electricity sources defy this global energy crisis 

and continue to expand quickly despite emerging political and 

macroeconomic challenges? 

In exploring the most recent market and policy developments 

as of April 2022, the Renewable Energy Market Update forecasts 

new global renewable power capacity additions and biofuel 

demand for 2022 and 2023. It also discusses key uncertainties 

and policy-related implications that may affect projections for 

2023 and beyond.

The IEA is an organisation which advocates policies that will 

enhance the reliability, affordability and sustainability of energy in 

its 31 member countries.

The full IEA report can be seen at https://bit.ly/3w7MLmO

Renewable 
Energy Market 
Update

UK Insecure  
Work Index
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Productivity News

Under-investment 
in Digital is 
Hampering UK 
Productivity

New independent research from iBASEt and 

the Manufacturing Technology Centre titled 

Manufacturing Digital Productivity Report reveals 

that 94% of UK manufacturers believe a lack of investment 

in digital technologies is hampering UK manufacturing 

productivity. 

The research found that 56% of UK manufacturers are 

losing sales as a result, and more than 93% claim under-

investment will lead to many UK manufacturers going out of 

business in the next decade.

A reluctance to invest in digital technology is the 

industry’s single biggest productivity blocker; some 73% 

of UK respondents indicated that legacy technologies are 

negatively impacting their business. 

The report also highlights the following barriers to 

productivity:

• Paper-based systems and spreadsheets are the biggest 

barriers to productivity.

• Underinvestment in technology is damaging talent 

pipelines and threatening leadership positions.

Discover why UK manufacturers that embrace the new 

manufacturing economy will succeed and prosper when 

they adopt digital productivity by reading the report at 

https://bit.ly/3c14K7B

69% of European 
Employees Would Take a 
Pay Cut for Flexible Hours

Pay remains a pillar to attracting and retaining top talent, 

but flexibility has emerged as one of the top priorities for 

employees in the past few years.

Owl Labs recently released its annual State of Hybrid Work report 

revealing that flexible working is more important than ever before.

The analysis of 10,000 employees across Europe showed that 

37% would decline a job if it did not offer flexibility, while 69% 

said they would take a pay cut in exchange for flexible hours. 

Additionally, 36% of respondents said they would be more 

likely to remain at their current position if provided scheduled 

flexibility or a four-day work week. 

The pandemic era has presented countless lessons for 

employers, yet many have remained resistant to accepting the 

shift in power from leader to employees. Job pools are vast, 

and if an employee is not satisfied with their current position’s 

offerings, they are likely to find what they need elsewhere.

Read the report at https://bit.ly/3zXj3lD 

The UK Has one of 
the Least Productive 
Economies in the World

New research from the Association for Project 

Management (APM), the chartered body for the project 

management profession, shows that only 35% of 

senior managers who participated in the survey regularly assign 

dedicated project managers to tasks.

These statistics highlight a glaring oversight at the top of 

organisations, meaning productivity is hindered and the business’s 

bottom line is impacted by the same mistakes being made 

repeatedly over time. Of those in senior management roles, only 

27% look back at projects to see what could have been done better.

The past two years have seen the UK’s productivity plummet to 

new lows, as businesses continue to suffer from the long-term 

ramifications of COVID, as well as post-Brexit restrictions and 

supply chain issues. The current global energy crisis has tightly 

squeezed output-based industries like manufacturing, which this 

survey indicates is being disproportionately affected by rising 

energy prices. Indeed, 42% of survey participants working in the 

manufacturing sector anticipate further increases in project costs 

due to the crisis.

A large proportion of business owners (65%) and senior 

managers (82%) have increased their use of project-based 

methods on everyday tasks, such as introducing measures to 

identify and manage risk. Despite this, many are still failing to 

assign enough dedicated project managers to the work. And as a 

result, productivity is adversely impacted.

For more information visit apm.org.uk

https://www.apm.org.uk
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Walking the tightrope to avoid recession and higher levels of inflation in 
2022/2023. Dr David Floyd University of Lincoln.

At the start of 2022, many forecasters including The 

Economist were hopeful of a continuing recovery from 

the pandemic and saw great positivity from a further 

opening up of the economy in many countries. Government 

intervention had helped keep levels of unemployment low 

and growth was returning at a rapid level of pace. This article 

sets out to assess the extent to which the global business 

environment has experienced a fall in fortune, and evaluate the 

main economic policy measures that could be used to reverse 

the current levels of turbulence that the global economy is 

facing.

According to The Guardian1 some economists have 

suggested a slowdown and a rise in unemployment maybe 

needed in order to bring down the high level of Inflation 

which is set to peak at over 13% in late 2022 within the UK. In 

addition, the former Governor of the Bank of England Mervyn 

King, has suggested that Central Banks were slow to react 

to further inflationary pressures created by the recent war in 

Ukraine and the supply chain disruption, as we slowly come 

out of the COVID crisis. Interest rates are rising to reduce 

inflation levels and may head towards 3.5% next year in America 

according to the Federal Reserve System’s (Fed) predictions. 

The Fed increased interest rates by point 75% on 15 June 2022, 

the largest increase for many decades. Mark Carney, another 

Global Economic 
Turbulence
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former Bank of England Governor, has also implied that the 

bank is behind the curve. A more worrying sign is that growth 

in some countries including the United Kingdom, was already 

starting to fall before monetary tightening begun to take place.

As well as low growth there is also the risk of skill shortage as 

we come out of the pandemic which further risks inflationary 

pressure. It is clear then, that the global economy is suffering a 

number of supply shocks at the same time. Sanctions resulting 

from the war in Ukraine is leading to further price pressures 

particularly In the food and energy sectors, according to Floyd2.

What Measures can be Taken?
The Bank of England’s Governor Andrew Bailey has said that 

the bank will respond to higher prices. However, he has also 

suggested that there are limits in what can be done as 80% of 

the causes of inflation are forces in the global environment 

for food and energy and supply chain disruption rather than 

local pressures. Domestic policy action can therefore have its 

limitations. Domestic policy can try and reduce wage pressures 

particularly in the public sector and domestic production can 

be encouraged if this is more cost effective while supply chains 

remain disrupted. The risk behind this is that of disputes and 

strikes. Trade union power is more limited these days due to 

declining membership though in the United Kingdom there 

have been recent rail strikes for example. Some firms have 

also increased wages for workers in short supply, for example 

in the hospitality sector, as the recovery takes place from the 

pandemic and some firms including LLoyds Bank have given 

additional one off payments to their staff.

Higher Interest Rates
The advantage of raising rates more quickly is that it allows 

policymakers to get on top of the problem before it has 

a chance to take off further. In early August 2022 interest 

rates went up again from 1.25 to 1.75% in the UK  and some 

economists don’t think that’s enough to stop inflation heading 

for 11%. In contrast, the USA raised the rate by 0.75% which 

may lead to less time being necessary for high levels of 

interest rates. There has also been a reduction in quantitative 

easing in the USA, Europe and the UK and a move towards 

quantitative tightening. However, the risk here is that a large 

increase in interest rates may dampen demand so much that 

some of those able to spend may decide not to do so and the 

multiplier effect could cause a deeper recession. According 

to the Sunday Times3, Christine Lagarde and the ECB have a 

battle on their hands in order to reduce the risk of a recession 

in the weaker member countries of the Euro when they soon 

begin to raise interest rates. Rates in the EU already started 

to increase in August 2022. Often Central Banks will also 

take into consideration the risks of falling house prices in the 

decision-making process. It is also important to think about 

the components of demand according to Sloman4.The recent 

fall in growth and output in the UK economy was largely 

due to a fall in government spending on the Track and Trace 

system. Despite this, consumers did not experience a large fall 

in spending in May 2022 which is positive news though the 

investment component of growth was also weak and additional 

factors such as Brexit has also had a negative impact on Foreign 

Direct Investment In the UK from the EU, and a fall in trade of 

around 10% has also taken place. On a more positive note, real 

interest rates are still very low and have been reduced as the 

gap between interest rates and inflation rates has widened. 

Consumers have also gained higher amounts of savings during 

the pandemic though eventually this will begin to fall. In 

addition, countries need take into account that interest policy 

can also influence the exchange rate where a lower interest rate 

can lead to a lower value currency and more imported inflation. 

This may cause higher imported food prices for developing 

countries particularly and the current war situation in Ukraine 

is leading to higher prices for energy, steel and food as well as 

some other commodity prices.

The Pandemic Response
The pandemic response has included both a loose monetary 

policy and a fiscal stimulus in many countries.

On the fiscal side the spending on furlough has decreased 

and taxes have risen in many countries in order to tackle the 

deficits resulting from the pandemic. For example corporation 

tax has increased in America and the UK along with an increase 

in national insurance. Allowances have been frozen in many 

countries which also results in a further decreasing of real 

incomes particularly in the short-term until governments can 

afford to cut taxes which could be in two years time for the UK 

economy according to The Times5. Demand in the economy will 
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wars can also lead to higher prices and less choice according 

to Krugman6. Completing more trade deals and collaborating 

with other countries is the key to reducing prices. According to 

Gordon Brown 2022 on the BBC’s Sunday Morning programme7, 

there are too many differences in approaches to sanctions in 

the global economy, with more than 150 countries deciding not 

to issue sanctions resulting from the Ukraine crisis. In addition, 

a solution to the war crisis will not necessarily mean a reduction 

in sanctions by all countries at the same time. Indeed there was 

better global coordination in response to the 2008 financial 

crisis when compared to the situation today. Furthermore, more 

than 40% of the world’s population was still unvaccinated as 

of June 2022 according to Covax. Further cooperation could 

also occur on developing new drugs and collaborating more 

closely with other countries on how to tackle the global crisis 

and further opening of the World economy. Recent lockdowns 

in China have also put further pressure on supply chains adding 

to inflationary pressures. Many firms are adopting just in case 

strategies and sourcing more local and stock piling. This may 

also add to higher cost in the short-term as the lack of opening 

up in the economy in China means that fewer firms can be fully 

reliant on China and its efficiency in production. Shipping costs 

and higher wages are further dampening the cost advantage, 

China has been one of the few countries not increasing interest 

rates currently to tackle the global inflation problem.

It is clear then, that there are many difficulties being faced 

within the global economy including greater inflation pressure 

and falling levels of growth as countries develop strategies 

for escaping the pandemic. The monetary measures taken are 

not without risk though the hope is that higher interest rates 

will reduce inflationary pressure but not lead economies into 

recession. At the same time, countries need to focus on fiscal 

policies to control levels of debt that occurred at the height of 

the pandemic. More focus could also be made on supporting 

lower and middle income groups so as not to risk a recession as 

taxes go up in the short-term to reduce debt levels. In addition, 

there needs to be more global cooperation to try to prevent 

a global recession and maintain the benefits of more efficient 

global production.
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also be influenced by the level of increases in income support 

as well as pensions. These groups are unlikely to have their 

incomes increased to match the current rate of inflation and 

many people on fixed incomes lose the most in times of rising 

inflation. On a more positive note those taking on debt may see 

falling levels of this debt in real terms as inflation takes place, 

provided they have borrowed at a favourable rate of interest 

prior to the increasing level of inflation period. However in the 

long term, inflation needs to be managed as future borrowing 

rates will rise if it is not eradicated from the system.

Future Policies
There is a need to tackle the above issues in many ways. 

Training more staff and easing the difficulties of recruiting in 

a key skill shortage would help reduce cost push pressures on 

inflation. Support measures can be put in place to help those on 

low and middle incomes in order to avoid further falls in output 

for the economy. Some of the revenue needed for doing this 

could be achieved from a windfall tax on energy companies 

that have profited from prices rising, though there needs to be 

an incentive for energy firms to invest in more energy efficient 

solutions for the future. There is also a trade-off to try and keep 

prices low but at the same time invest in the future and deal 

with the longer term issues of climate change.

More needs to be done also to tackle global issues. Trade 

Some economists have 
suggested a slowdown and a 
rise in unemployment maybe 
needed in order to bring down 
the high level of inflation of 
almost 10% in UK and 9%in 
America in June 2022
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CHANGE

Transformation: 
Creating Readiness 
for Change
Many culture change initiatives fail but, argues Philip Atkinson, 
it does not have to be this way.

Acombination of research and news headlines tells 

us that most organisations do not have a great track 

record of managing transformational change in an 

uncertain environment. Just look at the number of retail 

organisations that have collapsed in recent years (Diagram 1). 

Research in organisational development (OD) suggests that 

most culture change initiatives fail to achieve the outcomes 

for which they were originally designed, especially in larger 

organisations, and notably in large public services and utilities. 

Knowing this, you would think that the senior management 

team’s motivation would be in creating strategies for change 

readiness programmes. Far too many fail to do so, but it does 

not have to be this way. It is possible and desirable to create 

change readiness to manage and transform in uncertain futures. 
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Change readiness can be significantly improved through creating 

strategies to manage resistance and developing behavioural 

interventions to build resilient organisational cultures.

You would think that we would have learned enough 

organisational change lessons from the 2008 worldwide banking 

crisis that we could apply to our current economic situation. 

It appears not. We have just come through one of the worst 

periods of a global pandemic. That chaos and confusion have 

resulted in a climate of economic uncertainty, instability in our 

daily lives, and confusion and anxiety about the future. As we 

tentatively emerge out of the worst effects of the pandemic, we 

are challenged and have to come to terms with the human and 

economic fallout of the Russian invasion of Ukraine. Nearer home 

in the UK and Europe, the knock-on effect of these events and 

disruptions have led to energy shortages. These, together with 

the steeply rising prices of fuel, gas, and electricity and escalating 

inflation, have created a cost-of-living crisis. This culmination of 

the perfect storm makes disruptive change challenging to manage. 

This recipe of ‘disruption’ together with a European recession, 

higher tax thresholds and low growth, make the managing of 

transformational change essential, but extremely difficult and 

complex.  

Does it Have to be This Way?
It does not have to be this way and can be made better by 

adopting a sound approach to change readiness, which means 

developing a growth mindset and mitigating risk by engaging 

in preventative action. It means the best way to create change 

willingness is to tackle resistance to change at every level, and the 

sooner, the better 

Here are some surprising and (some) uplifting statistics 

that I have gathered from various business white papers and 

publications in recent years (Source: Triumpha). These bullets 

illustrate the trends and what we need to do to bring change or 

transformation about.

• Consultancy group McKinsey report that company-wide 

change efforts are 12.4 times more likely to be successful 

when senior managers communicate continuously.

• If the top team fails to support a major change initiative, it 

has less chance of working. In an IBM survey, 92% of change 

practitioners named full management sponsorship as the 

most crucial factor for successful change.

• Leadership style has an enormous impact on organisational 

culture. Hay Group maintain that leaders create the climate 

for success. Furthermore, they state that 50-70% of the 

variance in organisational climate can be explained by 

differences in leadership styles.

• Do all change projects deliver the expected outcomes? IBM 

reported that 60% of projects aimed at achieving business 

change do not fully meet their objectives. 

• Leadership researchers Kouzes and Posner strongly support 

the view that transformational leadership is critical to 

success. McKinsey suggests that when senior leaders lead 

by example, and model the behaviour changes they ask 

employees to make, transformations are 5.3 times more 

likely to be successful.

• Culture and organisational climate drive results. Hay Group 

suggest that up to 30% of variance in financial results (profits 

Diagram 1: A sample of Company Administrations 2019-2021.

and revenue) can be explained by differences in organisational 

climate. 

• Culture is more important than strategy. PwC contend that 

over 85% of C suite executives and 84% of all managers and 

employees agree culture is critical to their organisations’ 

success. To intensify culture’s importance of culture 60% see 

it as a bigger success factor than their strategy or operating 

model.

• Do formal leaders have the visionary and transformational 

skills to bring about change? PwC also suggest that 90% of 

leaders do not have the right capabilities and experience 

required to lead transformational change successfully.

• Empowerment works when led from the top. McKinsey 

maintains that when frontline employees are empowered to 

take the initiative to drive change, that elevates the success of 

transformations by 71%.

• Increasingly, leaders are held to account for poor change 

practice and implementation. Forbes reports that over 30% of 

CEOs are dismissed for not managing organisational change 

well enough.

We get the picture that organisations do have the ability to 

change and improve if they use the right levers. What is happening 

currently is that many organisations are displaying signs of inertia, 

and management teams are bewildered about what to do. Too 
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To do so requires checking and testing people’s assumptions and 

beliefs about the need to change and transformation. A failure 

to do so will result in poorer performance, declining morale and 

motivation, and disappointment for customers and users.

Expose the Behaviour and Attitudes to Change
Suppose you are trying to introduce change; you know what 

barriers you must confront. They are behavioural or attitudinal. 

Change implementation can be brought about quickly. Let us be 

clear, change does not take a long time to embed itself because 

change takes as long as those who are driving it want it to take. 

Suppose the hosts or sponsors of change are committed to 

working through any resistance to change and building a strategy 

to overcome it. In that case, the wall of resistance will crumble, 

and the benefits of change will be realised quickly.

Resistance to Change
A significant problem for the leader driving change is dealing 

with and managing the resistance, you will encounter. Even 

with foresight, pre-planning and all the apparent logic behind 

the need to change, you should expect some resistance as the 

norm. Recognise and welcome it as a healthy response and an 

opportunity to openly debate possibilities. Treat resistance as a 

powerful ally in facilitating the learning process.

It is unlikely that you will experience ‘in-your-face resistance’. 

The nature of resistance, is that we do not experience it 

consciously and actively. Its presence is usually passive, hidden, 

or even covert in some cases. Often it is not displayed openly 

and publicly. If resistance is revealed in a very forthright manner, 

it could be out in the open, dealt with logically, the same as we 

would deal with objections to innovative or new ways of working. 

But resistance often shows up in different and unexpected ways. 

You may have staff attending a workshop who are making all the 

right approving noises, but underneath this exterior, other forces, 

motivations, doubts and anxieties are at work.

Resistance is the ‘Norm’ 
Consider ‘resistance’ as the first step toward positive change. 

Expect it. When we think of resistance, we may think of a force 

acting against us with hostile intent. Resistance persists for 

various reasons, only a few of which are harmful. Reframing the 

concept of resistance as ‘natural’ is an effective way of looking 

at it. Suppose you can predict how people will resist the flow 

of critical thoughts, plans and ideas from theory to commercial 

You would think that 
we would have learned 
enough organisational 
change lessons from the 
2008 worldwide banking 
crisis that we could apply 
to our current economic 
situation. It appears not. 

many businesses are not keeping up with the changing landscape 

of how they can do business in the future.

The answer lies within, whether you run a large business, work 

in a state-owned enterprise, a ‘not for profit’ or operate in the 

commercial sector. Real change must start with the top team, 

and that means leaders taking ownership of change. What follows 

focuses on what the leader, a change agent or facilitator, can do to 

combat resistance and promote change readiness.

Resistance and Ownership of Change
You probably will have witnessed change initiatives introduced 

into your organisations but seen little positive impact on 

performance, operating efficiencies, and results. To intensify 

things, we are aware that change in our large institutions such 

as healthcare, government agencies and large conglomerates is 

often not possible because of their inability to manage anything 

strategically, preferring to commit their energies to day-to-day 

operations. Many commit to the short-term but never get around 

to creating an influential organisation in the longer-term. And yet 

change will not go away. Government agencies and departments, 

healthcare organisations and public services are crying out for an 

attitude and a methodology to master and drive needed change. 



Management Services Autumn 2022 17 

implementation. In that case, you may be in the process of 

formulating a blueprint for change and learning for the future.

Sell the Benefits of Change – and Manage the 
Grapevine
As a leader or facilitator promoting any topic for improvement 

or change, you will undoubtedly come across others resisting 

your approach. Elicit their reason for doing so, then diligently list 

these. Consider even apparently illogical thoughts or suspicions 

because that is where false assumptions, expectations and 

the organisational grapevine have been at work, building up 

momentum in opposing the change. Gossip, assumptions, and 

fear spark the grapevine to create unrealistic scenarios that, 

when tackled head-on, can be shown to have no substance. 

Letting the grapevine persist in creating negative rumours 

without challenge, is tantamount to supporting its growth and 

distortion, so act swiftly.

As a leader or facilitator, action requires creativity and 

logical thinking. For every objection or negative comment or 

misunderstanding you encounter, formulate a response to 

counter it. Suppose you occupy the role of an internal change 

agent as a project manager, facilitator or coach. In that case, it 

is wise to sell benefits that support your point of view on both 

the personal and the organisational level. This means investing in 

prevention (Diagram 2).

Telling does not Work – Persuasion is the Mode 
of Change
Telling people what will happen is quick but highly ineffective 

if you want others to come on board, and ‘telling’ reinforces 

rather than counters resistance. As a teacher or trainer manages 

their student or client, you must organise yourself to understand 

things from the change recipient’s perspective. It is worth putting 

in the time to work through the responses to counter potential 

misunderstandings, rumours, prejudices, or viewpoints. Failing 

to do so leaves you, as a change maker, in a weak position and 

endangers your ability to sell your message.

The effective facilitator or change agent will rely on a range 

of influencing strategies and techniques, not to overcome the 

disagreement, but to help others, learners and participants, 

to reframe things to see beyond their current viewpoint. You 

can open opportunities for perceiving possibilities for those 

undertaking the change, to have some part in shaping the new 

behaviours.

How do We Resist Changing Personally?
Focusing on personal change helps us understand organisational 

resistance’s bigger picture. Forget about the complexity of 

organisational change for just a second. Focus on personal 

transformation and how you deal with it as an individual. Consider 

the resistance we all encounter when we try to change something 

about ourselves – whether changing lifestyle habits, our career or 

direction, moving jobs, starting or ending a relationship etc.

Consider the relative failure of most New Year resolutions as an 

indication of how each of us resists change. Think about how easy 

you find it personally to change. Is it easy to change our eating 

habits, put on the tracksuit and running shoes to take the first few 

steps to health or even to commit to a new relationship or job? It 

is not easy to deal with the dynamics of personal change because 

CHANGE

this requires us to drop a familiar way of behaving and take on a 

new set of behaviours or habits. To gain the pleasure of changing 

to be, do or have something else, is countered by the pain of 

leaving behind our old self.

Intellectually, the ‘pain’ of rejecting old habits, which may 

have given us enormous satisfaction in the past, may not be 

compensated for by the pleasure of changing to new routines. 

Some people find it too difficult – which is why New Year health 

and fitness resolutions often decline in the early weeks of January, 

and is why most diets do not work. Using personal examples of 

having trouble with change is an immensely powerful process in 

helping understand why others, in the context of organisational 

change, find the transition so difficult (Diagram 3).

Resistance and Organisational Change
Recognising that resistance (or its reframed meaning of ‘learning’) 

is natural helps counter the resistance we may face when working 

through workplace change. A significant element to consider in 

organisational resistance is countering those who see resistance 

only as a negative response to change. Instead, look at it as the 

standard ‘default’ response.

In the absence of positive benefits accruing to the organisation 

from the proposed changes, the default response of ‘resistance’ 

could be said to be reasonable. People need time to think things 

through, and much of their thinking and feeling is based on their 

interpretation of ‘personal history’ and how past changes have 

impacted themselves and others. They will compare the relative 

success and failure of other initiatives they have experienced, and 

make their own decisions on any current initiatives based on those 

experiences. Their assessment is based on their perception of reality.
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the change. Some examples of resistance are noted below. What 

action would you take to address these?

Fear in many formats and sometimes displayed as ‘defence 

mechanisms’

• Absence – physical or psychological, failing to follow through 

on commitments.

• Withdrawal – not participating, leaving early, showing up 

late, excuses for non-attendance.

• Aggression – informal personal attacks, antagonistic, 

defending an imaginary position.

• Regression – moving backwards in learning.

• Projection – blaming others and failing to take responsibility 

ownership.

Diagram 3: Why do we resist change?

Personal Benefits
Organisational 

Benefits

From your 
Perspective

From others' 
Perspective

Why do we resist change?

• Fear and how it will impact me and what I do.

• Staff will be expected to do more with less.

• The locus of control may change for others.

• The past does not equal the future – prejudices, 
resentments and misgivings about others in the same 
organisation are historical.

• 'Flavour of the month' is a prevalent attitude to 
change, and one which is difficult to defeat if an 
organisation has been known for its short-term 
commitment to a variety of initiatives. 

• It may go away if I ignore it. It is destructive because 
the attitude of the person is geared to failure. 

• Unwilling to 'take ownership' and be committed.

• ‘First you change, then I will’; this is a variant of, ‘You 
go first, I am right behind you...’. 

• ‘They will find out what I have been doing over the 
years is wrong. I could be penalised.’ Very rarely is this 
verbalised, but it is evident. 

• Personal uncertainty – ‘Can I live up to the 
expectations of others? Am I competent to do the new 
things?’ 

Diagram: 2 Benefits Matrix.

Driving Change and Transformation
If you are currently or ever have been instrumental in driving 

change, you must influence and persuade others. If you are the 

primary agent for improvement or change, you know how difficult 

this can be. Overwhelmingly, you must focus on dealing with 

objections and selling the initiative’s benefits. It is useful when 

compiling your lists of potential ‘objections’ or opposition to the 

change to outline how you will respond with tangible ‘benefits’ 

that will accrue due to the change’s effect.

Most change programmes could benefit from better PR. In our 

experience, most focus on what is about to happen and when the 

change will be ‘installed’ instead of clearly outlining the reason for 

the change and its specific benefits. It is helpful to use a Benefits 

Matrix as in Diagram 2 above.

Symptoms of Resistance
Listing and addressing the critical examples of resistance is the 

first step in developing a coherent strategy to sell the benefits of 

Diagram 4: Stages in the change or transformation process.

Stages in Change What are the 
typical behaviours 
that will be 
apparent during 
this stage?

What action 
is required to 
resolve any 
problems before 
they arise?

1. Announcement of the 
Change – ramifications 
for the business, what 
happens if we do not 
change and what are the 
benefits if we do?

2. Denial that the 
changes will be 
introduced or have any 
impact on one's role in 
the job.

3. Personal doubts about 
the ability to live up to 
make the transition – not 
how to do or learn new 
ways.

4. Uncertainty about 
living up to expectations 
and adapting to new 
ways of working and 
behaving.

5. Tipping point or 
realisation that change 
is going to happen and 
you have a role in that 
process.

6. Testing, looking for 
meaning and new ways 
of behaving and coping.

7. Learning, actively 
experimenting and 
enjoying the experience.

8. Integrating new 
behaviours into one's 
repertoire of skills and 
abilities 

9. Growing, learning 
and accepting change 
and reflecting on one's 
journey.
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Managing change or transition curve
Managing the process of change is basically about helping people 

adapt to changes (Diagram 4). Most people do not like change. 

People prefer the tried and tested, to do things the way they were 

taught or learned. When change arises (which can take many 

forms), it disrupts the familiar. Some people see this as a great 

opportunity and rise to the challenge – many do not.

It is always best to expect some resistance to your ideas. This 

is a good thing because it enables you to prepare in advance. 

We referred to this earlier when discussing the Benefits Matrix 

in Diagram 2. We can misread objections as resistance simply 

because our message was not communicated well. Often, 

explaining the change’s reasons and benefits may be enough to 

turn the doubting colleague into a supporter.

Your Role as a Leader of Change or Facilitator
You will find it powerful and valuable to have worked through 

the change, often referred to as the transition curve (Diagram 5). 

Your role is to help others to make the change happen and help 

them to move on. In many ways, you are helping them understand 

where they are on the curve. This process may involve coaching or 

teaching others a little about the Change Curve. It involves looking 

at how people move through the change process and the various 

stages of change. Most importantly, it is necessary to show that it 

is a normal process that everybody goes through.

General Stages of the Change or Transition Curve
The change curve reflects people’s feelings and emotions when 

they experience change that is more than what they would class as 

normal. We can all deal with small or medium changes in our life, 

but sometimes something comes along that is more of a challenge 

for us. This is where knowledge about the change curve helps.

It shows how we react over time. The key message of the 

change curve is that if we are involved in the process and feel we 

can influence our future and have a role to play, we are generally 

more accepting of the change and move through the steps more 

quickly and with less disruption.

CHANGE

It is wise to sell 
benefits that support 
your point of view on 
both the personal and 
the organisational level. 

Diagram 5: The change curve.
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CHANGE

This is how the change curve works
Most people adapt to changes over time. Some do it quickly 

– some are much slower. What usually makes the difference 

between a slow and fast response to change is a feeling that 

one can influence the process and share in the ownership of the 

change. When people feel they do not have ownership or rather 

choose not to participate, problems arise.

The specific change that is greater than what most people call 

normal may initially create a shock. People’s positivity may decline 

initially, and we may experience various forms of resistance. If 

these issues are not resolved, this temporary state of shock will 

deepen into a state of worry. Usually, this concerns the future and 

their job, role and future in the organisation. If this continues, they 

may experience a loss of control or even become depressed about 

the change.

The key is to help people move along the curve as quickly as 

possible, which means using our people and influence skills as 

change agents. Knowing where people are on the curve enables us 

to help them move on to the following stages.

A Case Example
Imagine a member of staff being concerned about taking on a new 

role. Initially, they may experience a little Shock when they find out 

they need to acquire new skills to meet the demands of the job. 

Left to work out their own future they could drop into a serious 

state of concern and worry. However, if someone helps them 

along the way and encourages them to take the first step to learn 

new skills, they will gain additional confidence. And if this is noted, 

and we coach the staff member through difficulties, we quickly 

find they completely miss out on the negative stages of depression 

and move on to exploration and discovery and adjustment. This is 

how the change curve works. Exploration is looking for a new way 

of working, discovery is about actively trying out these new ways, 

and adjustment is making the changes stick. (The 9-step transition 

or change curve was originally developed by Elizabeth Kubler-

Ross, see Diagram 4 page 19).

The key is participation and the change agent or facilitator caring, 

helping, coaching and teaching people through the change curve. 

There are other elements of the change curve that are important 

to consider, including examining the reasons why people resist 

change. You will note from the change curve that if we can pick 

up resistance at an early stage and deal with it, we can quickly 

turn things around. If we avoid dealing with resistance, we create 

problems for ourselves in the future. The main issue is to recognise 

resistance in its many forms and strive to remove those issues that 

are creating resistance. Often it is just a simple fear of change. 

Summary
Managing change and transformation is one of the most critical 

leadership skills any manager can develop. Undoubtedly, the 

average organisation will experience a great deal of uncertainty in 

the years ahead.

The skill set for change effectiveness resides in developing 

expertise in the cognate areas associated with applied behavioural 

science and the study of OD (organisation development).

I have listed some of the essential behavioural skills as an aid in 

assessing your own need to develop your change effectiveness 

further (Diagram 6).
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Change Skills

• Understand the accelerated change process

• Consulting skills

• Transformational leadership.

• Advanced influencing and persuasion skills.

• Change as a political process.

• Critical actors in the change process, SMT, 
internal and external consultants, facilitators, key 
stakeholders, project sponsor.

• Behavioural interventions and training in OD 
strategies.

• Presentation and conflict management expertise.

• Training design and delivery (off and online).

Diagram 6: Change skills.
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Services: The  
New Frontier
The growth of the service industry and its impact on 
employment, skills and associated risks. Dr David W Parker.

Almost by stealth, we are witnessing the demise of 

manufacturing in the western world, with a dramatic 

increase in service-based economies. This has resulted 

in the decline of our manufacturing process-memory and loss of 

experience-based skills. Typically, more than 70% of employment, 

and GDP, is derived from the service sectors. Hence, the types 

of questions this structural change poses, include: What are the 

risks associated with a reduced manufacturing capability? What 

changes in training are required to ensure our skills are aligned to 

contemporary employment needs? Are our problem-solving and 

process improvement techniques suitable for effective and efficient 

services delivery? Does reliance on services for a sustainable future 

need critical appraisal? Does a knowledge economy necessarily 

mean a move to services?
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What are Services and Service Operations 
Management?
Perhaps a definition of a service might be: supply of particular 

intangible benefits, whereas service operations management is: 

the organisation of a designed process to deliver a service. Unlike 

tangible products, a pure service is far more ephemeral. Moreover, 

generic service characteristics are recognised as including:

Intangibility – services cannot be handled, looked at, weighed, 

smelled or tasted. However, the end product, for example a meal, 

may allow these features to happen. Thus, there is neither potential 

nor need for transport, storage or stocking of services. Furthermore, 

a service cannot be re-sold, nor can it be returned from the service 

consumer to the service provider. 

Perishability – Services are Perishable in Two 
Regards:
The relevant service skills, experience, resources, processes and 

systems are assigned for service delivery during a definite period in 

time. If the service consumer does not use the service, the service 

is wasted. From the perspective of the service provider, this is a lost 

business opportunity as no charge can be made; but potentially, 

the resources, processes and systems can be reassigned to another 

service consumer who requests a service – for example, the dentist 

sees another patient when the scheduled appointment fails to 

arrive. Likewise, an empty seat on a bus can never be utilised and 

charged after departure. 

When the service has been used by consumers, this particular 

service vanishes as it has been consumed by the service consumers. 

Inseparability – The service provider is indispensable for service 

delivery to the requesting service consumer. In some instances, 

the service delivery is executed automatically, but the service 

provider must assign resources and systems, and actively maintain 

appropriate service delivery readiness and capabilities. Additionally, 

the service consumer is inseparable from service delivery because of 

the interaction during the service consumption.

Simultaneity – Services are rendered and consumed during the 

same period of time. As soon as the service consumer has requested 

the service delivery, the particular service must be generated 

without delay.

Variability – Each service is unique. It is a one-time generated 

and consumed activity and can never be exactly repeated as the 

point in time, location, circumstances, conditions and resources 

will be different for the next delivery, even if the same service 

consumer requests the same service. Many services are regarded as 

heterogeneous or lacking homogeneity and are typically modified 

for each service consumer or each new situation (consumerised). 

For example, the airline trip which transports the service consumer 

from point of departure to destination is different from each plane 

A definition of a service might be the supply of 
particular intangible benefits, whereas service 
operations management is the organisation of a 
designed process to deliver a service. 

journey which transports the same service consumer at another 

point in time.

All of these service process characteristics are actions which 

are repeatable but are never exactly the same, which complicates 

achieving the aim for consistent services and makes service 

delivery a challenge in every case. From the service consumer’s 

perspective, these process characteristics make it difficult or even 

impossible to evaluate or compare services prior to experiencing 

the service delivery. Mass production and delivery of services is 

virtually impossible. This can be seen as a problem of inconsistent 

service quality. Both inputs and outputs to the processes involved 

in providing services are highly variable, as are the relationships 

between these processes, making it difficult to maintain consistent 

service quality. Moreover, many services are labour intensive as they 

can involve considerable specialised human skills. 

Human capital with specific skills is often the key success factor 

in service economics. In service delivery, it is difficult to achieve 

economies of scale. There are often demand fluctuations and it 

can be difficult to forecast demand. A strategy often deployed is to 

develop a long-term customer-based relationship. Accountants, 

doctors, and financial advisers attempt to maintain long-term 

relationships with their clients for decades if not lifetimes. These 

repeat consumers promote to friends and family, helping to create a 

loyal client-based relationship network.

Service Operation Systems
A service operation system comprises people, technology and 

organisational networks designed to deliver services that satisfy the 

needs of users and final customers.

Service systems are frequently characterised by their value1 that 

results from exchanges between service systems, whether the 

interactions are between people, businesses, or nations. Perhaps 

of significance in more recent times has been the ubiquitous 

application of technology, particularly mobile and wireless 

technology. The use of the internet and websites to allow online 

purchases are already common. Arguably, the next major change in 

our lives will come about as artificial intelligence replaces decision-

making and RFID (radio frequency identification) allows instant 

recognition of product information via wireless.

Described at the highest level of abstraction, (see Figure 1) the 

scope of service operations management can be determined by, 

and described, as having inputs that are transformed to outputs to 

the service receiver. Each of the three stages has the opportunity for 

continuous improvement.

Design of Service Operation Systems
Service marketing and global market considerations have significant 

implications for the design of a service system. Three criteria used 
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to classify service systems are: the level of customer contact, 

capital intensity, and level of customer involvement. There has 

been progression towards empowerment of both service provider 

employees and customers (often via self service). Important 

considerations include:

Customer contact – This is one of the main criteria used to 

classify service operations; and refers to the physical presence of 

the customers in the service system during the provision of the 

service. Service systems can be placed on a continuum that ranges 

from ‘high customer contact’ to ‘low customer contact’ during the 

creation and delivery of the service2.

Capital intensity – Being either high or low financial investment, 

it also serves as the basis of classification. 

Customer involvement – Customer involvement means the 

level of interaction the customer has with the service system and 

the level to which the customer can actually affect the service 

delivery process.

Customer satisfaction – This is the most widely used metric 

employed as a measure of quality. How ‘satisfaction’ or a ‘satisfied 

customer’ is measured, however, is a topic of extensive discussion. 

Market environment – When and where service delivery systems 

operate will be instrumental in determining how the service system 

as well as the services themselves should be designed. Global 

service organisations must also appreciate and understand local 

customers, laws, and culture to successfully operate internationally.

Pure services, for example in hospitals, represent the highest level 

of customer contact. Progressing down the continuum toward 

lower customer contact is, for example, vending machine purchase 

of a train ticket, where there is has little opportunity for involvement 

in the service delivery or to impact how the service is going to be 

provided.

The Importance of Service
The meaning and interpretation of the term service is problematic3. 

One person’s measure of ‘excellent service’ may be only ‘acceptable 

service’ to another person. Clearly there are numerous influential 

factors that determined a person’s perceived acceptable/

excellent service; not least, are a person’s lived experience of 

similar or surrogate services that can be benchmarked against. 

In addition, there is the importance of emotional factors when 

assessing the quality of the service. Personal satisfaction, a feeling 

of trust, emotional reward, relaxed feelings, perceived value, and 

self-actualisation is just a few emotional considerations.

Customer pleasure is the response customers reflect as a result 

of a series of activities designed to enhance the level of customer 

satisfaction, which is the emotion experienced by the customer 

measured against a preconceived expectation. Its importance varies 

by industry and type of customer. However, defective or damaged 

merchandise can be exchanged; often only with a receipt and 

within a specified time frame, but poor service cannot be replaced. 

The internet offers a new challenge for customer service as it 

has to maintain the ‘bricks and mortar’ experience while making 

use of the efficiencies of online commerce. Online customers are 

in essence virtual customers, hence there is a risk of unfulfilling 

their emotional needs. This lack of visual and tactile presence 

makes it even more crucial to create a sense of personal, human-

to-human connection in the online domain. Many organisations 

have implemented listening posts and hardwired the voice of the 

customer to impact on the service culture4.

The adage, if you cannot measure it, you cannot improve it, 

certainly holds truth for service delivery operations. The task of 

service operations management is to ensure that attention is given 

to the correct functional service delivery areas, measured by the 

appropriate key performance indicator (KPI). The challenge is to 

identify sufficient KPIs that reflect the operation’s overall strategy.  

In addition to reflecting strategy, the KPI should also enable staff 

to limit their focus to the areas of importance. The focus must be 

on those KPIs that will deliver the most value to the overall service 

INPUTS TRANSFORM OUTPUTS

Figure 1: High-level conceptual model.
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objective, eg customer retention, service improvement etc. An 

important aspect of a customer service experience is what is often 

referred to as the ‘feels good factor’ or ‘wow! factor’. Basically, the 

goal is to not only to help the customer have a good experience, 

but to offer them an experience that exceeds their expectations. 

In an attempt to achieve this goal, several operational tactics are 

adopted:

All customer-facing staff should have in-depth understanding 

of the service provision. The customer should never be left with an 

unanswered question.

Much of the communication relayed to others is done through 

body language. If there is negative body language when interacting 

with others it can show lack of care and mistrust.

Anticipate customer’s needs, and thereby exceed their 

expectations.

Service Economy
The phrase service economy can refer to one or both of two 

modern economic developments5. One is the increased importance 

of the service sector in industrialised economies as services account 

for a higher percentage of GDP than compared with twenty years 

ago, say. The current stock exchange listings for ASX, FTSE and 

DOW, for example, contain more service companies and fewer 

manufacturers than in previous decades.

The term service economy is also used to refer to the relative 

importance of service in a product offering. The service economy 

in developing countries is mostly concentrated in financial services, 

health, and education. However, products today such as motor 

cars, white goods (FMCG) such as washing machines, fridges, 

etc, have a higher service component than in the past. In the 

service operations management literature this is referred to as 

the servitisation of products. Virtually every product today has a 

service component to it. The previous divide between product and 

service has been replaced by a service-product continuum. The 

separation and contrast between physical products and intangible 

services is becoming increasingly blurred. At the extreme ends of 

the continuum, eg teaching at one end and oil production at the 

other end, the distinction is clearer. However, most organisations 

fall between these two extremes. For example, a restaurant provides 

a physical product (the food), but also provides services in the form 

of ambience, the setting and clearing of the table, and so forth. 

Although some utilities actually deliver physical goods, for example 

gas utilities provide gas in containers, utilities – water, electricity, 

gas – are usually treated as services.

Table 1 shows a list of nominal gross domestic product (GDP) for 

2020 of leading countries and the corresponding composition by 

sector in terms of percentage and value in millions of US$. It can 

be seen that globally, services account for 63.4 percentage of GDP, 

which equates to a value of US$36,732,350 million. The UK has 75% 

of GDP generated by services. Also noticeable, is the concentration 

of manufacturing to just a few countries. Within globalisation theory 

this was not supposed to have happened. The notion of trade 

equilibrium is not being followed.

Developing Countries
Services accounts for over 50% of GDP in low-income countries; 

and as their economies continue to develop, the importance of 

services in the economy continues to grow. The service economy 

is also important to growth; for instance, it accounted for 47% of 

economic growth in sub-Saharan Africa over the period 2015-2020 

(industry contributed 37% and agriculture 16% in the same period). 

This indicates that recent economic growth in Africa relies as much 

Three criteria used to classify 
service systems are: the level 
of customer contact, capital 
intensity, and level of customer 
involvement. 
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on services as on natural resources, despite many of those countries 

benefiting from trade preferences in primary and secondary goods. 

As a result, employment is also adjusting to the changes and 

people are leaving the agricultural sector to find work in the service 

economy. This job creation is particularly useful, as often it provides 

employment for low skilled labour – particularly in the tourism and 

retail sectors – thus benefiting the poor in particular and results in 

an overall net increase in employment. 

Total Service Operations Management
Designing, achieving and preserving a service success is a 

harmonising act and, as there is no such thing as a single 

sustainable advantage, organisations must continually be learning 

and developing ways to maintain that balance. Three essential items 

are critical: the desires of the customers (and potential customers); 

the aspirations of service delivery staff; and the goals of the 

organisation. 

Total Service Management6 is a philosophy, delivering outcomes 

aimed at these three success criteria. The quality excellence 

literature of the ‘90s awakened organisations to the context of the 

market environment in which they exist. A business can no longer 

operate in isolation from its customers, competitors, shareholders 

local community, etc. Successful organisations must recognise the 

following:

• A focused business: Successful organisations realise that 

almost 80% of their sales are from 20% of their product lines 

– this follows the classic Pareto 80/20 rule. They also have a 

focused R&D effort and establish constant priorities.

• Adaptability and flexibility: Organisations need to be 

adaptable rather than having rigid organisation structures; they 

must be more flexible and agile in their business efforts.

• Organisational cohesion: They achieve co-operation among 

organisational units and integration of individual roles in the 

translation of new ideas into new services and processes. 

Communication must be good, with the flow of ideas – 

promoted by such practices as job enrichment.

• Supportive and innovative culture: Such things as small work 

divisions, a variety of funding channels, tolerance to failure 

and the opportunity to pursue speculative projects typify a 

progressive culture.

• Integrity: Shown by a clear set of ethical people-related 

and business values; and pursue them consistently. Such 

organisations know their strengths and weaknesses.

• ‘Hands-on’ senior management: Executives know the 

business and have excellent market intelligence gathering 

systems in place. They know what is going on.

• Service operations management: A philosophy that focuses 

on leadership, customer research, quality, benchmarking, 

performance measurement, staff development, systems, 

motivational rewards and team working. 

Total Service Operations Management is therefore the systematic 

development of marketplace priorities, people and systems 

so the whole organisation is working in synergy to deliver 

exceptional service to each customer. Each moment of contact 

with a customer (touch point) is treated as critical. Focusing on 

good service operations and treating customers well makes work 

more satisfying and develops team motivation through positive 

reinforcement. 

However, moving the organisation to adopt new principles 

and undertake change is a complex, medium- to long-term 

proposition. Not only do most change efforts fail, but even the 

Table 1: Nominal GDP sector composition shown in percentages and US$ millions.
(Source: International Monetary Fund (IMF), World Economic Outlook Database, April 2020)

GDP 
Rank

Service 
Rank 

(US$m)
Country GDP Composition in Percentages Composition US$ Millions

Agriculture Industry Services Agriculture Industry Services

-  - World 57 937460 6.0 30.6 63.4 3476248 177288.63 36 732 350

- - EU 16 447259 1.9 25.2 72.8 312498 4 144 709 11 973 605

1 1 USA 14 256275 1.2 21.9 76.9 171075 3 122 124 10 963 075

2 2 Japan 5 068059 1.6 21.9 76.5 81089 1 109905 3 877065

3 5 China 4 908982 10.6 46.8 42.6 520352 2297404 2 091226

4 3 Germany 3 352 742 0.9 26.8 72.3 30 175 898 535 2 424 032

5 4 France 2 675951 1.8 19.3 78.9 48 167 516459 2 111325

6 6 UK 2 183 607 1.2 23.8 75.0  26203 519 698 1 637 705

7 7 Italy 2 118264 1.8 25.0 73.1 38 129 529 566 1 548 451

8 8 Brazil 1 574 039 6.1 25.4 68.5 96016 3998.06 1 078 217

9 9 Spain 1 464 040 3.3 26.8 70.0  48313 392 363 1 024 828

10 10 Canada 1 336 427 2.3 26.4 71.3 30 738 352 817 952 872

11 13 India 1 235 975 17.0 28.2 54.9 210 116 348545 678 550

12 11 Russia 1 229 227 4.7 34.8 60.5 57774 427771 743 682

13 12 Australia 997 201 4.1 26.0 70.0 40885 2 592 72 698 041

14 14 Mexico 874 903 4.3 32.9 62.8 37621 2878.43 549 439

15 15 S. Korea 832 512 3.0 39.4 57.6 24 975 328010 479 527



26   Management Services Autumn 2022

most successful are expensive in terms of financial costs and human 

emotion. Experiential evidence from TQM suggests 75% to 90% of 

implementations fail to deliver on the prime objective.

Conclusions and Preparation for the New Frontier
It is axiomatic that excellent service operation management leads 

to better customer service; which leads to better revenues. It is a 

truism that improving customer service will improve the profitability 

of a company. It also goes without saying that higher levels of 

satisfaction from customers will lead to higher levels of market 

share and hence sustainability7.

If all this holds some truth, if it is all so obvious, if it really does 

go without saying, then why is it that so many companies have 

spent so much time and money trying to develop this competitive 

customer service and only ended up with dissatisfied employees 

selling services in which they have no interest, to dissatisfied 

customers who take the first opportunity to go to a competitor? 

This outpouring of unfelt emotion only leads to raised expectations 

within the customer which can be neither sustained nor delivered.

Most senior managers in the last couple of years have faced 

increasingly difficult decisions on positioning their company for 

the (post-COVID) future. This has taken many forms and for some 

it has meant that they are only too familiar with the euphemisms of 

downsizing, restructuring, outsourcing, streamlining, rationalising, 

business process re-engineering, and so forth. In meeting future 

needs, however, it has given organisations the opportunity to seek 

extensive improvements to their service operations.  In particular, 

there has been the adoption of lean service operation processes. Such 

systems feature ‘just-in-time’ service delivery, organisational agility 

to meet varying requirements of customer needs, and operational 

robustness, ie the capability to recover services quickly when a failure 

strikes. It seems commonsense to introduce operational practices 

that have at their core the underlying principles of:

• Elimination of poor-quality methods; and make more effective 

use of empowered employees

• Introduce systems and processes which support the workforce 

on core activities, withdrawing from those costly peripheral 

areas that contribute little to real revenue

• Gain greater understanding of those existing customers that 

make long-term economic sense to keep

• Question whether the organisation makes cost-effective 

decisions aimed at preserving and stimulating long-term loyalty

• Challenge if people who interface with existing customers 

leverage that opportunity to stimulate incremental profitable 

revenue as part of the loyalty-commitment process.

The net result of adopting these principles is that service delivery 

systems are lean, agile, responsive, and part of a collaborative 

network of suppliers and support services that are highly efficient 

in their use of resources whilst being cognisant of the role 

and importance of people, combined with the application of 

technology.

Intuitively, you would expect companies to want to address 

all customers’ needs and to accept all customers. Likewise, you 

may think it better to provide a large range of options from which 

customers might select their particular needs. However, such an 

expansive service offering, with its increase in complexity, can 

confuse the operating system, increase errors and escalates costs. 

With lean systems, the target market needs to be filtered and well 
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defined; and the range of options available also needs careful 

consideration. Undoubtedly, some customer demands can cause a 

dysfunctional effect on the system.

Thus, the overall priorities of lean organisations over traditional 

service firms are different. This perspective is reflected in the way 

lean service organisations’ design their service delivery strategy and 

service offering. Their mission in competing in the marketplace is 

different from that of the traditional service organisation; and this 

permeates through their operating system design.

In lean service operations, excess capacity is regarded as waste. 

In place of excess capacity, preference is given to tighter controls 

and simple monitoring techniques. A lean philosophy requires the 

organisation to view itself as part of an extended value chain. As 

a result, it needs to think strategically beyond its own corporate 

boundary; added-value values flow across departments and 

functions within an organisation, with clear identification of key 

value streams.

Drawing on our extensive experience of manufacturing 

operations, utilising manufacturing operations theories, and 

modifying production learning delivery models to train for service 

operation systems design and development is not acceptable. 

Our understanding of the needs of service delivery processes and, 

importantly, customers’ needs, demands extensive new learning 

models: Management Services’ New Frontier.
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Reviewing Business 
Excellence and 
Innovation Policies 
and Priorities

The quality of an offering and whether it is viewed 

as excellent can depend upon expectations and its 

purpose. Assessments may reflect processes, such 

as those for its production, delivery, support, maintenance 

and/or disposal, experience of use, resulting outcomes, or 

considerations such as reliability, relevance to requirements, 

sustainability and available alternatives. What is thought 

innovative and welcome at one moment and/or place may 

be viewed as dated and even unacceptable at a different time 

and location. The 31st World Congress on Leadership for 

Excellence and Innovation provided an opportunity to rethink 

the nature and role of excellence and innovation in today’s 

world1. 

Recognising Changing Perspectives and 
Priorities
Experienced management services professionals recognise 

that customers may hold differing views of what is excellent 

Professor Colin Coulson-Thomas.
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differentiation and more about our collective survival.

Covering the cost of doing something that is possible 

and affordable and creating a surplus, may no longer justify 

going ahead, if resources are limited and there are better 

uses for them, and/or disproportionate costs on others and 

the environment might well result. If negative externalities 

were taken into account, many current activities would no 

longer be sustainable, responsible or desirable. They may be 

destroying eco-systems, polluting the environment, reducing 

bio-diversity, contributing to global warming and using 

up resources required for climate change adaptation and 

mitigation2,3,4.

Embracing Sustainable Development Goals
Professionals should be aware of the pressures on boards. 

When making decisions, directors are now expected to take 

the interests of a wider range of stakeholders and social, 

environmental and other considerations into account, 

including those relating to the purpose, vision, goals, 

When making 
decisions, directors 
are now expected 
to take the interests 
of a wider range 
of stakeholders 
and social, 
environmental and 
other considerations 
into account.

and innovative, and employ varying criteria for deciding what 

represents quality, excellence and innovation. These may 

evolve over time if situations and circumstances change, 

as can factors influencing production, purchasing and 

consumption choices. Whether a Government or regulator 

might wish to influence such decisions or interfere with 

related activities and transactions, or a practitioner might 

advise or act could depend on the context and possible 

consequences, implications or opportunity costs.  .

Older practitioners might remember a time when the 

challenge was often to produce enough of an offering 

to meet demand at an affordable price and at a cost to a 

company that would generate enough cash to enable it to 

continue and grow. For many boards, providing strategic 

direction and running a business have become more 

complex in recent years, as further considerations such as 

environmental and other consequences, desirability, resource 

limitations, priorities and sustainability have increasingly to be 

addressed. Excellence and innovation may now be less about 
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objectives and priorities of a company. These should be 

periodically reviewed5. Some boards consult key stakeholders 

and/or seek advice on the best interests of those without 

a voice, such as future generations and the natural world. 

Guidance could be sought from UN Sustainable Development 

Goals when setting corporate objectives, and agreeing criteria 

and priorities for excellence and innovation6.

The strategic direction provided for excellence and 

innovation could be to support collective and sustainable 

responses to existential challenges facing mankind such 

as climate change adaptation and mitigation and further 

UN SDGs6,4. This might involve reducing or stopping some 

activities and the expansion and introduction of others. The 

latter might seem more positive than the former and attract 

the ‘brightest and best’. In comparison, the former may seem 

negative, time limited and a dead end rather than the future. 

Boards should ensure the reduction of harmful corporate 

activities and that negative externalities gets the priority 

they deserve. Innovation in repair and recovery and/or the 

disposal, handling and recycling of waste and the pursuit 

of circular economy opportunities may be more important 

than innovation which adds to the world’s growing rubbish 

burden7. Maximising future reuse potential, or increasing 

reprocessing operations, could be an innovation goal and a 

responsible arena in which to strive for excellence. 

Ensuring Ethical and Responsible Innovation
Something that is demanded and could be supplied, or an 

innovation that is suggested and seems achievable, should 

not necessarily be provided or pursued. For example, to do 

so might harm those concerned or the environment. What is 

sought could be legal. It may meet regulatory requirements. 

However, in the present context it might not be desirable, 

advisable or ethical. While some governments opt for 

realpolitik responses, stakeholders may pressure corporate 

boards to do what is morally right, whether in relation to 

climate change or to disassociate from a country that has 

violated the UN charter by invading a neighbour. 

Innovations often have long-term consequences. They 

can be critical for environmental sustainability and tackling 

climate change8. However, regulatory, legal and policy 

changes may occur infrequently and only after consultation. A 

current framework might not reflect contemporary concerns. 

Professional advice should reflect international events and 

market and operating environment developments. Directors 

should try to ensure that, regardless of legality, what a 

company done is ethical and responsible. They should form 

their own opinions and aim to do what is in the best long-term 

interests of stakeholders.   

Vested interests may favour continuing operations with 

negative externalities. They may propose changes to allow an 

activity with damaging consequences to avoid restrictions, or 

take advantage of a loophole, or be allowable. Governments 

might even incentivise activities that increase longer-term risk 

and/or environmental harm. They may put short-term national 

interests ahead of wider global concerns, especially when 

certain supporters benefit, while costs are borne by people 

in general. It may fall to directors and their advisors to act 

ethically. 

Revisiting Excellence and Innovation Values
The values and drivers of excellence and innovation may need 

revisiting. Past assumptions and considerations such as the 

degree of novelty, being first or whether a breakthrough is 

substantial and at the cutting edge, may be less important 

than practicality, scalability and resource requirements. 

Elaboration and greater complexity might need to give way to 

economy and simplicity in order to make fewer demands on 

energy and available resources. Flexibility, agility, resilience 

and mobility may become more important as requirements for 

climate change adaptation and mitigation mount and become 

priorities. 

Habits and practices may have to change. With people 

around the world in large numbers facing common problems 

and shared challenges, niche strategies to differentiate 

and earn more from discretionary offerings for premium 

customers may need to be replaced by initiatives concerned 

with more affordable ways helping larger numbers of people 

to access the basics of life and survive. Innovators may 

need to become more integrated into the communities and 

networks of which they are a part, and more emphasis put 

upon co-creation. 

Scientific, technical and process innovation may have to 

be complemented by economic and social innovation, and 

innovation in ways of thinking, working, doing business, 

inter-acting, learning and living. Innovation in ways of living 

is especially important. The current lifestyle aspirations 

of much of the planet’s population are incompatible with 

available natural capital and the survival of life-support 

eco-systems9. Less material and stressful ways of living and 

more sustainable, inclusive and sociable lifestyles in harmony 

with the natural world are urgently required. Remaining 

relevant will require continuing adaptation and interaction 

with changing aspirations, expectations and requirements as 

lifestyle evolve. 

Challenging Conventional Wisdom
Many directors and those who support them have spent much 

of their working lives striving to scale up operations and build 

a business. They may have been driven to do more and always 

looked for opportunities to expand and grow. Being quick to 

stimulate and respond to customer requirements in marginal 

areas for small improvements in the overall wellbeing of a few, 

may use up natural capital that will be required to safeguard 

the basic requirements of many more people in communities 

at risk. Growing awareness of the consequences of our 

lifestyles and business activities is causing more people to 

question conventional wisdom.

In the light of current environmental and societal 

challenges, directors and professionals should be prepared 

to question shared assumptions, critique common beliefs 

and challenge views that may be based upon prejudice or 

past experience rather than understanding and contemporary 

realities. Bringing fresh blood onto a board or supporting team 

that increases its diversity may open up new perspectives on 

excellence and relevance, on what is innovative and on what 

the priorities for innovation ought to be. 

Boards should be open to ideas, collaboration possibilities 
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and suggestions. They should encourage a CEO, executive 

team and professional advisers to be the same. Rather than 

pick particular ideas, they should allow more of them to 

run for longer to see if multiple viable possibilities might 

emerge that allow more bespoke, sensitive and inclusive 

responses. However, they should also ensure the protection 

of a company’s own intellectual property. Cooperating parties 

should respect and fairly reward each other’s contribution of 

know-how.

Enabling Transition, Transformation and 
Transfer
Transition and transformation like innovation involve 

change. Over time, early instinctive creativity and openness 

to possibilities may be blunted by education, socialisation 

and accumulating assumptions, beliefs, habits and routines. 

Learning about certain answers to questions and received 

wisdom can discourage consideration of other explanations. 

For convenience, people may stick with the familiar and what 

they know. For a jaded executive, exploration, discovery and 

novelty may smack of uncertainty, insecurity and hard work.   

Boards may need to encourage critical thinking and 

invite challenge. As well as supporting transition and/or 

transformation to more sustainable operations, a priority 

for many boards is the related transfer of resources and 

capabilities. This may involve reskilling and the repurposing of 

facilities and infrastructure. As unsustainable and damaging 

activities are run down and wound up, a rush to exit areas 

regarded as undesirable can depress asset values and 

amounts realised. Their irresponsible disposal may also be 

environmentally damaging.

Effective and timely responses to existential threats and 

coping with challenges such as climate change may be 

dependent upon access to capabilities that have hitherto 

been devoted to other purposes. Achieving a quicker and 

smoother transfer of resources from sunset sectors to 

sunrise activities could be a priority arena for innovation, like 

recycling, recovery and reuse. Responsible end of life disposal 

of assets no longer required and the recovery or repurposing 

of elements within them for use elsewhere represent areas 

of opportunity. More value might be realised by working with 

specialists in these areas.

Increasing Diversity for Excellence and 
Innovation
Innovation, new-thinking and re-purposing and re-invention 

are needed on multiple fronts. Where they are priorities, 

tolerance of greater variety and heterogeneity can be more 

important than following fashion, rules and standards. 

Organisations and professions should avoid a dull uniformity 

and unquestioning conformance to long-established practices 

and routines. People and teams could be encouraged to 

work and learn in ways that best enable them to harness their 

potential, contribute and add value. Diversity of approach, 

discipline, experience and perspective within workgroups can 

assist problem solving, encourage critical thinking and enable 

a wider range of options and possibilities to be explored. It 

can be conducive of creativity, innovation, enterprise and 

entrepreneurship. 
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Climate change adaptation and mitigation, and transition 

and transformation to more sustainable activities are 

urgently required. In many cases, there is insufficient time for 

incremental change to have an impact before it will be too late 

to prevent catastrophe. Our only hope is the radical and rapid 

change that innovation can bring about. It is vital that people 

are encouraged, inspired and motivated to question and 

challenge, and think creatively about alternative and better 

ways of coping with our shared existential challenges. They 

may need to be set free from the limitations and constraints 

of assumptions, expectations and beliefs that date from a 

previous era, and encouraged to discover, explore and pioneer.

Many boards may need to take a hard look at themselves 

and the lack of diversity in their own ranks as a result of the 

members of nomination committees favouring candidates like 

themselves who might be expected to ‘fit in’ rather than ‘rock 

the boat’. More of the same might result in stagnation and 

decline into irrelevance. Embracing the concerns of a wider 

range of stakeholders could require board memberships that 

have more empathy with their concerns, are more reflective 

of their diversity, and are better able to re-purpose and re-

invent and participate in the collective responses to shared 

challenges that are now required. 

Supporting Collective and Community 
Innovation
As global warming continues and extreme weather events 

increase, more practitioners may become involved in collective 

responses as opposed to giving advice as individuals. Certain 

locations may become uninhabitable at an affordable cost. 

Many coastal and other low lying areas, including some of the 

world’s greatest cities may cease to be viable. Communities and 

societies will face difficult choices. If order is to be maintained 

during migrations and transitions, the goals, objectives and 

priorities of different parties will need to be aligned. 

Hitherto, competition has often been a spur to innovation. 

Companies have sometimes competed to gain an edge and 

secure a greater market share of activities that are now viewed 

as having had harmful consequences. On occasion, the games 

played have been zero-sum. Today, the need for action is 

urgent. While many are still complacent and hoping for the 

Boards should ensure the reduction 
of harmful corporate activities and 
negative externalities get the priority 
they deserve. 
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best, and there may be limited windows of opportunity, there 

is an increasing requirement for positive-sum games. Individual 

company excellence and/or innovative initiatives may have to 

be complemented by community and/or societal activities if we 

are to collectively survive.

Collaborative innovative responses, at the level of a local 

community, city or wider society are now required, rather than 

isolated breakthroughs by individual enterprises that might 

not be widely adopted until it is too late to prevent a disaster. 

There will still be opportunities for creative and entrepreneurial 

individuals, teams and businesses to be rewarded and earn 

plaudits as innovators and as catalysts and enablers of 

innovation. However, collaboration may enable more rapid 

progress to be made in areas such as roll-out and quicker 

adoption at the latter stages of an innovation process. 

Giving Balanced Professional Advice
If our prospects are uncertain, transition and transformation 

journeys to more sustainable operations and lifestyles must be 

accelerated while they are still possible. We must act before 

tipping points are reached after which an existential challenge 

such as global warming becomes unstoppable. When the stakes 

are so high, it is especially important that the professional 

advice which boards and leaders receive is objective, balanced, 

dispassionate, focused, objective, realistic and responsible. 

Critical thinking is required. There are a variety of questions that 

management services practitioners should address1. 

Distractions such as disruptive and unnecessary applications 

of digital technology that run down reserves of scarce natural 

capital such as rare earths and are energy intensive should 

be avoided. Instead, applications and innovations that enable 

negative externalities to be reduced, resources to be used 

more effectively, responses speeded up and more inclusive and 

sustainable outcomes achieved should be encouraged. Purpose 

and priorities can determine whether or not what is advised or 

undertaken might prove helpful or harmful10,11. Open innovation 

that embraces external sources of knowledge and paths to 

market can address societal challenges and could be relevant 

to required collective responses to existential threats and social 

and environmental issues12.

Despite formidable challenges, there are multiple possibilities 

for truly sustainable communities, cities and wider society, 

and also less stressful and resource intensive ways of living 

and simpler, healthier and more fulfilling lifestyles. There are 

unprecedented opportunities for directors and those who 

advise them to initiate, collaborate and make a difference1. 

Whether or not an entity is excellent and/or innovative may 

be less important than whether a community or society is, 

and whether individually and collectively we have the will 

and drive to question, think and act in pursuit of responsible, 

inclusive and sustainable activities, lifestyles and outcomes for 

humankind and the natural world.

Further Information
The Theme Paper for the 31st World Congress on Leadership for 

Excellence and Innovation, poses a range of questions relating 

to excellence and innovation that practitioners might wish 

to consider. It and details of the event are available on: www.

iodglobal.com (https://newsite.iodglobal.com/front_assets/

images/events/cct-theme-paper-2022.pdf).
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The Paradoxical 
Theory of Change 
Dr Trevor Bentley.

Change is with us all the time; events that temporarily or 

permanently change the patterns of our lives, or small 

almost inconsequential changes that we might take in 

our stride. Some changes we choose, others we don’t. 

It is much easier to embrace the changes we choose, than 

those that we are expected or required to make. Coping with 

change is more difficult for some people than for others. I 

have worked with change at a personal and organisational 

level for most of my life, and yet in some ways I can be stuck 

in well-worn comfortable attitudes, behaviours and practices.

Change is about being different and doing things differently. 

I have mostly enjoyed change, and thrived on being different, 

sometimes to my cost. I have a questioning mind and have 

always been resistant to doing as I am told.

The paradoxical theory of change1 has helped me 

enormously at both the personal and organisational, or system 

level.

At the Personal Level
When we wish to develop and grow and to change how we 
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see the world and operate in it, it is natural to look beyond 

ourselves to learn from and to emulate others. This can 

create a dichotomy for the individual, as Beisser says – ‘He is 

constantly moving between what he thinks he “should be” and 

what he thinks he “is,” never fully identifying with either’. This 

is not about trying to be perfect, but more about embracing 

how and who we are.

From my own viewpoint when I was first introduced to the 

‘paradoxical theory of change’ it sounded interesting and I 

liked the message it gave out, that it was more effective to 

focus on being more of myself, rather than trying to change 

into someone I thought I should be. I didn’t understand the 

depth and complexity of what seemed to me to be quite a 

simple idea. I liked and embraced the idea that it was ‘good 

enough’ for me to be who and how I am.

But here is the primary question I have to be willing to 

explore – who am I?

The Self Revealed
Learning about oneself is a complex process that is mostly 

done through reflection and through contact with others. 

We are in essence a multiplicity of selves, being experienced 

differently by everyone we meet and have contact with. When 

these others respond to me I have the opportunity to see 

myself reflected in the mirror of their reactions.

As part of my training in Gestalt psychotherapy I was required 

to undergo regular therapy sessions. In the first instance I 

noticed my resistance to the therapy as both an idea and a 

practice. This was something we worked on until I began to 

experience the value of the work I was doing with my therapist.

He constantly fed back to me how he was experiencing me in 

our sessions, something that I found hard to hear. He explained 

that it wasn’t the truth, but it was his truth.

I began to see myself differently than I had previously, and 

discovered my compassion by learning that my vulnerability is 

a strength and not a weakness. 

During my Gestalt training I had to write a project each year 

that reflected my learning throughout that year. One year I 

decided that my project would be based on the characters of 

Wind In The Willows, written By Kenneth Grahame, and one of 

my favourite books.

I re-read the book and jotted notes about the personalities 

of each of the characters as I experienced them through 

Kenneth Grahame’s writing. I then wrote my project from the 

perspectives of each of the four main characters, Ratty, Mole, 

Toad and Badger. My aim was to describe myself through each 

of the characters, and how each of the character’s personalities 

was a reflection of some part of me.

This process helped me to see, what I had not previously 

realised, that I possessed a wide range of possibilities that gave 

me much more choice about how I could be in the world. 

These attributes were not new things I had learned, but already 

part of me, lying dormant waiting for me to wake up.

For reasons that were only slowly teased out in therapy, I had 

chosen to bury parts of myself and to operate in the world with 

a much reduced repertoire of possibilities.

The lists of ‘shoulds’ that have guided my behaviour so far, 

Applying the 
paradoxical theory 
of change in an 
organisational setting 
follows the same 
principles as we apply 
at the personal or 
individual level. 
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I have taken on board as my best way of dealing with life. 

Some of these have been programmed into me during early 

childhood, and others had been grafted on day by day as I 

survived. Here are a few that have been with me most of my 

life.

• I should respect my elders.

• I should not be a bully.

• I should be seen and not heard (rejected many years ago)

• I should defer to those in authority (rejected many years 

ago)

• I should be kind to those less fortunate than me.

The Self in the World
As each situation unfolds I try to respond as myself in the most 

honest way, but find it difficult to be fully who I am all the time. 

To do so is demanding and calls for levels of awareness that I 

cannot maintain twenty-four seven. There are moments when 

I choose to hold back from, or avoid contact not being in the 

mood, or not having the inclination and the energy to engage 

as fully as I might.

When people ask me how I am, do I really want to tell them, 

and more to the point do they really want to know? I have a 

choice to take a risk in this particular moment and share how I 

am really feeling, or to say fine and move on.

The paradoxical theory of change states that we change 

when we become what we are, not when we try to become 

what we are not. Having worked with many leaders who 

have struggled striving to be who they are not, and who find 

the idea that it is enough for them to be themselves, both 

appealing and a relief. 

But then of course the journey starts.

Coaching to Discover Who You Are
The session was the first of six I had contracted to work with 

this senior partner of a large consulting business. We sat 

quietly for a few moments, and she said, “so what happens 

next?”.

“What would you like to happen?” I asked her.

“Well, I would like to improve my relationship skills,” she 

said.

“OK,” I said. “Tell me how you are experiencing me right 

now”.

She looked a little surprised at this, but she continued.

“You are quiet and attentive, and you seem interested in 

me”.

“And how does that make you feel?” I asked.

“Calmer and less nervous than when I came in,” she said.

“And I notice that as you say that you seem to relax,”

“Yes, I do feel relaxed now,” she said.

The session continued in a similar vein and at the end she 

asked me if all our sessions would be like this one. “It’s 

unlikely,” I said and explained that we would both probably 

be in a different mood, with different things on our minds and 

different things we wanted to do. So we would just have to 

wait and see.

At our next session she was late and she rushed in and sat 

down.

“I’m sorry I’m late,” She said rather breathlessly.

I waited for a moment as she settled in her seat, and 

then I asked her what she wanted.

“I’d like to work on relationship building again,” she said.

“Good, but before we do that would you like to tell what 

made you late”. I asked.

“It was one of my clients, who just went on and on, and 

I thought I had left enough time between appointments 

to grab a snack and a coffee, but my meeting overran by 

twenty minutes,” she said rather breathlessly.

“Well would you like to grab yourself a coffee now”. I 

responded.

“No it’s OK I’ll be fine,” she said.

“So is this what you normally do?” I asked her.

“What do you mean?” she asked. 

“Well it seems to me that rather than interrupt your 

client you chose to be late, and now you have just 

turned down the chance to get a coffee. I see that as 

not attending to your own needs.” 

“I do that all the time,” she said softly and rather 

tearfully.

From that point on we worked on how she could start 

attending to her own needs and bringing herself and her needs 

more fully into her relationships. 

Meeting Myself
One aspect of meeting myself is that I might not like what I 

discover. 

When we wish to develop and grow and to 
change how we see the world and operate in it, 
it is natural to look beyond ourselves to learn 
from and to emulate others.
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My therapist asked me if I really liked myself. And after a 

moment’s thought I replied that on the whole I thought I did. 

He went on to ask me if there were aspects of myself that I 

disliked. I told him that I found this hard to answer and he 

suggested that I thought about what I really disliked about 

other people. This was much easier to answer.

“Well my first two things are arrogance and pomposity, 

closely followed by condescension and an expectation 

of deference,” I said.

“OK, well let’s start with these few dislikes,” he said 

smiling. “So what happens when you meet your own 

arrogance and pomposity?” he asked.

“I hate it, and I hate myself, I find it hard to believe that I 

can be like that,” I answered.

“But you realise that you can be both arrogant and 

pompous,” he said.

“Yes and I don’t like thinking about it”.

This was the first time I had realised that I could be like and 

could behave like the very people I purported to dislike. This 

was a real eye opener for me and not a pleasant realisation.

At a following session I suggested to my therapist that I 

would like to do some further work on this and to discover 

how I could change some of these unpleasant traits I had 

discovered.

The session started by my therapist reminding me of the 

paradoxical theory of change and saying that I needed to 

embrace more fully those aspects of myself that I disliked.

“But I don’t want to embrace them,” I said, “I want to 

get rid of them”.

“I want you to do an experiment, are you willing to have 

a go,” he said.

“OK,” I replied.

He placed another chair opposite me and he said, “I 

want you to imagine your arrogance and pomposity are 

sitting in this chair and I want you to tell them what you 

want them to do”.

I looked at the empty chair for a moment or two and 

then I said, “f**k off, I don’t want you and I don’t need 

you anymore”.

“OK, now change places and be your arrogance and 

pomposity speaking to Trevor,” he said.

I changed places and I sat for a moment before saying to the 

imaginary Trevor, ‘you’ll regret it if we go. We can be very 

useful especially when you find yourself in difficult situations’.

This two-way conversation continued for a few minutes 

until we reached a point where he suggested to me that I 

made an agreement with my arrogance and pomposity. I did 

this and I agreed that my arrogance and pomposity could stay 

around, but that I was in charge and they could only appear 

when I chose.

This two-chair dialogue with myself might seem strange, but 

surprisingly it is very effective and I have managed to keep my 

arrogance and pomposity more or less under control, though 

they do sometimes slip through the net. 

Learning about oneself is a 
complex process that is mostly 
done through reflection and 
through contact with others.
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Allowing Others to Meet Me
There is a term ‘appropriate self-disclosure’ used to describe 

moments when I might choose to allow others ‘in’ by sharing 

something of myself that I might not normally disclose, as I 

have just done above. This form of disclosure is thought to be 

appropriate in terms of how it serves to support the dialogue 

in that moment. 

The risk is that my sharing of something about myself 

may deflect the other from their current focus on their own 

experiences and move the dialogue away from them towards 

me. If I am at the time working as a therapist, a coach, or a 

facilitator this might not be helpful. However, the capacity to 

be willing to be open and unafraid to bring myself fully into 

the dialogue in which I am involved at the current moment 

can serve to heighten and deepen contact.

The Hidden Me
No matter how open and unafraid I become there are still 

parts of my experiences that remain hidden from me. Much 

of what is hidden is related to episodes in the past that I have 

found demeaning and humiliating and that have generated 

feelings of regret and shame. These are experiences I don’t 

want to revisit and do so only in situations where I feel well 

supported and understood.

I cannot change what has happened to me in my life 

and what I have learned. I can embrace my history and 

experiences as part of me, and acknowledge that they have 

played a vital role in forming the person I have become, and 

am becoming. I do however, have to be careful to respond in 

the moment and not on ‘auto pilot’ from the past.

The Paradoxical Theory of Change at the 
Systemic Level
Applying the paradoxical theory of change in an organisational 

setting follows the same principles as we apply at the personal 

or individual level. To state the basic principle in a slightly 

different form we can say that by focusing on what we are 

rather than trying to be what we are not change will evolve.

In an organisational context this means knowing what the 

organisation is, and how its people work and relate to each 

other before attempting to change. Whether this change is 

because someone thinks the organisation needs to change, or 

external pressures force a re-think of the way the organisation 

functions, it will impact on people.

Organisations are complex adaptive systems made up 

of many individuals interacting in myriad networks of 

relationships. These networks pulsate and vibrate with pent up 

energy focused on individual self-actualisation. The needs of 

individuals are paramount. This is important in understanding 

organisations because the needs of the organisation as a 

system only take precedence over individual needs when 

individuals feel that their needs are not threatened. Individuals 

in organisational networks fulfil their roles, follow procedures 

and rules and meet the needs of others in their networks for 

a variety of personal reasons. These reasons may include 

receiving a financial reward, helping others, getting a sense of 

belonging, feeling good about themselves, and so on.

It is not surprising that to gain a sense of the organisation’s 
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beating heart we have do so through the individuals at all 

levels who make up the organisation. To gain an understanding 

of what is going on, and more particularly ‘how things get 

done around here’, we have to do it through tapping into the 

knowledge, experience, opinions and feelings of the people. 

Individuals are the conduit through which we learn about the 

whole system.

When we think of organisations we tend to think of what we 

see of them, and how they impact us in our lives. Amazon is a 

website that we use, large warehouses full of conveyors and 

automated systems that pick our orders and despatch them 

to us. Take out the people that are Amazon and it collapses. It 

will have complex logistic systems linking its many suppliers 

into a digital network, so as its warehouses release goods 

for dispatch they are ordered from suppliers to replenish 

stocks, based on some algorithm. We may be amazed at the 

complexity of these systems and the speed at which they 

operate; and we need to remember that it is people who 

produce the algorithms and make all this work.

System Cultures
Because organisations are human adaptive systems they 

develop cultures. Cultures consist of values, beliefs and 

behaviours that influence the way that decisions are made and 

working practices develop. The longer organisations exist the 

more entrenched the culture becomes. Eventually the system, 

through its culture, has more influence on the people who 

inhabit it than these same people do on the system.

This process is almost identical to the process that each of 

us goes through in our personal development, as we develop 

our values, beliefs and ways of behaving.

When there is harmony between personal values and beliefs 

and ways of behaving, and the organisation’s values, beliefs 

and ways of behaving, then the culture can be said to support 

the achievement of the organisation’s purpose. When this 

harmony is lacking the culture starts to fragment and fracture

The organisation as an Amalgam of Open 
Systems
Human adaptive systems are open systems, which means 

that inputs in terms of human activity, thoughts, feelings and 

knowledge are variable and constantly changing. Similarly, 

outputs in terms of performance and deliverables are variable 

and constantly changing. This makes control of everything 

that is happening extremely difficult if not impossible.

It is even more unpredictable when we consider that there 

is not just one organisational system, but two. These are 

the formal system represented by the organisational chart 

showing reporting and authority connections, often referred 

to as the hierarchy; and the informal system represented 

by networks of human interactions that exist to serve the 

members of the network, including personal friendships, that 

ignore and criss-cross the formal system. 

When we add to this the separated systems that exist in 

large organisation such as regions, divisions and departments, 

we begin to see just how complex the whole organisational 

infrastructure can be.
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Adaptability and Responsiveness
The power of adaptive systems lies in their adaptability. 

Trying to control such systems reduces their adaptability and 

responsiveness.

Providing that systems at all levels, and formal and 

informal networks, know and understand their purpose, and 

are given responsibility and freedom to focus on and work to 

achieve their purpose, then they will function effectively.

Systems change as they need to in order to achieve their 

purpose. If their purpose changes then they will adapt and 

change to meet the new purpose.

Operating in this way is the essence of the paradoxical 

theory of systemic change. It is based on people throughout 

the organisation having a deep level of awareness of how 

what happens happens,  and who and how people interact to 

make what happens happen.

Deep Awareness
Just as a single human being, human adaptive systems 

have sensory capacity, feelings and emotions, thoughts, 

wonderings and opinions. The way to tap into this is by 

talking to the people who are the system.

I got a call from one of my previous clients. Robert had 

founded the business ten years  ago and I had helped him 

during the early days to establish an open and friendly 

culture. The business had grown rapidly from 20 people 

when I first worked with Robert to over 500. Robert was not 

happy with how the culture had developed, but he couldn’t 

put his finger on what the problem was, and he wanted me 

to have a look and see what I thought.

Working with the HR manager I organised ten groups of 

eight people representing all parts of the organisation. I 

worked with the directors as a separate group. I asked the 

HR manager to make sure that all the key influencers were 

included in the 80. 

I worked with each group and I asked them to create a 

story that described the organisation from its birth to the 

present, and then what they thought would happen next. It 

could be a fairy story, a sci-fi story, a drama, a thriller, or a 

horror story, it didn’t matter.

Here are a few of the themes – a runaway train with no 

driver – a hot air balloon lost in the clouds – the building of 

a huge mansion where people were wandering lost in the 

many rooms and corridors. None of them had any happy 

endings.

I presented Robert with a summary of these stories and the 

question, what do you want to do next?

The paradoxical theory of change encourages individuals 

and organisations to explore who and what they really are 

before rushing ahead with making changes. When ‘change’ 

becomes the focus they risk losing the very essence of who 

and what they are.
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EXIT

W
hat do you imagine is the impact of a layoff or 

redundancy on the people directly affected?

Perhaps you have firsthand experience or know 

people who were laid off? Then again, everybody’s situation is 

different, so while you may have quickly secured another job 

and put your separation payment in savings, others may have 

struggled with their perceived stigma of being laid off, may have 

found it challenging to find comparable employment, or even may 

still be unemployed and falling deeper in debt after a year. Without 

research data, most of us must rely on either our own experience 

or anecdotal data to fill in our imagination. 

Now imagine my surprise when I learned that layoffs harm most 

of the people required to endure them, negatively impacting their 

employment, career, health, relationships, and finances. This is 

the finding uncovered by a comprehensive 24-month research 

study that tracked the post-layoff experiences of a random sample 

of 2000 employees who were laid off in a typical major layoff by 

large US company. See the insert ‘Research Findings’.

The overwhelming devastation to these people is unspeakable, 

I think you will agree, which prompts me to ask, how can we as 

executives, managers, and professionals be okay with this? 

I can only speculate how you will respond, but my guess is 

No More Layoffs
Humaneering Technology Initiative research exposes 
the destructive impact of layoffs and inspires a major 
US employer to create a generative option for no-fault 
employee separations. By Dr James Pepitone.
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Research Findings
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The non-profit Humaneering Technology Initiative (HTI) develops 

organisation management technology for the common good. This 

development involves partnering with major corporations to apply 

science and research data to guide executives in their transition 

from Industrial Era to Knowledge Era management principles 

and methods to create a strategic and sustainable organisational 

competitive advantage. The relationship routinely leads to research 

initiatives and field experiments to improve people-dependent 

operations, resolve people-related challenges, and innovate 

superior people-management methods. 

This research partner is a very large and sophisticated company 

that prides itself on innovation leadership throughout its operations. 

The purpose of this research into the impact on employees of being 

laid off was to develop a factual understanding because relevant 

secondary research data could not be found. 

Because the company was already in the process of major 

top-to-bottom and across-the-board layoffs to adapt to declining 

economic and market opportunity, it was possible to construct 

a ‘natural experiment’ by longitudinally tracking and in-effect 

‘observing’ any impact attributable to the layoff experience. You 

might think of this as a remote approach to ethnography, enabling 

deep insight into participant experience without a physical or 

otherwise intrusive influence.

This research approach is superior to laboratory or survey 

research for understanding such a complex human experience 

because of the accuracy, comprehensiveness, and richness of the 

data collected. Furthermore, a relatively large sample size of 2,000 

participants was specified to enhance the inclusion and precision of 

the findings.

The multi-stage sampling procedure included:

1. Systematic random sampling (contacted every nth person from 

HR’s layoff roster)

2. Convenience sampling (explained research and asked for 

volunteers)

3. Quota sampling (selected enough participants to reach the 

sample quota)

4. Over recruiting (selected more than enough participants to 

assure that after dropouts the study secured layoff histories for 

2000 employees)

Participant experiences and impressions were captured for 24 

months at the end of months 1, 2, 3, 6, 9, 12, 18, and 24, or until 

the participant was re-employed at a level reasonably equivalent 

to their prior job at the company (ie, case closed). Redundant 

collection methods were available to the participants, including 

online, email, and paper questionnaire submission, and any 

failure to submit responses in a timely fashion led to friendly 

contact by email, telephone, or letter to prompt submission. 

A break in communications with the research partner resulted 

in the research findings not being analysed immediately following 

data collection. Once the data became of interest, several teams of 

analysts coded and compiled the massive amount of data generated 

by the research, much of it in the form of online and paper 

questionnaires with verbatim responses, but also including letters 

received from family members, transcribed participant calls, copies 

of official records submitted, and much more. 

Essentially, the study followed 2,000 individuals through 

their individual experiences of the layoff, with emphasis on 

understanding the impact on their employment, career, finances, 

family, and health. A very high level of the findings is summarised in 

the bar chart below. The research partner with whom the study was 

conducted and who owns the data has generously agreed to share 

this glimpse at the results in hopes that it will serve as a warning to 

other executives to reconsider the use of layoffs. 

Overall, the research reflects an unfolding progression of 

mostly negative effects, beginning with unemployment (or 

underemployment) that drives financial problems and career 

derailment, and in time negatively impacts family and social 

relationships and personal health. The suffering is great, if not 

unspeakable. More than 50% of the participants suffered life-

altering hardship.

The stacked (or cumulative, progressive) bar chart below 

summarises the impact of the layoff on participants for each life 

domain (eg, employment, career) into four levels of impact, from 

positive to negative:

• Productive Impact – Wellbeing improved, including a better 

job or career, higher wage or desired benefits, easier commute, 

family friendly routine, and situation that’s better for their 

health

• No Material Impact – Wellbeing essentially unchanged, 

including various off-setting minor gains and losses

• Substantial Harmful Impact – Wellbeing deteriorated 

materially, including lengthy or intermittent unemployment 

or underemployment, derailed career intention, financial 

hardship, family disruption, and related health issues requiring 

treatment

• Severe Harmful Impact – Wellbeing threatened, including 

extreme underemployment or persistent unemployment 

after 24 months, required public financial assistance, personal 

bankruptcy, family breakup, homelessness, and death due to 

related illness or suicide* 

* Regarding the worst possible outcome, secondary contacts confirmed 
the deaths of 13 or 0.65% of the participating employees due to causes 
reasonably attributed to their layoff experience. 
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that you . . .we. . . that none of us had any idea of the financial 

hardship and personal harm caused... because, apparently, nobody 

investigated to find out what happens to layoff victims, so we . . . 

so anyone who has a hand in layoffs could factor this impact into 

their decision-making. 

As frequently as layoffs are initiated today, it seems we may have 

it in our minds that layoffs are little more than asking people to 

simply start a new job? It’s obvious now that such perceptions are 

fantasy. These research findings suggest that ‘kicked to the curb’ 

would be a more accurate description.

Now What?
The executives and professionals I’ve talked with after seeing the 

findings of this research suggest that layoffs have become so 

commonplace in the tech industry that many executives across 

all industries just assume them to be ‘best practice” to relieve 

over-staffing as well as to respond to a long list of management 

challenges, ranging from underperforming initiatives to reducing 

costs simply to preserve profits to match Wall Street guidance. In 

other words, little if any thought is being given to the actual harm 

layoff decisions inflict on employees.

In response, the non-profit Humaneering Technology Initiative is 

working quickly with our corporate research partners to develop a 

better alternative to layoffs, and already have underway three field 

tests of a promising approach. It’s an ‘offboarding’ programme that 

achieves management’s objective for a large-scale separation of 

employees out of their company and into the ex-employee’s next 

career move. And by design, it accomplishes this in a respectful 

and generative way with minimal hardship to the employee, and at 

the same or a lower financial cost to the company

This article shares with you the design and results thus far 

achieved with this alternative in the hope that this obvious success 

will inspire you and others to just say ‘No’ to layoffs, and instead to 

create a similar alternative for your organisation. 

Before we get to that, let’s briefly review how we got to the 

place where layoffs are virtually best practice. 

How Did We Get Here?
The term ‘layoff’ appears to have originated in the late 1800s to 

describe the periods in-between work for people who belonged 

to a guild, union, or skilled trade and were called upon from time 

to time to do work for a local employer for as long a time as was 

needed. 

In 1921 the Bureau of Business Research at Harvard in its book, 

Labor Terminology, defined ‘layoff’ as ‘temporary cessation of 

employment due ordinarily to lack of orders for the product; 

a layoff does not constitute permanent discharge.’ Much has 

changed since then.

By the 1960s, ‘layoff’ was being used, somewhat euphemistically, 

to describe the fate of workers whose jobs were eliminated as part 

of large-scale organisation restructurings. Today, ‘layoff’ seems to 

refer to just about any employee firing without cause.

During the 1980s the management practice of ‘downsizing’ 

came into prominence. Downsizing was defined then by 

one scholar as ‘a set of activities, undertaken on the part of 

management of an organisation and designed to improve 

organisational efficiency, productivity, and/or competitiveness.’ 

Another scholar defined it as simply ‘the planned eliminations of 

positions or jobs.’ 

The 1990s, fuelled by new technology, globalisation and the 

financialisation of business, became known as the ‘downsizing 

decade’ as new business models and organisation designs 

emerged into prominence, displacing both white-collar managers 

and staff, and blue-collar factory workers. 

At some point the term ‘layoff’ started being substituted for 

redundancy and downsizing, perhaps as a euphemism, and as a 

result lost its inference to a temporary change. Today, terms like 

downsizings, layoffs, redundancies, rightsizings, restructurings, 

and a dozen other terms all mean the large-scale elimination of 

jobs and mass firing of employees without cause.

A review of the business press and academic literature produces 

a long list of reasons why today’s executives initiate organisation 

layoffs by whatever term they choose:

• Eliminating M&A-created redundancies

• Level-setting organisation after hyper-scaling

• Slowing cash burn to preserve investment funding

• Adjusting to poor market conditions

• Recovering from failed initiatives

• Adapting to underperforming operations

• Compensating for undisciplined hiring

• Mass-terminating lower performers

• Reducing wage costs to achieve profit guidance

In addition, these same sources document how at least half of all 

layoffs fail to achieve their strategic or financial objectives. While 

stock markets in the past rewarded layoff announcements with a 

spike in the company’s share price, such announcements are more 

recently interpreted as a harbinger of coming market and financial 

problems and just as often lead to share price declines.

Academic and consulting research explains in great detail how 

layoffs are costly to companies. Severance costs are often larger 

than wage savings, capable employees and their tacit knowledge 

are lost, operational and customer service disruptions are created, 

and the commitment, engagement, and productivity of surviving 

employees declines even further.

Responsible Restructuring
In the mid-1990s, the scholar, Wayne F Cascio, conducted a 

comprehensive examination of the experiences of companies 

utilising employment downsizing and he developed a publication 

entitled Guide for Responsible Restructuring for the US 

Department of Labor. This guide was subsequently enhanced into 

a journal article, ‘Strategies for Responsible Restructuring’(2002), 

and a book, Responsible Restructuring: Creative and Profitable 

Alternative to Layoffs (2005) that still today provide best practice 

guidance to executives planning to downsize their organisation. 

Cascio’s ‘Responsible Restructuring’ guidance to executives can 

be summarised in 10 suggestions that executives often get wrong 

(Cascio 2002).

1. Be clear about long- and short-term goals so as to uncover 

customer expectations that may be threatened

2. Use downsizing as a last resort, after considering alternatives 

such as early retirement, temporary freezing or reducing 

wages, asking employees to take paid vacations, and so on

3. Using selective downsizing based on performance and 
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replaceability rather than last-in-first-out or specific levels

4. First change the way work is done to improve performance 

and productivity

5. Involve workers in the restructuring process to benefit from 

their flexibility and perspective, gain their support for tough 

decisions, and maintain commitment and engagement

6. Communicate openly and honestly to neutralise rumours and 

generate trust

7. Treat departing employees with dignity and respect and 

provide them the assistance they need to prosper in the 

coming months as they search for their next career move

8. Manage the survivors effectively and don’t underestimate 

the emotional damage that survivors suffer by watching their 

colleagues lose their jobs due to no fault of their own

9. Consider the consequences of restructuring on customers, 

suppliers, and the local community

10. Evaluate the results and learn from mistakes so the company 

is not doomed to repeat the same mistakes over and over 

again

 

Still largely missing from the literature is a comprehensive 

assessment of the impact of layoffs on the affected employees. 

In place of this let’s examine the research conducted for an HTI 

research partner, a major global company based in the US, referred 

to in the introduction of this article.

Research Findings
Almost a year ago I was contacted on behalf of an executive for 

one of our research partner companies asking about research 

conducted by HTI years prior into the experience of employees 

participating in a large-scale, top-to-bottom, and across-

the-board layoff by the company. He was planning for a new 

layoff, and an HR staff member who supported the prior research 

asked what the company had learned that might be useful. No one 

else seemed to remember the research or its conclusions. 

I was not involved in this research when it was conducted, but 

after some digging, I discovered that a massive longitudinal study 

of layoff participants was conducted yet never presented because 

the person who requested the research was also laid off before the 

study was completed. Repeated attempts to report the data were 

turned down by the executives in charge, so the research was 

never analysed. 

A random sample of more than 2000 employees who agreed 

to participate was selected (ie every nth employee) from a group 

many times larger. Confidentiality (vs anonymity) was strictly 

enforced in the handling of questionnaires to encourage candour 

and yield the most in-depth understanding possible, while at the 

same time protecting participant privacy. Participant experiences 

and impressions were captured at numerous intervals over 24 

months (eg month 1, 2, 3, 6, 9, 12, 18, and 24) or until the person 

was re-employed at a reasonably equivalent level to their prior job 

at the company.

I explained the situation and offered to complete a quick 

analysis of the data and pull together a presentation (ie a formal 

report would take too long). He agreed and added that he also 

wanted our recommendations, based on the research data, for a 

layoff in the final planning stage. 

During the next week we utilised several teams of analysts 

to code and compile the massive amount of data generated 

Little if any thought 
is being given to the 
actual harm layoff 
decisions inflict on 
employees.
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by the research, much of it in the form of questionnaires with 

verbatim responses, call transcriptions, letters, and documents. 

Essentially, the study followed 2000 individuals through their 

individual experience of the layoff, including the impact on their 

employment, career, finances, family, and health. 

A very high level of the findings is summarised in ‘Research 

Findings’ (page 41). The Research Partner with whom the study 

was conducted and who owns the data has generously agreed 

to share this glimpse at the results in hopes that it will serve as a 

warning to other executives to reconsider the use of layoffs. 

Innovative Alternative to Layoffs
Understandably shaken by the surprising research findings, our 

recommendation for the upcoming layoff paralleled Cascio’s 

carefully considered guidance and, for any unavoidable separation 

of employees without cause, proposed development of an 

alternative approach to layoffs that was more in line with the 

company’s frequently expressed respect and appreciation for its 

employees.

Financially, we were instructed to spend what was necessary 

to design and implement the alternative approach we developed. 

Our primary goal was to first create an alternative to layoffs that 

worked. We could focus on efficiencies later. 

We hurriedly set out to design a ‘career refresh and job 

transition’ programme that could be offered as a more 

constructive alternative to the company’s typical generous layoff 

terms. The hope was that we could create an experience that 

would avoid the financial hardship and psychological harm being 

caused by today’s approach to layoffs. Furthermore, we hoped 

to create such a great experience that it unfolded more like an 

opportunity than the normal slap in the face. To us this meant 

an engaging programme filled with high-impact activities that 

resulted in quickly getting participants into new jobs they assessed 

as equal or better to the job they lost. 

We made ‘career advancement’ (ie, ‘what career move is best 

for you’) the overarching theme and ‘professional response-ability’ 

(ie, ‘how can you best capitalise on this situation as an opportunity 

for you’) the underlying methodology for this separation support. 

While such thinking might seem delusional to anyone who had 

to navigate a layoff on their own, our intention was to provide 

enough high-quality support to transform the layoff from a 

negative into a positive situation.

The programme was designed to run for six months, yet our 

intention was to place everyone within three months into a 

job they were eager to have. This would not only assure the 

EXIT

None of us had any idea of the 
financial hardship and personal 
harm caused to layoff victims. 

effective re-employment of everyone who wanted the company’s 

help, but also cut the cost of the entire layoff by 10 to 30% (eg 

reducing severance wages, operational disruption, and survivor 

disengagement). In addition, most of the affected people would 

be more likely to feel good about the company, and the employee 

value proposition and employment brand would be improved.

Management explained the new option, called the Separation 

Advantage Programme, as a ‘supported offboarding’ alternative to 

the company’s typical layoff terms. Separating employees could 

opt to transfer to a temporary role in which they would continue 

receiving their routine compensation and benefits (expensed as a 

special charge as is the case for layoff separation payments), yet 

their new work would be finding their next job. As it was explained, 

the goal was to make this much more than just an internal 

approach to outplacement services, and the employees could 

expect the full support of the company to help them not only find 

another job, but to transform their necessary separation into an 

opportunity to advance their career. 

Seventy-three per cent (73%) chose the alternative programme, 

and word has it that some who took the typical terms would now, 

if again given the opportunity, select the alternative programme 

based primarily on what they were hearing from their associates 

who chose it. 

Programme Design
Participants are auto enrolled into a prototype website that will 

be their ‘home base’ throughout the programme. There they 

find a schedule of ‘highly-recommended’ processes filled with 

purposeful activities that have been designed ultimately to help 

them find the best new job that’s possible. As part of the respect 

shown to participants, the purpose of every activity is explained, 

more often with science-based reasoning.

The period between Week 1 and Week 4 – rather than rushing 

participants into resume updating and scrambling to apply for 

posted job openings – is focused on refreshing the participant in 

key capacities through a combination of online classes (and in-

person where reasonable) and self-guided activities:

• Physical and mental wellbeing, including rest and exercise, 

self-assessment of their work life, mentally processing their 

job loss, and taking responsibility for their situation and future.

• Knowledge of the economy and job market, including 

macroeconomics, business news, technology developments, 

employment trends, and new job roles being created.

• Business acumen and performance capabilities, including 
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refresher classes on market strategy, business operations, how 

knowledge workers create economic value, communication 

skills and more.

• Career interests and next job target, including a retrospective 

on their education and employment experience, 

consideration of their strengths and value proposition (ie 

what business problem can they solve), job observations, and 

review of 21st century career fields, job families, and typical 

current job openings.

• Job search preparation, including an update of their resume 

and LinkedIn profile, developing their 100-day plan for their 

yet unknown new job, and practice interview roleplays. 

Among the research-based insights we utilised to make subtle 

design decisions, one was to create activity variations based on 

Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI) temperaments (ie NT, NF, 

SJ, SP), giving participants a more personalised approach rather 

than the more typical ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach to employee 

programme design. We utilised this thinking to design several 

elements of the programme, and already the feedback from 

participants is that they appreciate this level of personalisation. 

Participants did not need to complete the MBTI to access this 

feature. Four alternatives were offered to everyone, requiring the 

participant to simply review what was available and choose the 

alternative means that seemed most likely satisfying and effective 

for them. 

Another insight involved explaining to people that they were, 

in part, to blame for being laid off. Conventional wisdom errors 

in suggesting that it is better to tell people it was not their fault, 

ie there was nothing they could have done differently to avoid 

this outcome). However, deeper research demonstrates that 

the ‘blameless’ approach leads to feelings of irresponsibility, 

victimhood, and resentment, whereas having the participants 

recognise their responsibility for their situation (eg other 

employees created greater economic value, they may have taken 

a job that was not a good-enough match with their capabilities) 

instils accountability, inspires commitment and direction to 

improve, and generates appreciation for the career-development 

support they are receiving.

Week 1 began immediately upon participants choosing the 

Separation Support Programme. The first week was designated as 

a time for participants to personally ‘recharge’, as it is now called. 

They were encouraged to use the week to catch-up on sleep 

and exercise, focus on their health and their family’s wellbeing, 

take a week-long break from social media, read about what’s 

ahead in the programme, and pull together their employment and 

career related information in preparation for the ‘discovery and 

development’ activities planned for Weeks 2 and 3. 

Another goal for this week is for participants to consider what 

has just happened (ie employment termination) and whatever can 

be learned from it. Several activities and resources are provided 

to assist individuals with thinking through the experience and 

capturing their thoughts, both to off-load them from a busy mind, 

and to preserve them for subsequent consideration. Coaching 

and counselling support is immediately available 24/7 by phone or 

online to all participants.

One resource that proved to be especially popular was a simply 

produced 11-minute talking-head video to explain and outline the 

Separation Advantage Programme for the benefit of participants 
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and especially their family and friends, who then reinforce 

participant confidence in the programme. The goal for this video 

was to silence the many questions that caring family and friends 

would naturally have so they weren’t peppering the participants 

for answers. In addition, it tries to defuse today’s distrust of 

companies, potential memes and conspiracy theories, and other 

potential programme derailers. As an afterthought, the video was 

shared among the surviving colleagues of employees laid-off, and 

it seems to have helped maintain morale and productivity in the 

face of what is typically a demoralising event. 

Week 2 and Week 3 offer participants a wealth of helpful 

knowledge and insight, both about themselves and about finding a 

job that is an especially good match for them (ie capabilities, work 

challenges, ideal work environment, temperament, etc). While 

there are many activities to choose from and too many to do them 

all, some activities are required for participants to remain in good 

standing within the programme (ie landing a job that’s a great fit 

requires close collaboration and cooperation). Required activities 

not only help the participant to remain disciplined in their work 

throughout the programme, they update the programme staff 

who monitor the participant’s wellbeing.

Also, during Week 1 through to Week 3 a new job placement 

function created with HR launched the part-time training of an 

external team of placement contractors, including many of the 

company’s external recruiters who accepted the company’s 

offer of training and attractive compensation to now provide job 

placement services. Each placement specialist was assigned to one 

of three levels of employee based on wage level, and allotted a 

number of participants. These contractors were paid (a) a retainer 

according to the number of individuals they were helping and (b) 

then rewarded with a bonus for the speed of their placements.

Although the placement specialists did not meet their clients 

before Week 4, HR provided them with background employment 

information to help them develop a first-draft placement plan for 

each client. In Week 4, the placement specialists met their clients 

(online) and gained access to updated job-interest information.

Substantial research and discussion were involved in conceiving 

this approach and I do not suggest this is the one right way to 

provide an alternative to layoffs. For example, consideration was 

given to simply utilising traditional ‘outplacement’ services yet 

rejected as too costly and too transactional (ie, focus on getting a 

similar job) to create the desired generative impact for separating 

employees. Furthermore, two distinctly different ‘layoff alternative’ 

approaches are now being field tested with other HTI corporate 

research partners.

One is developing a new function within HR as a permanent 

way to provide employment-ending support to help employees 

transition out of the organisation, so as to increase their 

willingness to return should employee shortages make this helpful. 

The other has contracted for a custom service to be provided 

by an established company in the employment industry who 

quickly recognised the alternative to layoffs as a strategic  growth 

opportunity. 

Week 4 introduced the formal pairing of participants with one 

of the company’s job placement specialists. Both structured 

and freeform zoom conversations enabled each pairing to 

establish an initial target role and other particulars. In addition, 

based on the prior employment information on participants 

provided by HR, the placement specialists had already lined up 
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some preliminary opportunities they could discuss either as real 

possibilities or as ‘straw man’ job opportunities. 

Week 5 began a hectic pace of real interviews and additional 

skill-building practice interviews for all programme participants. 

‘Everyone interviews in week 5’ was the mantra adopted by the 

placement specialists to accelerate their work for every participant, 

regardless of wage level. Over 10% of the participants accepted job 

offers during this week, which is a testament to the creative high-

impact work of the placement specialists, plus evidence of the 

engaged response of participants to this alternative programme.

What’s Possible?
Altogether, the alternative programme took on 962 placement 

clients (ie 73% of those laid-off). When Week 8 ended, so two 

months into the programme, 587 participants (or 61%) had 

accepted a job offer and many were already at work in their new 

jobs. Furthermore, the placement specialists project that more 

than 90% of their clients will be placed by the end of Week 12, and 

the balance will be placed by Week 16. 

This result may cause you an ‘Aha’ moment as it did everyone 

working on the Separation Advantage Programme and the 

executives backing the initiative. How is it that these people are 

successfully finding new jobs whereas most layoff victims struggle 

to even get a reply from their applications? 

The insight is to recognise the added power of having an 

existing employer present a candidate to fill an opening at another 

company. Not only are the candidates presenting themselves as 

though their current job is getting a new job, but they are also not 

struggling individually to find their way in a chaotic employment 

marketplace, the employing company has much more confidence 

and trust in how the candidate presents themselves, and the 

employment goal and opportunities identified are assured to be 

a good fit for the individual. It is no wonder that participants are 

rating the programme at 4.7 stars. 

For executives, it is also good news to realise that this alternative 

approach to layoffs actually costs less. Total costs are now 

projected to end up at 85-90% of just the out-of-pocket costs of 

the typical layoff. This savings primarily stems from the speed of 

the job placements, which precludes the need to prepay wages 

beyond the employment date. Once the productivity and other 

cost are considered, the savings over layoffs is much greater. 

What is most important about this demonstration is that we are 

learning that it is reasonably possible to downsize an organisation 

without causing inhumane hardship and personal harm to prior 

employees. Now, I ask you, what are we going to do about it?

The Humaneering 
Technology Initiative 
(HTI) is a non-profit 
effort to first, develop 
a unified applied 
science for the human 
side of business, 
second, develop 
principles and methods 
to help knowledge 
workers maximise 
their socioeconomic 
value creation, and 
third, develop methods 
and technology 
for optimal design 
and management 
of human work in 
the 21st century. 
Altogether, we believe 
these developments 
will create a more 
prosperous world 
for all stakeholders 
and the common 
good. https://
humaneeringtech.com
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