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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 
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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.

Institute of Management Services
Lichfield Business Village, 
Staffordshire University Centre, 
Friary Way, 
Lichfield WS13 6QG

Telephone: +44 (0)1543 308605 
Email: admin@ims-productivity.com
IMS website: www.ims-productivity.com

Notice to Advertisers
It is a condition of acceptance of advertisement orders that the publisher, 
the Institute of Management Services, does not guarantee the insertion of a 
particular advertisement on a specified date, or at all, although every effort 
will be made to meet the wishes of advertisers; further the company does 
not accept liability for any loss or damage caused by any error or inaccuracy 
in the printing or non-appearance of any advertisement, or if we decide 
to edit or delete any objectionable wording, or reject any advertisement. 

Although every advertisement is carefully checked, occasionally mistakes 
do occur. We therefore ask advertisers to assist us by checking their 
advertisements carefully and advise us by the deadline given should an error 
occur. We regret that we cannot accept responsibility for more than one 
incorrect insertion and that no republication or discount will be granted in 
the case of typographical or minor changes that do not affect the value of the 
advertisement.

Winter 2022 Volume 66 No 4

ISSN 0 307 6768

Management Services
Lichfield Business Village, 
Staffordshire University Centre, 
Friary Way, Lichfield WS13 6QG

Editorial 
Mel Armstrong 
T: +44 (0) 7738 303402
E: imsjournal011@gmail.com

Editorial deadline for the Spring 2023 issue: 3 February 
Publication date: 10 March

Advertising 
Telephone: +44 (0) 7738 303402
Email: imsjournal011@gmail.com

Media Committee
David Blanchflower, Mel Armstrong

Editor 
Mel Armstrong

Designer 
Doug MacKay 
dmackaydesign.co.uk

Published by 
The Institute of Management Services

Members’ Access to Institute Website
Members can obtain website access information by emailing 
admin@ims-productivity.com

Printed by 
Bishops Printers

© Copyright The Institute of Management Services 2022
Unless otherwise indicated, views expressed are those of the 
editorial staff, contributors and correspondents. They are not 
necessarily the views of the Institute of Management Services, 
its officers, or Council of Management. The publication of an 
advertisement or editorial does not imply that a product or 
service is recommended or endorsed by the Institute. Material 
may only be reproduced in any form by prior arrangement and 
with due acknowledgement to Management Services.



Management Services Winter 2022 3 

12 32

14 42

Pursuit of Excellence in Service Quality 37 
In part I of this series, Drs David Parker, George  
Downie and Sunia Vosikata ask if excellent service is solely 
measured by ‘fit for purpose’

How to Improve Knowledge Work 42 
Productivity  
Today’s executives are often working with an outdated 
organisation design playbook, says Dr James Pepitone

Cover Story
Create an inspiring vision and imagine a 
future that is different from the present 
one. Such a future paints a picture of how 
we would like things to be and provides a 
focus for decision-making and investment 
that can help achieve that ultimate  
organisational goal. Read more from  
Dr Trevor Bentley on page 21.

In this issue of 
Management  
Services…

Chairman’s Column 4

Institute News 5

AGM 2022: President’s Update 6

Book Reviews  8

Productivity News 9

Let’s Get Practical 12 
Scott-Grant continues its Let’s Get Practical series with  
advice on calculating staffing performance –  
with amazing results

A Safe Space 14 
Coach Salma Shah discusses the best ways to create 
psychological safety for all staff in turbulent times

A Time for Action? 17 
Are further strikes in today’s environment becoming  
more inevitable? Asks Dr David Floyd

How to Banish Toxicity and Promote  26 
Psychological Health in the Workplace 
How to deal with a toxicity culture. Philip Atkinson

Critical Thinking for Responsible   32 
Leadership 
If societal transformation is to be achieved,  
fundamentals will have to be reviewed and reset,  
says Professor Colin Coulson-Thomas



4   Management Services Winter 2022

In my previous Chairman’s column my theme was 

‘instability, uncertainty and turmoil’. It stemmed from the 

difficulties caused by the Russian/Ukrainian conflict and 

the challenges being experienced by governments throughout 

the world in dealing with the consequences. Higher costs of 

basic commodities such as fuel and grain have led to double 

digit inflation and, in the UK, the government has announced 

that there will be tough times ahead and difficult decisions to 

be made. This has led me to today’s theme which is ‘when the 

going gets tough the tough get going’ and, in such tough times, 

productivity is key. 

History shows us that whether these tough times are due to 

military conflict or economic recession, the need to improve 

productivity becomes paramount. Indeed, it is no coincidence 

that the forerunner to the IMS, the Institute of Estimators, 

Planning and Time Study Engineers, which was formed in 1941 

during the Second World War, was set up to do exactly that. The 

need to utilise resources better and get more from less, was vital 

to war effort. 

So in these tough economic times productivity has once 

again become the ‘buzz word’, particularly amongst politicians. 

Whilst this is encouraging, I find it disappointing that the 

subject is spoken about in fairly abstract terms. Various statistics 

on GDP and other productivity measures are bandied about 

by government ministers with, it seems, little or no real 

understanding of the fundamentals. 

In my view, understanding these fundamentals is critical and 

I make no apologies once again, for quoting the late Sir John 

Harvey-Jones, one of the UK’s most successful businessmen and 

TV’s original ‘Trouble-Shooter’. Sir John said, “I know from my 

own training in work study that there is no question it gives the 

finest introduction to business life one could possibly have, and 

the habits and the way you look at things never leave you. It does 

instil in one all the things that make for a successful manager. 

If we could wave a magic wand and change the standards of 

management in Britain overnight, nothing would improve the 

country more”. 

As practitioners, we understand Sir John’s sentiments, because 

productivity is very much part of our DNA. Personally speaking, 

I would like it to become part of everyone’s DNA. To me, it is as 

fundamental as the ‘three R’s’, and should be added to the school 

Securing a 
Productive Future 
is Key for 2023

It has become evident 
that as things get tougher, 
productivity improvement 
becomes more important 
and demand for productivity 
training becomes greater. 
curriculum to be taught like any normal subject. Productivity 

improvement is also a continuous process and should not 

become less important in times of ‘plenty’. As John F Kennedy 

said, ‘The time to repair the roof is when the sun is shining’. 

It has become evident that as things get tougher, productivity 

improvement becomes more important and demand for 

productivity training becomes greater. Organisations are keen to 

have their staff trained in order to help them meet the economic 

challenges. This increase in demand has been confirmed by the 

Institute’s principal training provider, Scott-Grant, which has 

advised that this demand is not only coming from organisations 

from within the UK, but also from overseas.  

In terms of my theme, therefore, ‘when the going gets tough’, 

the demand for productivity training gets greater. And, ‘when 

the tough get going’, it is the productivity practitioners who 

are in high demand. High demand means that there is a skill 

shortage that needs to be filled and myself and my colleagues on 

Council, along with our training providers, will do all that we can 

to fill that gap. The opportunities are there for the productivity 

professionals, however, I am sure you will all agree, that it will 

only be through the collective effort of everyone that we will 

overcome these ‘tough times’ and secure a more productive, 

harmonious and peaceful world.

Finally if I may, I would like to take this opportunity to wish you 

and your family a very happy Christmas and a prosperous and 

productive New Year! 

Dr Andrew Muir 

Chairman
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Institute News

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.

C P D
The 57th Annual General Meeting of the Institute was 

held on 14 October. The meeting was held, once again, 

virtually, using Microsoft Teams.

The minutes of the previous AGM were approved and signed 

by Chairman Dr Andrew Muir.

The Treasurer presented the accounts for 2021 which showed 

an improving financial position, due, in the main, to training 

income. It was agreed to retain membership subscriptions at 

£355 for Life Membership and £235 for Affiliate Membership; 

and it was also agreed to authorise Council to appoint auditors 

and determine the remuneration.

Chairman, Dr Andrew Muir, reported that the Institute was 

recovering from the effects of the COVID pandemic and the 

appointment of Cygnul as administrators of the Institute had 

significantly reduced the workload of a number of Council 

members. Finances were relatively healthy and there had been 

increases in training and, as a consequence, membership. He 

congratulated the winners of Student of the Year, which had 

been shared by Steven Dunn from Nissan and Jack Arnold from 

Clipper Logistics.

Professor Colin Coulson-Thomas, IMS President, updated 

members on his various presentations to international and 

national delegates in which he promoted the Institute and 

productivity.

Chair of Membership and Education Providers, Richard Taylor, 

confirmed that the emergence from the pandemic had resulted 

in an increase in requirements for training. 

The Chairman closed the meeting by offering thanks to 

Mostyn Lewis, who has stepped down from Council and Cygnul, 

the Institute administrators for their support.

To read the President’s full update, please turn to page 6.

Institute of 
Management 
Services
Annual General Meeting

Time for your annual performance rating check?
Book your place on our IMS endorsed Rating Clinic – 
available around the UK and as remotely managed Clinics.  
Be sure you’re operating to the professional standard.

Look for details in www.scott-grant.co.uk/study-productivity
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IMS AGM 2022: 
President’s Update
57th Annual General Meeting, Friday 14 October 2022. Professor Colin Coulson-Thomas.

Over the years, the impact of the Institute of Management 

Services and its leading members has been considerable. 

Many of the UK Fellows of the World Academy of 

Productivity Science have been or still are, active members of 

our Institute. I would like to echo our Chairman’s words and also 

thank those who actively support the Institute and contribute to 

it.

Productivity remains a critical issue for many countries 

and major economies around the world. Our early members 

developed approaches, tools and techniques to maximise output, 

from the use of a scarce resource, initially manpower in wartime 

Britain. Today, many employers and their pursuit of opportunities 

are constrained by a shortage of skills.

A high level of unfilled vacancies and a low unemployment 

rate in relation to both challenges and opportunities, suggest 

a continuing requirement for higher labour productivity; being 

economical, effective and efficient in the use of labour; and 

upskilling and reskilling. Other arenas of opportunity have also 

opened up for Institute members and their qualifications.

We need to maximise the output and sustainable benefit we 

get from other scarce resources, such as rare earths and inputs or 

requirements whose prices have rapidly increased, such as energy. 

These new, emerging and exciting fields of practice are becoming 

priorities in many organisations and communities around the world.

They also relate to the wishes of many young people for 

greater environmental responsibility and a sustainable future. 

Our Institute qualifications offer them a relatively quick return 

in terms of increased employability, potential contribution and 

payback to themselves, their families or sponsoring employers. 

Qualifications for the Future
Our practical and competence based credentials complement 

or supplement academic and other professional qualifications. 

They can differentiate and be a key to continuing relevance. 

Younger people who work for and obtain our qualifications can 

immediately contribute, bring new skills to a team, and benefit 

their employers or clients. 

For those in work or mid-career, our qualifications could 

represent an update or refresh, provide a focus or enable them to 

change direction. Please bring our qualifications to the attention 

of those who would benefit from them. We can all be IMS 

ambassadors and highlight what our members can contribute to 

productivity, performance and sustainability.

As with previous years, I will summarise some of my own 

57TH 
AGM
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ambassadorial activities to increase awareness of the Institute 

and requirements for addressing contemporary issues and 

existential threats. Of my 76 publications since the last AGM, 42 

were published online. They include the text of speeches and 

articles that had already appeared in print.

Areas covered included competencies such as foresight and 

looking ahead, critical and strategic thinking, innovation and 

new ways of operating, and activities such as reviewing and 

re-purposing to cope with challenges and seize opportunities. 

They embraced responsible leadership, sustainability, transition 

and transformation, and individual, corporate and collective 

responses to existential threats.

The 34 print publications include three book chapters, four 

theme papers for an international conference, congress or 

convention, four quarterly peer reviewed journal articles, and two 

learned journal articles. A further 16 articles appeared in print in 

monthly professional journals and three in our Institute’s Journal 

Management Services. I also serve on four editorial boards.

Global Events
With the return of physical international events, I am again 

consulted on conference agendas and producing theme papers. 

These are designed to raise issues and questions for speakers 

and intending delegates to consider. 

Senior directors and practitioners predominate at these 

events. Unless I have a role with the organisation, I start my 

author biography with my Institute of Management Services 

role. In event biographies and on conference agendas, I also try 

to lead with my IMS role to increase awareness of the Institute 

and our relevance to contemporary issues and concerns. 

My speaking activities during the year included ten keynote 

speeches at international or global online events; participation 

in question and answer sessions; briefings and the presentation 

of recommendations at an annual directors’ conclave; and a 

directors’ dialogue on ESG strategies for the board. In some 

cases I was the opening speaker to set the scene.

Other speakers often include the CEOs or presidents of 

leading professional bodies. The events provide updates 

on issues of concern to business, political, professional and 

thought leaders. They help me to track their changing focus and 

priorities. These will influence or determine future requirements 

for professional support and the skill sets they seek. 

As professionals, we need to be alert to external trends and 

developments. We should assess their impacts upon us, our 

employers, clients, Institute and others. We can then consider 

what we might do in response, whether as individuals or 

collectively as a profession, to remain relevant, help and support 

those affected, confront challenges and seize opportunities.

As practitioners, we all have an obligation to stay up to 

date and remain current. The threats and challenges we 

collectively face are inter-related. They are also accompanied 

by unprecedented opportunities for Institute members to 

contribute and have an impact. 

Publications and talks over the past year have reflected 

the situations, circumstances and contexts in which many 

practitioners and their clients or employing organisations 

operate. There have been crises, disruptions, uncertainty 

and volatility, against a background of existential threats, 

from global warming to Russia’s illegal and brutal invasion of 

Ukraine. Having witnessed conflicts, a visit I made in May to RAF 

Lakenheath was cathartic.

Environment is Key
Survival and continuing relevance, acceptability and success 

cannot be assumed. Our collective lifestyles and business 

activities are damaging the environment, reducing biodiversity, 

depleting natural capital, and contributing to global warming 

and climate change. Transition and transformation journeys to 

sustainable operations and lifestyles must occur before tipping 

points are reached, such as when rising temperatures become 

unstoppable. Today, our approaches, tools, techniques and 

mindsets are especially relevant and needed. 

Awareness, measurement and analysis are essential for 

effective and economical responses. Where there are shortages, 

contemporary focus on output per input can often mean 

achieving more with less. Attention is now shifting from quantity 

of outputs to quality and resilience of outcomes. Boards, with or 

without pressure from stakeholders, are increasingly concerned 

that outputs and outcomes should be desirable, responsible and 

sustainable. 

Our collective use of natural capital is not responsible. Each 

year we use twice the amount that would be sustainable. Material 

productivity or output per unit of material input has been largely 

stagnant in recent years. We need to be more economical, 

effective and efficient in our use of natural capital and energy. 

We need more focus on recycling, reuse, recovery, the circular 

economy, and climate change mitigation and adaptation.

Responsible business is more than scaling back damaging 

activities, limiting unsustainable operations and reducing 

negative consequences. It is also about opportunity and 

creating, enabling and supporting operations and lifestyles that 

are desirable and sustainable. 

Opportunities abound. We can reimagine, reinvent, re-

orientate, re-purpose and regenerate. We can offer new 

operating and business models and alternative life choices, not 

just for avatars in a metaverse, but for real people here and now. 

In an era of disruption, uncertainty and volatility, shortages 

can suddenly appear and prices can quickly rise. Situations can 

change before lengthy exercises to restructure, reengineer 

or change practices can deliver. More boards are looking 

for continual vigilance and adaptation, and the flexibility to 

maximise the benefit that can be obtained from whatever 

the limiting factor is, whether time, cost, or the availability of 

material, labour, technology or know-how.

A limiting factor for our Institute is the voluntary time of 

members. The IMS, its governance, website and the services 

it provides, depend upon and benefit from voluntary effort. 

There are many ways in which members can support our future 

development, from assuming the responsibilities of a Council 

member and organising activities and services, to updating our 

website or contributing to our newsletter or Journal. 

I would like to end where I began: service to our Institute and 

profession is not taken for granted. It does not go un-noticed. It 

is greatly appreciated and it can be mutually rewarding. To our 

Chairman, Deputy Chairman, Council members, and others who 

contribute their time for the benefit of members and those we 

serve, I conclude by simply saying thank you.

Professor Colin Coulson-Thomas
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Book Reviews
Title: Transforming a Unionized Plant: Leadership Lessons 

Author: Thomas C Tuttle

Publisher: Amazon Digital Services LLC

ISBN-10: 9798836816117

This book is the 

historical record of 

a series of events at 

a (truck parts) manufacturing 

facility in Hagerstown, 

Maryland, USA, together with 

the parallel series of leadership 

changes and consultancy 

activities. The author was the 

lead consultant on behalf of 

what was, at the time, the 

University of Maryland Center 

for Productivity & Quality, and 

was involved in an advisory 

capacity over an extended 

period and through many of the 

key activities and changes.

There are a number of lessons to be learnt from the book. 

Perhaps the most Important is the need for consistent and 

committed leadership, preferably values-based leadership (which 

is the underpinning of the consistency and commitment). The 

contributions, both positive and negative, of the various leaders 

involved, are both elaborated and explained. Another (linked) 

factor is the importance of the experience of the leaders(s) in 

operational activity and operational leadership. It might be a 

little simplistic to say that downturns in fortune correlated with 

the imposition of financial managers with little understanding 

of operational activity or operational personnel, but sometimes 

simple is true.

Yet another success factor is the bringing together of all 

parties that have an interest in the success of an initiative, or, 

as was the case here, the very survival of the plant. The periods 

of success clearly occurred when the management and union 

teams were operating in a culture of mutual trust and recognised 

mutual inter-dependency, but of course, there were still difficult 

situations and problems to be overcome. 

My final lesson is that it is clear that, for this plant, success, 

when it came, was facilitated by a third party – Tuttle and his 

team at UMCPQ. They were trusted by both management and 

unions. Tuttle, in the last chapter, sets out the lessons he feels 

become evident from the history, but most readers will have 

recognised many of these already. I gave my own summary 

earlier in this review but it is good to see Tuttle’s lessons set in 

core context of today’s world.

John P Heap

Title: Story Telling With You 

Author: Cole Nussbaumer Knaflic

Publisher: John Wiley & Sons (September 2022)

ISBN-10: 1394160305

C
ole Nussbaumer Knaflic 

is founder and CEO of 

storytellingwithdata.com, 

and for more than a decade 

has been delivering interactive 

learning sessions all over the 

world, which help people create 

slides and graphs that make 

sense and weave them into 

compelling stories.

The book is organised into 

three sections: plan, create and 

deliver. In the plan chapters you 

will earn the importance of your 

audience and the need to craft your message and set content. In 

the create chapters you will learn the importance of storytelling 

as a strategy for organising content. The delivery chapters will 

develop your skills as a presenter. 

The author helps the reader to become an effective 

communicator. As she correctly indicates, ‘The best ideas in the 

world go nowhere unless you can get people excited about them.’ 

In her usual readable, friendly prose, Cole will help you become an 

effective communicator, presenter, and influencer. 

It is possible for you to browse specific sections of the book; 

however, it really should be read as a step-by-step guide that takes 

you on the journey from concept to presentation of your ideas 

to an audience. In reading the book you will have access to all of 

Cole’s experience summed up in a very readable 384 pages. You 

will learn about such concepts as the Big Idea, considerations for 

storyboarding and building your story arc, tips to prepare your 

slide show and how to rehearse for the final event.

The book is written to present the reader with a step-by-step 

process in what is an easy-to-follow guide to delivering new skills. 

While the lessons learned from reading the book provide the 

knowledge, the reader must also make the effort to practise and 

hone the skills learnt from reading the book if they are to achieve 

full and tangible benefits when making their presentation to an 

audience. 

Each chapter contains real guidance that you can employ 

immediately. Cole Nussbaumer Knaflic expertly guides you 

through the steps to plan, create, and deliver your Big Idea. 

This book is a must read for anyone who prepares or delivers 

presentations be it business meetings, conference presentations or 

keynote speeches.
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Productivity News

The four-day workweek has been widely tested across the 

world and has even been permanently adopted by multiple 

companies in several countries, after trials showed the 

shorter workweek improved employees’ wellbeing and happiness 

while maintaining the same level of productivity.

There are however, some indications that the four day week is not 

the universal answer and that the shorter workday could be a better 

way to offer workers more flexibility than the four-day week. 

The eight hour workday is the way things have been done for 

decades, but not necessarily the smartest or healthiest way to 

work. It dates back to the Industrial Revolution, a period which, as 

influential as it has been in human history, did not have workers’ 

interests in mind.

At the time, the eight-hour workday was a progressive policy 

created to stop workers – including children – from working in 

factories for up to 16 hours a day. The specific amount of time was 

based on the idea that the 24 hours in a day could be split evenly 

into three parts necessary for people’s lives: eight hours of labour, 

eight hours of recreation and eight hours of rest.

Several recent studies have found that workers’ focus and 

productivity tend to plunge after about five hours of work, with a 

British survey in 2019 showing that office workers felt productive for 

only about half of the day and spent the rest of the time browsing 

social media, making tea and coffee or looking for other jobs.

The idea of shortening the workday instead of the workweek 

has been suggested by psychologists who believe working six 

hours instead of eight hours would be a more feasible option for 

businesses, while having the same beneficial impact on workers’ 

wellbeing as the four-day workweek.

In Europe, the Netherlands is the country where workers work 

the least amount of hours, with an average of 30.3 hours per 

week against the standard average of 40 hours per week in 2021, 

according to the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 

Development (OECD). Denmark came in second with 33.7 hours 

per week on average for full-time workers, followed by Norway, 

with 34.1 hours per week. All three countries rank among the top 

countries in the world with the highest levels of productivity. 

Read more at https://www.oecd.org

Although much has been written about public sector 

productivity – what it is, how it is measured, and what 

drives it to grow – we only have a limited understanding 

of how to improve it. A recent report by the Productivity Institute 

which is part of the University of Manchester Business School, in 

association with Capita, titled Making Public Sector Productivity 

Practical aims to connect our knowledge about concepts, 

measurement, drivers and barriers to productivity growth in the 

public sector, with practical insights into improving productivity.

In times of rising economic and societal challenges, the public 

sector plays a pivotal role in protecting the wellbeing of citizens, 

providing a path to economic recovery, and stimulating sustained 

growth and improvement in living standards.

In recent decades, improved public sector productivity has 

been proven to provide large benefits to society, not only by using 

scarce public resources more efficiently, but also by improving 

the quality of services for everyone, and by providing more 

effective foundations for private enterprise and economy-wide 

productivity growth.

Public sector productivity increased by an average of 0.7% per 

year from 2010 to 2019, which represents a marked improvement 

over the preceding decade, as well as growing faster than its 

private sector counterpart. 

The report highlights that recent gains in public sector 

productivity are partly due to measured improvements in the 

quality of public services delivered. Between 2010 and 2019, 0.2% 

points of the 0.7% annual productivity growth was due to quality 

improvements.

Shorter Workweek or Shorter Workday?

The report concludes that there is scope to expand the 

research in several directions to gain a deeper understand of how 

productivity works in the public sector by further research.

1)   A significant need still exists for improved methods for 

measuring the output, quality and productivity of the public 

sector, particularly in government.

2)   It is important to focus the research on the effectiveness of 

public sector management. 

3)   There is also a need for more evidence that productivity has 

improved in individual public sector organisations.

The full report can be seen at https://bit.ly/3VhoG7o

Public Sector Productivity
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Productivity News
Nature-Friendly 
Farming does not 
Reduce Productivity, 
Study Finds

Scientists from the UK Centre for Ecology & Hydrology 

(UKCEH) spent a decade intensively monitoring the 

impacts of a large-scale Defra-funded experiment 

at Hillesden, a 1000-hectare commercial arable farm in 

Buckinghamshire. Beginning in 2005, this involved creating 

several wildlife habitats, including seed-bearing plants for 

birds, wildflowers for pollinators and tussocky grass margins to 

support a range of birds, insects and small mammals. 

The experiment assessed the effectiveness of these agri-

environmental measures in reducing biodiversity losses caused by 

the intensification of UK farming practices since the Second World 

War, including declines in species that are essential for agricultural 

production, such as pollinators and predators of crop pests.

In the longest-running monitoring study of its kind, 

researchers found numbers of the majority of species did better 

at Hillesden than in other comparable farmed landscapes 

without agri-environment measures over the same timeframes. 

There were increases of a third across populations of all bird 

species between 2006 and 2016, compared to an average of 

just under 13% at other monitored sites, and 40% among all 

butterflies 2009-2017, compared to 21% elsewhere. 

The areas of land taken out of food production for the 

experiment at Hillesden had been chosen because they 

were unprofitable or difficult to farm, and the new habitats 

encouraged increased pollination and natural pest control, 

thereby boosting crop yield in those parts of the farm.

Marek Nowakowski of the Wildlife Farming Company says, 

“The Hillesden study shows that it is possible to balance wildlife 

conservation with efficient food production. I am confident 

other farmers could achieve similar results with the right 

training and advice.” Read more at https://www.ceh.ac.uk

Robots Help Farmers Say 
Goodbye to Repetitive Tasks

Researchers are demonstrating how robotic technologies 

can help produce higher quality products more 

efficiently, while also benefiting the environment and 

reducing farmers’ exposure to harmful chemicals.

We do always think of the labour that goes into bringing our 

favourite fruits and vegetables to our table. For farmers, growing 

healthy crops involves repetitive tasks such as weeding and 

spraying while the crop is growing. These tasks are not only 

repetitive, they are also costly and time-consuming. 

Robotic technologies can solve these problems by relieving 

farmers from work that is mundane, unhealthy and unpleasant. 

With this solution in mind, the EU-funded ROBS4CROPS project 

is working to accelerate the large-scale implementation of 

robotics and automation in European farming. Its main goals 

are to increase productivity, improve efficiency and promote 

environmental sustainability. 

The ROBS4CROPS solution consists of a robotic platform that 

can assist farmers with different tasks and can also be tailored 

to different settings. Pilot testing is being conducted in Greece, 

Spain, France and the Netherlands. “With ROBS4CROPS we 

combine technology and business expertise, as well as on-

field know-how by growers. They are those giving insight and 

inputs to perfect the system,” states Growth Lead Maja Žikić of 

ROBS4CROPS project partner Foodscale Hub, Serbia, in a news 

item posted on the Innovation Origins website. “The idea is to 

bring all the members of the value chain together.”

For further information see ROBS$CROPS website at:  

https://robs4crops.eu/

The United Nations (UN) has recently released the 2022 

update of its World Population Prospects, the largest 

global population dataset. The report is titled World 

Population Prospects 2022 and is the 27th edition of official 

United Nations population estimates and projections that have 

been prepared by the Population Division of the Department of 

Economic and Social Affairs of the United Nations Secretariat. 

It presents population estimates from 1950 to the present for 

237 countries or areas, underpinned by analyses of historical 

demographic trends. 

This latest assessment considers the results of 1758 national 

population censuses conducted between 1950 and 2022, as well 

as information from vital registration systems and from 2890 

national representatives sample surveys.

Whilst the rate of population growth is slowing down, it is 

predicted that the world population will pass eight billion at 

the end of 2022. Since 1975, the world population has been 

increasing by another billion people every 12 years.

The report details how many people are in the world, how 

many will die each year and how many births. It also details the 

impact of COVID and its significant impact on population. The 

UN estimates that in 2020 there were approximately five million 

excess deaths. In 2021 excess deaths were in the region of ten 

million.

The full UN report can be seen at http://bit.ly/3tYBV0M

UN World population Report 2022
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Productivity News
How To Avoid Employee 
Burnout and Boost Productivity
One of the silver linings of the COVID pandemic is that 

it exposed a crisis facing companies around the world: 

employees struggling with burnout, which negatively 

impacts their productivity. 

More than ever, prioritising personal energy is critical for 

employees to be more productive and thrive at work.

These are some of the observations Michael Christian, 

Professor of Organisational Behaviour at the Kenan-Flagler 

Business School, University of North Carolina, developed when 

studying how human energy affects performance. In his paper, 3 

Employee Energy Challenges that Leaders Should Be Aware of, 

he breaks down his insights into three main categories:

• How mindfulness impacts our ability to bounce back from 

negative events.

• How sleep deprivation leads to reduced self-control and 

misconduct.

• How working through an illness instead of taking time off 

impacts an employee’s output.

The report will assist managers and team members to find a 

healthy and balanced work environment. 

Readers of the report will realise the importance of 

mindfulness, and how it helps improve mental health in the 

workplace and improves employee productivity, as workers who 

feel exhausted, sad or overwhelmed are often less effective, even 

when they try to press on and meet professional obligations.

Managers should not make hasty judgments; they should 

establish a baseline for an employee’s behaviour and work ethic. 

If someone completes work below expectations, managers 

should take time to find out why rather than jumping directly 

into correcting the behaviour. When someone goes above 

and beyond, investigate what positive force is driving their 

productivity and try to replicate that.

The full report can be seen at http://bit.ly/3Eru3K5

Pakistan’s Productivity Declining – World Bank Report

A new World Bank report titled From Swimming in Sand 

to High Sustainable Growth, indicates that productivity 

in Pakistan has been stagnant or declining during the 

past decade.

This report focuses on growth in Pakistan, and on key 

aspects of its proximate determinants: productivity, capital, and 

talent accumulation. Productivity is crucial in accounting for 

differences in standards of living across countries. In addition, 

and particularly at the level of development of Pakistan, factor 

accumulation, investment, and human capital, also matters. 

Specific and policy relevant questions around these broad 

themes are this report’s centre of attention. 

The report highlights that productivity declines are seen 

across different types of firms located in different parts of 

Pakistan, though stronger contradictions can be identified for 

family-owned firms. 

In the agriculture sector, focusing on Pakistan’s main crops, 

while yields have grown over past decades, this has been 

due to more intensive use of inputs. At the same time, total 

productivity has been falling for most crops.

The full report may be seen at http://bit.ly/3hYSd7s
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LET’S GET PRACTICAL

Institute members will doubtless all agree that performance 

is a measure against a known and understood benchmark. 

(We explored this in more detail in the Summer 2022 

issue of MSJ.) There should be a common understanding by 

everyone of the objectives and interpretation of the measure 

and what each person can and should do about achieving 

it. These measures should help to point to the cause of any 

performance shortfalls from target, not just to the effect. 

This is an opportunity for actions, so the ownership and 

responsibilities for deviations from staffing performances at all 

levels need to be clear and understood by everyone.

Across every business sector, and definitely not just in 

industrial organisations, people at the start, middle or end 

of a process or a line (which may be something relatively 

informal) can only progress efficiently within the limitations 

of their particular function or activity. If you start with 

too many people for the workload, or with any repetitive 

bottleneck, this is simply waste – a waste of capacity, of 

finance, of time, of energy – and it’s a cause of demotivation 

and frustration. Lean principles are key to improved 

productivity and are all about the removal of waste. Better 

organisation of any activity in all respects is absolutely key 

Calculating Staffing  
Performance – With  
Potentially Amazing Results
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to better productivity and performance.

Good use of time measures helps to organise and 

balance processes and activities, often exposing 

bottlenecks, and the opportunity to address and improve 

them. Productivity Analysts and Industrial Engineers work 

with the concept of a Standard Minute as a measure 

of work content. But how often are Standard Minutes 

potentially masked by a factor of 75, 80 or 85 performance 

to inflate staffing hours to allow for shortfalls on 

standards?

If staffing is set at say, 80 effective performance, what 

do you get? Very likely, unless the workload increases or 

the work mix has a higher work content, you will only get 

a performance maximum of 80. Quite simply, there is no 

additional work to allow the people to produce or process 

more. And if the volume or required work content is lower 

than anticipated, the performance in turn will drop; there 

will be simply too many staffing hours allocated for the 

available work. Good performance measures shouldn’t 

hide this excess capacity – they should shout it out. 

Let’s consider the significance of staffing at an applied 

factor of say 80 performance. Here, 20% of the measured 

capacity, at BS100, is being lost. In other words, up to 

25% more could have been done, had the wasted, non-

productive time been addressed. What a significant impact 

this has on people cost, process efficiencies, capacities 

and the many other associated resources!

So, why are these percentage factors usually applied 

in increments of 5? Perhaps because they are an easy, 

‘round’ number? Possibly because the BS Performance 

and other Rating scales have these increments. But 

consider if performance factors were applied at 83 or 

88… these are crucial commercial judgements. These 

quite small numbers, 83 not 80 or 88 not 85, are 

significant incremental increases which are often lost by 

inappropriate performance targets; 3 on 85 is PLUS 3.5%. 

Applying that quite small increase across the two 

hundred, the five hundred or the several thousand 

employees in many businesses, has an amazing financial 

consequence. Just pause and think about it. How is the 

work content and staffing performance calculated in your 

department, your organisation, your business?

An improved 2-3% true performance suggests that, at 

a staffing level of 2000, maybe the equivalent of 50 or 60 

people aren’t necessarily needed. Many businesses in some 

sectors say they are now struggling to recruit. The cost 

opportunities in either situation aren’t just about direct 

people costs. They also have to train new people, manage 

their employment issues, holidays, rest areas, car parking...

Looking forward, and definitely not in the far distance, 

whether we like it or not, the focus really has to be on 

better productivity.

Better productivity is about better performance: true 

performance based on sound measures; people at all 

levels focused on better performance. We all feel we 

need to be paid more due to challenging economic 

Looking 
forward, and 

definitely not in 
the far distance, 
whether we like 

it or not, the 
focus really has 
to be on better 

productivity.

circumstances, but we need to organise better so that we can 

achieve more with improved outputs. If we produce more 

– and in most circumstances we can and should – then the 

costs of any awards of increased staffing payments are offset 

against the increased unit output.

Such improved productivity makes unit outputs less costly, 

makes increases more affordable and, for all interested 

parties whether staff, the business, customers or consumers, 

makes the effect more palatable.

Better performance and better productivity is crucial. 

If we need a bigger workforce, increased packages or 

rewards, with consumers not being restricted by increasingly 

expensive commodities and products, the answer is probably 

in all our hands. To achieve this, we need knowledgeable 

and committed people at all levels, constantly looking 

for ways to improve the organisation of their activities, 

attending to detail and further thinking on how they allocate 

staffing hours against measured work content and so drive 

performance. 

If there’s anything in this article you’d like to discuss, simply 

email your query to productivity@scott-grant.co.uk and a 

qualified and experienced analyst will respond.
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How to create psychological safety for all staff in turbulent times Part I. 
Salma Shah.

Being safe isn’t the same as feeling psychologically 

safe. Feeling psychologically safe within ourselves is 

an instinctive gut feeling that we are emotionally safe. 

Psychological safety is at the heart of our sense of belonging, 

feeling included, thriving and performing to our best capability 

at work. It means we can be ourselves and speak up without 

fear of being ridiculed, shamed, talked down to, ostracised, 

ganged up on, judged, talked over, ignored, excluded or 

rejected. 

Cultivating psychological safety for all during turbulent times 

means recognising that we must also acknowledge the wider 

systemic impact of peoples lived experiences. An acceptance 

of the complex biography of experiences that lead to someone 

feeling psychologically unsafe. This could be because of their 

social class, race, gender, religion, sexuality, disability, culture, 

or family of origin. 

Taking the Helicopter View of Psychological 
Safety
This is ensuring that all touchpoints during an employee’s 

journey with an organisation are designed to enable inclusivity 

and a sense of belonging. How are people treated when they 

join an organisation? How are people treated when they leave? 

Picture someone starting a new role in an organisation or a 

department. A poor on-boarding, lack of support in terms of 

role expectations or project assignment can leave someone 

floundering. Worse case poor management, office politics, 

rewarding dysfunctional behaviour and a toxic work culture can 

A Safe Space
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leave someone feeling psychologically unsafe and potentially 

set them up to fail. From every conceivable angle these are 

examples of the antithesis of psychological safety. 

Psychological Safety and Adding the Layers of 
Being a Minority in a Majority Space
Be curious about how psychologically safe people are in the 

first place. A) For some they may generally be OK but feel 

shaken by turbulent times of change and uncertainty, therefore 

the current situation has left them feeling unsafe. For others, 

due to their lived experience their norm or starting point in 

any situation is from a place of feeling psychologically unsafe. 

B) What if you’re a minority woman, from a working-class 

background, first generation in a professional workplace in a 

very male dominated organisation and the only south Asian in 

the department. She may find herself working hard at faking her 

confidence to hide the fact she is feeling psychologically unsafe 

and threatened the whole time. Both these scenarios are very 

different and before leaping into understanding how to cultivate 

psychological safety in an organisation we also need to take a 

pause, stop and explore all sides to this challenge.

Much has been written about the many benefits of 

psychological safety in the workplace, including higher 

performance, innovation and profitability. Dr Amy Edmondson 

defined psychological safety as ‘a shared belief held by 

members of a team that the team is safe for interpersonal 

risk-taking.’ That it is OK to speak up without the fear of being 

punished, ridiculed or humiliated. Also, that it is perfectly ok 

to make mistakes. Psychological safety is an innate feeling 

that there is no threat or harm to our mental wellbeing. It is 

important to acknowledge that a lack of psychological safety 

for those from under-represented groups carries a far heavier 

and multi-layered penalty.

To believe there is a one pill magic solution to living a 

psychologically safe life is wishful thinking and unrealistic. 

Despite the growing interest in this area which is positive and 

encouraging we have to accept psychological safety isn’t binary, 

but more of a sliding scale depending on the context and our 

wider systemic experiences.

Creating a feeling of psychological safety is a fragile balancing 

act of empathy, trust, courage, respect and vulnerability. When 

staff don’t feel psychologically or emotionally safe this will 

inevitably have a negative impact on the overall performance of 

the organisation. Creating and nurturing psychological safety 

in teams needs patience and time. Accepting that some staff 

will take longer to get there while others may never open up 

entirely. 

The following story is about Sara, a 36-year-old coach and 

business partner.

Sara describes herself as Black British and was born in 

Scotland to parents from East Africa. 

Both her parents arrived in the UK in the 80s with 

scholarships to attend university. Sara was born soon 

afterwards. Her father decided to move back to Africa 

while her mother stayed and raised Sara and her sister as a 

single parent. She describes her mum as a ‘big’ personality 

Worse case poor 
management, office 
politics, rewarding 
dysfunctional behaviour 
and a toxic work culture 
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feeling psychologically 
unsafe and potentially set 
them up to fail. 

while her father wasn’t very hands on. Sara grew up in a 

very white community in Scotland and between the ages 

of 2 and 9 her mother left both Sara and her older sister 

with a white foster family while she moved to another 

city to find work. During that period, Sara’s mother would 

regularly visit. However, this left Sara feeling irritated and 

frustrated. Her mother on the other hand would be upset 

at the thought of leaving her daughters while she worked 

elsewhere.

At 9 she moved in with her mother which meant leaving 

the small white hostile community where she lived to a 

new life in a busy large cosmopolitan city. This came as a 

shock and it took Sara a considerable time to adjust and 

fit in with her fellow street smart and savvy multi-cultural 

classmates. Despite the school being culturally diverse, 

Sara still felt she didn’t belong as she didn’t sound like 

the other children, had never come across the music 

they listened to or connect with their lifestyles. She felt 

very judged for being different and ‘not cool’ by her 

classmates. At the same time, her mother was putting a lot 

of pressure on her academically and once again she felt 

judged and not good enough. Not surprisingly, she was 

also struggling to emotionally connect with her mother 

and would regularly ring her foster mother. 

At 11 her parents sent her to a predominately white, 

middle-class girls only Independent school. Looking 

back the school was lovely and her classmates were kind 

although once again Sara herself felt very out of place. 

Sara is aware that she projected how she was feeling 

by keeping a distance, and it is something she still does 

today. Through her coaching she has become aware that 

to feel safe she chooses to exclude herself. She has always 

described herself as a private person and is now realising 

that she needs to start sharing more of herself to build 

relationships and connect with others. 

She has often not felt safe around people who look like 
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her as their upbringing has been very different. She is very 

astute at reading a room quickly. On the other hand, when 

she does feel safe she can candidly talk about her quirks 

as long as she is safe in the knowledge that the listener is 

non-judgemental, receptive and open.

Sara’s story isn’t uncommon. The roots of her lack of 

psychological safety are planted in her childhood story which 

she had started to address in counselling before she started her 

coaching. She has well-honed survival strategies of keeping a 

distance from others and a self-fulfilling narrative around how 

she is a very private person. Although she has been with her 

existing employer for many years and is highly regarded and 

respected at work, she finds herself hesitating to push herself 

forward. When drilled further down she admitted this was due to 

an initial very inept onboarding process and negative experiences 

when she first joined the organisation. This has left her feeling 

unsafe and knocked her confidence. It is only natural that for 

someone whose childhood experiences of safety are already 

shaky through parenting and the schooling system to start in an 

organisation where they feel threatened once more. The road to 

feeling psychologically safe has many hurdles which need to be 

overcome and managed. 

Coaching is a powerful and impactful tool that many 

organisations are using to support employees with well-being 

and personal development. For someone like Sara she would 

need a coach who can understand the complex layers that her 

relationship with psychological safety has. 

Here are some coaching tips for managers to support 

employees like Sara who have experienced a lack of 

psychological safety:

• You must be willing to go at their pace.

• Do not ask too many personal questions too soon.

• Do not make assumptions or paraphrase their lived 

experience.

• Have patience and allow time for the trust to develop.

• Be sensitive to the fact they have previously felt ‘not good 

enough’ and ensure that this feeling isn’t repeated during the 

coaching. One way to get around this would be contracting 

how to voice the feeling if it does arise during coaching.

• It is important that they don’t feel judged. Again, there could 

be some contracting around this.

• Hold the space for the client to process the experience.

• Be an ally so that the client can feel genuinely safe.

• Don’t play the devil’s advocate by questioning what 

happened, as this sends out the message that their 

experience is imagined and not real.

• An overly challenging, kickass coaching style is unhelpful 

and could make things worse.

• Be curious about what the client chooses as a motivation 

for transformation and self-awareness.

About the Author
Salma Shah is an Accredited Coach, the Founder of coach 
training and leadership development platform Mastering Your 
Power, and author of Diversity, Inclusion and Belonging in 
Coaching: A Practical Guide (Kogan Page). 

Look out for part II of this article in the Spring issue, when 

the author will list the warning signs that someone is not 

psychologically safe and offer sound coaching advice.
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Are further strikes in today’s economic environment becoming more 
inevitable? Dr David Floyd University of Lincoln, investigates. 

A Time for 
Action?

There have been a number of trade union disputes of late 

as we exit the pandemic. This article sets out to evaluate 

the effects of such strikes and consider how likely it is 

that the situation is going to be of concern moving forward. The 

author draws theories of labour and productivity, and considers 

some recent global trends and data. 

In the UK there have been a number of recent strikes that have 

included transport such as railways and airports. It must also be 

noted that during the pandemic the government stepped in to 

support rail companies, though many airline and airport staff had 

to take pay cuts in order to protect jobs. The extent of the level 

of support that took place during the furlough period should also 

be remembered1. 

More recently, strikes have taken place at the Post Office 

and within the law profession including barristers. There have 

also been further strikes by refuse collection workers and at 

universities in the UK, as well as at container ports. Teaching 

Unions are calling for above inflation rises and balloting for strike 

action and there have been strikes already in Scotland. UNISON 

and RCN are also asking for above inflation rises for healthcare 

workers and action is due to start in December with an initial call 

for work to rule only.

In 2018, strike rates in the UK were at the lowest since 1893 

according to the Guardian2 but have been on the increase 

over the last four years. Between 2008 and 2018, France had 

four times the number of strike days per 1000 workers in 2018 

compared with the UK. Spain and Canada also had twice the 

number of strikes in the same period, while Germany and USA 

had less than the UK in the same period, according to The 

Institute of Economic and Social Research3. So recent trends in 

the UK are concerning as in the 1970s, the UK was seen as one of 

the most strike bound nations in the world.

Curbs on trade union power in the 1980s including legislation 

to prevent compulsory trade union membership in firms, as 
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well as making it necessary to have secret ballots prior to strike 

action, have created more of a barrier. Workers’ rights were 

extended through EU membership including minimum wages, 

rights for part-time and disabled workers, as well as rights 

for older workers to reduce age discrimination. A large fall in 

trade union membership has nonetheless weakened the labour 

movement. There are also rules on secondary picketing and 

unions need to give notice of strike action in many cases. Despite 

these issues, there has been an uptick in strike action recently, 

though it has also been a long time since inflation hit over 10%. 

Strike action has also taken place in Europe, particularly in the 

transport sector and recently in Germany a resolution has been 

reached for Lufthansa where wage hikes of up to 19% have been 

agreed4. 

Furthermore, the yellow vest campaign in France has been 

taking place now for a number of years and the UK has had its 

highest number of strikes in 2022 for more than a decade.

Justification for Strike Action
There are many reasons put forward for strike action including 

rising cost of living, high levels of inflation, and higher food and 

energy costs. The war in Ukraine and further COVID restrictions 

in China have also led to supply chain problems and increasing 

prices are also due to labour shortages. A post-pandemic boom 

has put pressure on demand, leading also to higher prices. 

Furthermore, an increase in house prices has led to higher living 

costs and this was partly fuelled by the government’s stamp 

duty holiday and support for first time buyers through savings 

schemes, as well as the lack of supply in the market. There has 

also been a trend to look for more space due to home working. 

Overseas buyers and second home buyers have added even 

more pressure to the market. Higher interest rates have now 

been adopted which provide further increasing costs for those 

with mortgages and this is also starting to hamper growth5. 

Workers may feel a need to press for higher wages to cope 

with these higher costs and in some cases may feel they deserve 

further pay rewards for their efforts to continue working through 

the pandemic. Flexible working conditions have also been 

adopted by many and these changing conditions can both have 

negative and positive consequences for workers. Coulson-

Thomas points out the lack of opportunities to collaborate in 

online activities, though productivity can be increased with 

less conversation and reduced costs from paying for working 

premises6. Hybrid working is here to stay for some time as 

different countries may not see a complete end to the pandemic 

for many years. 

New working practices and further automation has caused 

some people to fear that their jobs may be under threat if they 

don’t make a stand. The digitisation process has also moved at 

a much faster pace because of the pandemic and therefore the 

need to upgrade skills has become essential for many. 

Additionally, some workers may also find they have more 

power to negotiate for higher wages in times when there is 

a limited supply of workers. Statistics record that during the 

pandemic in October to December 21, around half a million 

people between the age of 50 and 70 left the workforce7. 

There has also been a number of people wanting a break from 

essential worker professions, including healthcare and teaching. 

In addition, it has become harder to recruit workers from the 

European Union due to the Brexit process. 

Essential workers where advanced qualifications are required 

may find there is more sympathy from the public where strikes 
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There are many reasons put forward 
for strike action including rising cost 
of living, high levels of inflation, and 
higher food and energy costs.

are concerned, and they may have more bargaining power if 

they are part of a large trade union. And those with specialist 

skills or who are willing to take risks with their health may find 

themselves in demand. It is therefore important to consider the 

demand and supply factors for workers, as well as the levels of 

productivity in the workforce8. 

The Changing International Environment. 
It is clear then, that in today’s economy with its many 

uncertainties and high levels of inflation, that workers are 

more willing to consider strike action despite the government’s 

policies from the 1980s making it more difficult to do so. 

There has also been a large fall in trade union membership in 

many other countries and firms can also bring in workers from 

overseas as governments adjust their policies to try and attract 

workers in skill shortage areas. Obviously, more investment in 

training locally provides a potential solution to skill shortage. 

Capital and labour substitution may occur through investment 

in information technology and automation where possible 

and where productivity gains can potentially take place. Rosen 

showed how humans need to constantly invest in new skills 

so as to always be ahead of the game and at lower risk of 

being replaced by automation9. Furthermore, the protection of 

workers through EU labour laws, which also helped to minimise 

grievances and improve working conditions, has probably helped 

to reduce strike action in a number of countries. 

The Impact of Strike Action
Strikes have many consequences. Direct costs can be measured 

by focusing on the number of days at work being lost. It is 

also necessary to take into account, the time it takes to get 

the business back up to full capacity after the strike period has 

taken place, and the time to wind down business activities. 

Consequently, quality issues may arise due to the pressures of 

stop and start production. Indirect costs are harder to quantify 

though can include a loss in reputation for a specific sector 

or even a country. This could then lead to falls in foreign 

investment and a shift towards other activities if strikes become 

very prolonged. There may also be multiplier effects of strikes if 

businesses with similar concerns decide to expand such action. 

It then becomes difficult to win back trust, and there is also 

evidence of public support for strikes diminishing over time. 

As we approach the difficult period of high inflation and 

slowing growth where may things be heading?

Higher wages tend to add to the inflation problem so may 

be restricted for this reason unless the higher wages can be 

matched by higher levels of productivity. The UK has long 

had a poor record of productivity and investing in research 

compared with its German, American, Chinese and Japanese 

counterparts, and this needs radical improvement. Increased 

taxation may be required to support higher wages if offered 

to public sector workers. However, this can become too high 

and then acts a disincentive for innovation, increased work and 

productivity effort, plus higher wage costs inevitably reduce 

our competitiveness. It has also been shown that trade union 

disputes are not only about pay but also working conditions, 

as well as the fear of workers that they will be replaced by 

automation. Compromise in all these areas needs to be 

considered as soon as possible to avoid the potential longer-

term consequences suggested earlier. 

Finally, there are also forces at play in the global economy 

both positive and negative, which will affect the cost of living 
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for workers. On a positive note, petrol prices have fallen though 

gas prices have risen to a figure of 2500 pounds or the average 

bill level price, known as the energy CAP from October 2022 

and this lasts for six months. Previously, it was hoped this level 

would last for two years but the government had to backtrack 

due to higher levels of debt interest that started to take place 

after the previous mini budget. The recent Autumn statement in 

November 2022, has increased this to £3000 for the year after 

though uncertainty still remains for business. Also in the Autumn 

statement benefits and pensions are due to rise by just over 

10%. Workers in general are only seeing 5-6% rises and may feel 

more willing to go on strike as this is well below current inflation 

levels of 11% in November 2022. There are also the freezing of 

tax allowances that may drag people in to paying higher levels of 

taxation known as ‘fiscal drag,’ as well as increases in corporation 

tax, and income tax at 45% now starts at £125,000, reduced from 

£150,000. Allowances for capital gains have been reduced from 

next year, as well as reduced allowances for dividend payments. 

Real incomes are set to fall over the next few years. These factors 

have produced increasingly negative sentiment from workers.

On a positive note lockdowns in China and supply shortages 

should ease over time as demand and supply becomes more 

balanced, though domestic governments may have little control 

of some factors in the international environment. Firms may 

also consider a greater variety of supply locations to help further 

reduce the inflation problem. However, more government 

spending and higher interest rates may also put more pressure on 

inflation. A general slowdown of the economy would be bad for 

the jobs market though may reduce some pressure on inflation. 

Getting the right balance is a tough task for policymakers and 

having to take into account the recent strikes makes it all the 

more difficult to find the best solution. There is a crucial role 

that improved technology can play to help increase productivity, 

lower inflation and create new, alternative energy solutions. 

These methods may take time and investment but are a vital, part 

of the solution.
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Workers may feel a need to 
press for higher wages to 
cope with ... higher costs 
and in some cases may 
feel they deserve further 
pay rewards for their 
efforts to continue working 
through the pandemic.



Management Services Winter 2022 21 

Dr Trevor Bentley.

Using Our 
Imaginations

I was talking to my son Jonathan who writes and illustrates 

children’s books, about imagination, he told me that he 

spends a lot of time in his imagination, and that he has the 

following quotation on his studio wall:

‘Logic can get you from A to B, imagination can get you 

everywhere.’ (Albert Einstein)

We continued talking and I was questioning what our 

imagination is and where it resides. ‘It doesn’t matter, as long as 

you know how to get there, and how to use it,’ he said.

Even so, I want to begin by asking my question what is 

imagination, and where and how does it exist? In this exploration 

I want to start by saying that as far as I can determine no one 

can answer this question. Several of the definitions which I have 

looked at refer to it being an activity of the mind – (the ability 

of the mind to be creative or resourceful – OED) which is not 

very helpful as no one knows what the mind is or where it exists. 

Perhaps we can think of the mind as that thing which separates 

the living from the inanimate, and even this is debateable.

Staying with humankind for the moment, most of us are 

capable of the following:

Perception – the ability to become aware of something through 

our senses, and to use our current knowledge and experience to 

find some meaning out of our awareness.
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Thinking – using our minds to explore our ideas and opinions.

Dreaming/daydreaming – the activity of the mind during sleep or 

letting our minds wander during wakefulness.

Storytelling – the ability to make up or report events and the 

interaction of people that may be real (fact), or a figment of our 

imagination (fiction).

Creativity – is the capacity to think differently and to form new 

ideas, images, to conceive of, and make things that do not already 

exist.

Innovation – the improvement of existing ideas and things, and/

or the origination of new ideas and things.

The arts – all forms of artistic endeavour.

All the above are important aspects of human life and 

development, and though none of them are imagination, they all 

involve the use of imagination, and of course our minds.

For me to write about imagination, and by default the mind, you 

might think that it would be useful if I knew something about both 

these mysteries. I have written a well-received book on creativity, 

but I’m not sure this is enough. 

In his book Being You: A New Science of Consciousness, Anil 

Seth’s final sentence reads –

‘At the end of this story, when life in the first person reaches its 

conclusion, perhaps it’s not so bad if a little mystery remains.’

The Mind
Though I can’t define it I know I have a mind, and I think I know 

how to use it, although it can also surprise me. I assume that my 

imagination is a function of my mind. 

My mind never switches off. It is constantly monitoring and 

making meaning of my senses, my thoughts and my environment; 

constantly attuned to the phenomenological messages that 

continuously bombard me. It is also active while I sleep, processing 

all the information and experiences of my day, and ensuring that I 

awake refreshed.

To mind also means – to look after – which is an apt description 

of what my mind does for me.

It helps me to find meaning in my experiences, and it feeds my 

curiosity with questions, helping me to find answers.

It is tempting to think my mind is me, but it isn’t; I am something 

else. I am the whole of which my mind is a part, just as my physical 

being, including my brain, is a part.

Perhaps the mind exists in the space between the physical and 

the metaphysical, being neither one nor the other, but resonating 

with energy as each tries to reach the other. Rather like a debate 

where understanding emerges from the essence of the dialogue 

that fills the space between the debaters.

The Imagination
As I write, I am noticing that though I use my imagination every 

day, I am finding it hard to describe what it is. So here is my 

experience of using my imagination.

My imagination is a quiet place in my mind, free for the moment 

My mind never switches off. 
It is constantly monitoring 
and making meaning of 
my senses, my thoughts 
and my environment; 
constantly attuned to the 
phenomenological messages 
that continuously bombard 
me. 
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of the stimuli of my senses; being in a quiet safe place also helps. 

Sometimes I close my eyes so that I can summon images more 

easily. I don’t know how I do this I just know I can. Writing poetry 

is one way that I use my imagination, here is an example1. 

Dreaming
I spent the day dreaming,

My life passing by.

There was no need to hurry,

I was learning to fly.

I had wings of golden feathers.

I had the feeling I was free.

I was filled with a new kind of power.

I had the courage to be me.

I soared into the heavens.

I floated and sailed in the air.

On my wings of golden feathers,

I spiralled in the sky.

I had discovered something wonderful.

I have the power to fly.

The wonder of imagination is that there are no limits to what is 

possible, no rights and wrongs, just the joy of thinking freely and 

going to places that only exist in my mind.

The Two Sides of Imagination
Rob Hopkins is the co-founder of the Transition Town movement 

and has written an excellent book, From What is to What if, in 

which he encourages his readers to use their imaginations to think 

about how things could be, rather than how they are, with the aim 

of acting to make their ‘what if’ ideas into reality2.

In organisations when we talk about creating an inspiring vision, 

this is exactly what we are doing; we are imagining a future that 

is different from the present. Such a future will paint a picture of 

how we would like things to be and provide a focus for decision-

making and investment that might lead us to this place.

It is possible, and often the case, that when we imagine the 

future everything is much worse than the present and we see 

no hope for any improvement or growth, only decline. Simply 

imagining a better future doesn’t make it so. This is when focusing 

on ‘what is’ and changing it right now is so important. This is 

obviously what Rob Hopkins is intending that people should do. 

However, there are times when both present action and future 

thinking are both necessary.

Optimism and pessimism are both important in developing 

‘what if’ scenarios. In financial modelling I always made sure that 

we had at least three ‘what if’ scenarios – worst case, most likely 

case, best case. By looking at what might happen to cause a ‘worst 

case’ result we could try to prevent it from happening: by looking 

at what we might need to do to cause the ‘best case’ to happen 

we could act to try to ensure it happened.

When ‘What Is’ can be More Help Than ‘What If’
There may be moments when deepening our awareness 

about what is happening in the world around us is an essential 

pre-requisite to taking action to improve and develop our current 

situation. Working as a consultant I often faced practical problems 

to which answers were needed right then by my clients. This didn’t 

prevent me from using my imagination in how I might help them 

find answers. Here is one example.

The company had a very successful history, but sales were now 

falling and the company was losing money. At my meeting with 

the board the mood was despondent. The Executive Chair said, 

‘We need to turn this around as soon as possible,’ 

I asked what ideas they had for how they could do this. ‘That’s 

what you’re here for,’ the Chair responded.

‘Well before I can do that I need to know exactly what is 

happening right now. Give me a week and the freedom to talk to 

who I want and I will tell you what I think.’ 

A week later I was with the executive team and I gave them two 

pieces of feedback:

1. It seems to me that as a company you have lost your 

self-belief.

2. You seem to be so proud of your history that you have lost 

your sense of what the future could be.

‘I think you need to switch your imaginations on.’

I advised the board that I thought it would be useful to engage 

everyone in the company in the re-birth of their brand; a complete 

refresh.

Switching Imagination On
For some people this appears to be very difficult, especially those 

who seem to be very practical and focus on what to do and how 

to do it. In the early part of my career I trained as an accountant, a 

profession where imaginative thinking is frowned upon. Creative 
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accounting is not encouraged, and there are rules and standards for 

everything. To help control costs it is important to measure actual 

expenditure against the plan. However, to reduce costs requires 

creative thinking and the use of imagination.

To switch our imaginations on we have to ignore the rules and 

practical reality and free our minds to wander where they will.

Here are four ways you can do this

1. Visualisation

2. Writing

3. Drawing/painting

4. Daydreaming

5. Problem solving

Visualisation
Resting in a safe place, close your eyes and imagine being in your 

favourite spot, or somewhere you would love to be. You can bring 

other people to be with you or be alone and you can do whatever 

you want. 

Here is a personal example of when I used visualisation. I had an 

accident when I was playing golf and I was hit in the eye by a golf 

ball. I was rushed to hospital and the ophthalmologist said that my 

eyeball had been flattened and that I needed to lie still and flat in 

bed and wait for the pressure to come back into my eye. My eyes 

were bandaged so I was in complete blackness. After a while I 

visualised my immune system as hundreds of Trevors all with foot 

pumps working non-stop to pump the pressure back into my eye. 

After two days the doctor examined me and said that the pressure 

was returning. After a further two days I was able to leave the 

hospital and continue treatment as an outpatient. 

Did my visualisation have anything to do with my recovery, or 

not? I can’t be sure, but I had nothing else to do lying in the dark in 

that bed.

Writing
Whether or not writing comes easily to you, here is a simple 

exercise that you might like to try. 

Write down four objects, for example, car, river, house, tree. Now 

write a story about these four objects. Let your imagination run riot.

Drawing/Painting
Some of us are more adept than others at drawing and painting, but 

whatever skill you have just get a piece of paper and using pencil, 

pen, or paint brush draw or paint a squiggly line on the paper. Next 

start to play with the line adding extra bits and colours and see what 

happens. Once again the key is to just let your imagination take over 

without judging the outcome.

Daydreaming
Resting in a safe place close your eyes and let your thoughts come 

and go until something catches your attention and focus on it until 

you want to move on.

Problem Solving
When presented with a problem it can be extremely useful to 

use your imagination to explore different ways of looking at the 

problem rather than trying to find a practical solution. Edward de 

Bono invented an approach which he called ‘lateral thinking’ to 

describe a non-linear creative approach by using imagination to 

determine possible solutions3.

Making the Most of Imagination
Your imagination is always available to you, it is your constant 

companion, use it as much as you can to guide you through life. As 

I sit here at my computer writing this article, I am imagining what I 

will say next. My wife has just interrupted me and asked me to help 

her with an awkward phone call, I will be back soon.

As it turns out she didn’t need my help and handled it very well. 

She thanked me for being with her, that’s all she needed.

So now I need to return to my imaginings and what pops up 

is what I want for my lunch, so I am off again to transform my 

imaginings into reality.

I have always loved puzzles and problem solving and my 

imagination is my main tool for helping me to solve even the 

most intractable problems. My approach is to start by turning 

the problem on its head, or look at it from a different perspective 

from those currently grappling with the problem. Here are some 

examples.

Problem: we need to reduce waste.

New view: we need to find ways of making waste profitable.

Problem: our transport costs are too high.

New view: we need to increase the number of deliveries.

Problem: sales of pumps are falling.

New view: sell flow design solutions.

All of these new views originated from the people struggling with 

the problems by imagining a new perspective of the problem. 

We can also change our perspective of what is happening in the 

moment.

Imagining a Different Present
The present conditions or situation we are in may not be 

Perhaps the mind exists in the space between 
the physical and the metaphysical, being neither 
one nor the other, but resonating with energy as 
each tries to reach the other. 
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comfortable, or satisfactory so we have a choice: we can continue 

to cope or we can imagine a different scenario, or a series of 

different scenarios. This won’t necessarily change anything about 

the present circumstances, but it may help us to have a different 

experience of these same circumstances, and potentially help us to 

improve or change the situation for the better.

At the present time most of us are struggling to imagine how 

we can cope to manage our money over a winter that promises 

increasing energy costs, increasing interest rates, and increasing 

household spending costs. When all we can imagine ahead is 

hardship and difficulty, it is almost impossible to stay optimistic and 

hopeful. 

Instead of despairing you could try to imagine that your glass is 

half-full, rather than half-empty, that focusing on what you do have, 

rather than what you don’t have might give you more options. Even 

sitting wrapped up warm and imagining a better future could boost 

your spirits. I know that this is not easy for everyone, especially 

when things are particularly difficult.

I was working with a therapy group and one young woman had 

been telling us a depressing story about her current circumstances. 

When she finished everyone in the group was quiet. To lift the 

energy I asked the woman to imagine she was approaching Earth in 

a spaceship and as she passed the dark side of the moon there was a 

message written on it, and I asked her what it said. She replied. ‘Life’s 

sh*t and then you die.’

The group was quiet for a moment, and then the woman said, 

‘well maybe it’s not quite that sh*tty,’ and she began to laugh, and 

the whole group laughed with her.

Waking up Your Imagination
Your imagination is yours and it is as limited and as expansive as you 

are. If you are pessimistic and negative, or optimistic and positive 

in outlook, then so will be your imagination. You can try to change 

this by practising and imagining the world as you would like it to be, 

even if you don’t think what you imagine is possible. John Lennon 

did this and wrote his famous song ‘Imagine’. I will finish by quoting 

a few verses:

About the Author
Dr Trevor Bentley, now retired, worked as a leadership 
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Imagine there’s no heaven

It’s easy if you try

No hell below us

Above us, only sky

Imagine all the people

Livin’ for today
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Imagine no possessions

I wonder if you can

No need for greed or hunger

A brotherhood of man

Imagine all the people

Sharing all the world

You may say I’m a dreamer

But I’m not the only one

I hope someday you’ll join us

And the world will live as one

Imagine – John Lennon – 1971
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Philip Atkinson.

How to Banish 
Toxicity and Promote 
Psychological Health 
in the Workplace

“Too many organisations exhibit a high degree of 
toxicity apparent to the workforce, which can also 
seep out to users, clients, customers and stakeholders. 
In this article, Philip Atkinson explores toxicity, its key 
causes and the strategies and actions that can be taken 
to promote a psychologically healthy culture.”

Post-Pandemic Effectiveness Requires  
Radical Organisational Change
The pandemic has created a nightmare for how businesses 

deliver their services. Some organisations are no longer relevant, 

and their customer or user base has migrated elsewhere or 

found an alternative way to meet their needs. To improve 

competitive advantage and overall effectiveness, many senior 

management teams (SMTs) are reviewing their direction and 

methods of operation. The traditional formal approach to this 

uses diagnostics to examine the efficacy of those things that 

drive performance and profitability. This usually means exploring 

market identity, organisational goals, and the strategies, 

structures and systems applied to achieve those goals. The 

results do not give a complete picture of what causes, helps and 

hinders performance. 
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In this article, Philip Atkinson highlights the real drivers behind 

performance, which relate to the softer side of the business – 

often referred to as climate and culture. We maintain that the 

real drivers that cause business and performance improvement 

relate to assessing and restoring the psychological health of the 

organisation. 

However, the fundamental drivers for change reside within the 

more complex climate and culture. In this article, he says that 

using various diagnostic tools can aid in analysing the relative 

psychological health of their business or organisation. Moreover, 

he examines these factors that hinder organisational health and 

highlights the presence of toxicity inherent in the culture, how it 

manifests itself and the action that can be taken to move beyond 

the research in psychological safety, to build a robust culture 

founded upon psychological health. Philip discusses some of the 

diagnostics available and the strategies that can be actioned to 

bring about this positive change.

Issues: Organisational Toxicity
A culture’s relative degree of toxicity will inhibit business 

performance, growth, climate and culture. Central to this is the 

concept of psychological health. To explore toxicity further, it is 

critical to discuss the following issues:

1. What is organisational toxicity, and how does it rate in terms 

of psychological health?

2. How does toxicity exhibit itself, and what are the roots of 

toxicity?

3. Who does toxicity impact?

4. What action can we take to remove toxicity?

5. How to create a culture of psychological health, and how 

does climate and culture change fit within this model?

1. What is Organisational Toxicity, and how 
does it rate in terms of Psychological Health?
It is critical to think of toxicity as it impacts teams and 

organisations along a continuum. Psychological health is at the 

left of the continuum, and as you move towards the right, you 

experience relative degrees of toxicity. We can not describe it in 

precise terms, but from the examples presented, you can assess it 

currently. The research into psychological health started with the 

work of Edgar Schein1 and Warren Bennis. Still, it was first termed 

‘psychological safety’, defining it as ‘an atmosphere where one 

can take chances (which experimentalism implies) without fear 

and with sufficient protection.’ They further developed the 

positive concept as a ‘climate which encourages provisional tries, 

and tolerates failure without retaliation, renunciation, or guilt.’ 

Psychologically health rather than safety is the preferred end state

We use many of Schein’s ideas on organisational culture and 

climate. Still, I prefer to use the term psychological health rather 

than psychological safety because safety implies an ‘away from 

motivation’ and conveys a negative emotional state of must-have 

protection, whereas ‘health’ portrays a more positive, compelling 

vision and emotional state that is achievable and desirable. 

Deming also points this out in his 14 points of Management 

(1982)2, where he draws attention to point 8: ‘Drive out fear 

so that everyone may work effectively for the company’. This 

develops a much more compelling vision for organisational 

A culture’s relative 
degree of toxicity 
will inhibit business 
performance, growth, 
climate and culture. 

change, which is well-rounded and fits in with the principles 

of the Toyota Production System (TPS), which was central to 

the quality revolution of the 1990s that swept Japan, Europe 

and the USA. At this time, the EFQM (European Foundation for 

Quality Management) award was founded by leading companies 

promoting organisational excellence as being beyond production 

capabilities and profitability. Notable among its defined criteria 

for excellence were the culture and leadership drivers of the soft 

side of the business.

Although we have understood and developed a plethora of 

methodologies, tools and diagnostics to assess and evaluate 

the relative health of the culture, many organisations still do not 

display or promote building a healthy culture and climate. In fact, 

in recent years, our eyes may have been taken off the cultural 

ball in favour of keeping our heads above the water, maintaining 

drive, positioning in a complex and ever-changing economic and 

commercial world since Brexit, dealing with and trying to recover 

from the business fallout of the COVID pandemic, the Russian 

War with Ukraine, and the resulting economic and cost of living 

crisis. 

2. How does Toxicity Exhibit Itself, and What 
are the Roots of Toxicity?
Toxicity is a direct reflection of the existing culture. Toxicity 

can exhibit itself in many forms but typically is driven by a lack 

of leadership and the existence and acceptance of destructive 

behaviours being condoned by upper levels of management. A 

significant issue is that most senior managers do not understand 

how to build a resilient and reliable culture.

An organisational culture can be shaped and remodelled to 

become extremely powerful by understanding its composition 

and how it can be changed. At any one time, it isn’t easy to 

establish precisely what it is within any business culture that 

produces a specific outcome or event. Only by studying the 

major ‘drivers’ that shape the culture can we fully understand the 

action required to orchestrate events. Later we will explain the 

key determinants of corporate culture and the steps to take to 

build a strong culture.
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Multiple organisational cultures 

Interestingly, any organisation may have a central dominant 

culture or many diverse cultures. Multiple cultures will exist 

at any time and be driven by specific circumstances. What is 

important is if an organisation does have many varied and diverse 

cultures, then the ability to manage the ambiguity which can 

arise is the core challenge to the management team. It is clear 

that there are many factors shaping the formation of a particular 

cultural hinterland and any journey is to find out more about 

what can be done to create a culture which supports a change 

plan for promoting health and banishing hostility and toxicity.

Culture; Good or Bad; Positive or Negative; Strong or Weak

Business cultures can be categorised along several dimensions; 

they may be perceived as strong or weak, positive or negative, 

and team or process driven. Some cultures are strong and 

forceful whilst also being positive and portray psychological 

health. 

Key cultural drivers are outlined below. The critical point about 

the culture is that people, users, and clients need to recognise 

the culture, and it should be simple to understand

Cultural drivers

The bottom line in this example (Table 1) is that if you don’t know 

where you are going, you never know where you are and will 

fail to communicate this to your colleagues and stakeholders. 

Further, it would be best to have positive values to guide specific 

behaviours, which must be demonstrated and rewarded. It would 

be best if you had a constant stream of learning and continuous 

improvement to retain your best staff and grow for the future.

Comparison of toxic and psychologically healthy Cultures

It is impossible and perhaps undesirable to list every type of 

unacceptable behaviour, but here are some examples in Table 2.

3. Who does Toxicity Impact?
Toxicity can travel well beyond the confines of the organisation. It 

does not just impact staff, but bullying behaviour can be projected 

onto the supply chain and pressure put on them to conform to the 

demands of the purchasing organisation. This can even result in 

collusion in purchasing goods and services and illegal behaviour 

regarding the employment and retention of staff.

Barometer of trust and honesty

How well does the average organisation create a barometer of 

trust in relationships with their end users, clients, suppliers and 

key stakeholders? People take trust for granted in a commercial 

or contractual relationship – but when that trust turns to toxicity, 

the organisation’s viability is at risk.

Critical events in recent years tell us that a lack of trust has 

become toxic, a fundamental challenge to overcome, and a 

component of everyday life. The level of trust in many institutions 

has radically declined, and toxicity increased in recent years. Many 

organisations’ reputations and fortunes have been put at severe 

risk simply because the level of trust with the public has been 

broken. Once that has been broken, it is difficult, if not impossible, 

to repair. The broken or betrayed trust associated with large 

organisations featured in the worldwide financial crisis in 2008 

has impacted the fortunes of those companies till even today. 

Mission
How to establish our relevance for future 
clients, users and stakeholders

Shared Vision
Know precisely where we are going 
and how we are going to get there, and 
communicate this to all stakeholders

Values
Create defined values that actively 
demonstrate what we stand for and what 
we do not

Leadership
Define key leadership behaviours based on 
core values

Behaviours
Rigorously implement key behaviours 
and act on those that do not support our 
mission and vision

Continual 
Improvement

Strive for never-ending improvement in all 
processes and behaviours

Table 1: Cultural Drivers

Table 2: Comparison of Toxic and 
Psychologically Healthy Cultures

Toxic Attitudes & Behaviours
Promoted Attitudes & 
Behaviours

Failing to provide strategic 
leadership

Focused direction and shared 
plan

Unnecessary command and 
control style

Flexibility in management 
style

Bullying leadership style
Clear demonstration of 
desired behaviour

Dishonesty Candour and openness

Cabals in decision-making Participation when desired

Inter team conflict and silo 
mentality

Boundaryless organisation 
and teamwork

Win-lose Win-win

Harassment of any form
Calling people to account for 
behaviours

Aggression and hostility Assertive behaviours

Failure to project diversity
Maintain legal relationships 
and behaviours 

Lack of Honesty Transparency 

Nepotism and favouritism Failure Project diversity

Hostility and lack of trust Trusting and open

Humiliating staff at all levels Promote kind behaviours

Sexual innuendo
Adhering to the moral 
compass
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Many do not expect that they will ever recover. Until public and 

private confidence is won, the share prices of the majority of these 

companies in the banking and finance sector suffer. 

Auto manufacturers are under investigation after the disclosure 

that data on emission levels have been falsified in specific 

geographies for commercial gain has resulted in continuing legal 

action. FIFA was under investigation for corrupt practices around 

vote-rigging associated with hosting the World Cup in Qatar in 

2022. Many international and national sports organisations are 

under investigation because of the failure to disclose data from 

drug testing and unusual biometric readings of leading world-

class athletes in a wide range of sports. 

Trust in politicians is at an all-time low. Since the Chilcott 

enquiry into the Iraq War, journalists have exposed the expenses 

scandal of politicians and MPs, and revealed Partygate during 

the COVID pandemic. There is some disquiet about the exposure 

of ‘whistle blowers’ in the NHS and the NHS’s ability to cover up 

enquiries into unnecessary deaths in care homes. We also have the 

continual saga of the Catholic Church, various charities, including 

Oxfam, providing less than charitable services, the Armed Forces, 

the Police, and many of our formerly trusted institutions no longer 

enjoy that trust. We have witnessed behaviours since Brexit, such 

as PPI contracts and dismissing climate change as a real existential 

threat. We have seen this toxicity creep into world affairs with the 

behaviour of Russia in promoting an unnecessary conflict and 

war with Ukraine. Where does the toxicity start being replaced by 

creating a climate of trust at every level?

4. What Action Can We Take to Remove 
Toxicity and Promote Psychological Health?
All meaningful change starts with changing what people focus 

upon and begins with intent. We have to examine the purpose 

and direction of our business and organisations and ensure 

we imprint positive behaviours to instal the best behaviours in 

our people when they work and transact business with others. 

It all starts with creating desirable corporate values. These 

should reflect the core behaviours we expect our people to 

display. These should be of the highest standards and not a 

cheap exercise in developing fancy strap lines and phrases that 

sound worthy but do not direct people’s behaviour. You need 

to put your best people and most accomplished facilitators or 

consultants to work on changing core behaviours

This means undertaking a corporate health check and look 

for shortfalls in service delivery and performance at all levels 

with all stakeholders. It means asking questions which are going 

to generate embarrassing responses. It means asking the right 

questions, listening, and acting to remove negative behaviours. 

Sometimes it’s not comfortable to look in the corporate mirror 

and see what comes back in terms of feedback – but it is what 

you have to do. 

We use a variety of diagnostics – Table 3 highlights those 

aspects of the culture that we view as important.

Now that we have examined the critical criteria for assessing 

your current culture decide which drivers are essential for your 

business. If you are a COO of a state-funded bureaucracy, you 

may choose different criteria than if you run a retail store, a 

training agency or an FMCG company. Let’s move on to the core 

steps in making this happen using a straightforward model called 

FFA or force field analysis.

Your goal is to promote 
psychological health which 

means improving the 
climate and the culture 

where people can speak 
openly without fear of 

recrimination.
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5. How to Create a Culture of Psychological 
Health, and How Does Climate and Culture 
Change Fit Within this Model?

FFA can support all your efforts. It is based on Kurt Lewin’s 

work3, which used personal and organisational change work. It is 

focused on identifying behaviour that is not valued or welcomed 

and runs counter to the objectives of the person, team or 

business. In any situation where you are implementing stages to 

build psychological health, first identify barriers to achieving your 

outcome and identify those behaviours that will support you. 

Most people focus too much on supporting or helping forces 

rather than depleting behaviours which are not supporting the 

change.

Remove that which hinders first

It is simple. Whatever you identify as supporting or helping you, 

whether defining a solid vision statement or committing to 

serious leadership and team working behaviour, no investment 

(or overinvestment) in your solutions will work until you eliminate 

those focused on working against you. If you increase the 

intensity of those things supporting you, you will intensify the 

power and force of things which are hindering improvement.

You can develop a sharp strategic plan and sell it to your SMT. 

On the surface, they may buy in, but underneath their apparent 

approval and support, there may be lingering doubts, even 

contradictory agendas.

Step 1 – Strategy or implementing a culture of psychological health

Your goal is to promote psychological health which means 

improving the climate and the culture where people can speak 

openly without fear of recrimination. It is about creating a 

safe environment where people can share their thoughts and 

feelings while fearing that their views will be considered and their 

reputation and standing will not be damaged. It is a shared belief 

that it is safe to take interpersonal risks without being ridiculed 

or shamed by those wanting others to conform to the old ways. 

This would be a tall order if your organisation scored pretty high 

on the toxicity barometer. 

Step 2 – Communicate that plan

Most organisations believe they do a pretty good job 

communicating to their people, their supply chain, their users 

and clients and their stakeholders. Most don’t know how to 

improve because they either fail to ask or only listen to 50% 

of the answer. We could all do better at communicating. Most 

of us want to fill the space and get our message over when 

really we need to actively listen and respond to what we hear. 

We have yet to find an organisation that overcommunicates its 

plans. We can always do better. Communication effectiveness 

is seen from the viewpoint of those who have received rather 

than those who have sent the message.

The message must be tailored for who is going to receive 

it, their apparent motivation to listen and respond, and what 

their grievances and wants are for any reason at any point in 

time. Time invested in tailoring your communication to your 

particular and different audiences is well invested. When we 

undertake diagnostic work, clients are always intrigued by 

how we got their respective audiences to open up. We do this 

Table 3: Cultural Diagnostics – Key Criteria
Shared vision and 
philosophy of 
the future for the 
business

Focus and understand long-term goals, 
a commitment to a common purpose, 
vision of the future communicated by the 
senior managers 

Leadership as a 
driving force for 
change

Leaders inspiring new performance 
goals, focusing on mastering staff and 
team potential, lead by example using 
praise, reward and recognition to 
enhance improvement

Change 
implementation 
is a natural part of 
our development

Challenge and improve performance and 
learning, shared by all, planned rationally 
and driven and valued by staff at all levels

Intrinsic nature of 
work

Rewarding work contributes positively 
to personal development, enjoying and 
valuing one's contribution, high degree 
of job satisfaction

Superior 
performance

Set high standards, expect extraordinary 
efforts by colleagues, believe in being the 
best in their field

Taking thoughtful 
Risks

Focus on continuous improvement, and 
calculated risks are valued and worth 
taking, look at new ways, encouraged to 
take action

Value People
Genuinely value people, valued and 
respected as a resource, personal 
contribution valued individually

Service to staff, 
users and clients

Personal responsibility for quality, only 
accepting the highest standard, striving 
to improve and provide superior service

Value 
Communication

Freedom to communicate and discuss 
solutions, share information, and use 
informal contacts to achieve results

Focus on being 
successful as 
a business and 
tracking measures 
of success

Measured performance improvement and 
effectiveness, striving to improve and use 
financial measures to chart progress

Conscientiousness 
and attention to 
detail

Move towards improvement and 
perfection, practise accuracy, zero 
defects and error-free work

Leaders as 
doers and team 
facilitators

Those who lead are competent to do 
the job and manage, with no status 
differences – work with others, focus on 
teamwork with no demarcation

Decision-making 
dispersed across 
the organisation

Participate in decisions which impact self. 
Confident that their views and opinions, 
even those that challenge, are valued and 
incorporated into decision-making

Cross organisation 
working – 
achieving results 
across the 
organisation, 
not just through 
functional silos

Contribute in a variety of roles across 
functions to a broader 'team' without 
boundaries to focus on results through 
relationships

Red Tape – the 
focus on moving 
away from 
bureaucracy

Reduce red tape, bureaucracy, 
time-wasting and non-value-added 
activity, improving response times, 
empowering staff to achieve customer 
satisfaction

Based on the original Deal and Kennedy's research.
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through the use of focus group questionnaires and group 

or individual Zoom calls. From this feedback, we create a 

comprehensive implementation plan, whether we are building 

a platform on toxicity (internal and external to stakeholders), 

customer retention, user trust, leadership or culture change.

Step 3 – Deplete any form of resistance and defensiveness to 

your plan

Do not under emphasise the importance of passive and 

active resistance to any change. People do not like changing 

their habits. Look at recent adverts on UK TV targeted at 

men who should start assessing the impact their comments 

have on others, especially females. It is all about reviewing 

conversations or words (internal self-talk) you will convey 

to others. It is best to do this internally with self before 

expressing them to others. This is at the heart of bullying 

behaviour. It is best to examine self and personal attitudes 

before exposing them to the broader world.

Step 4 – Develop a model for learning and re-education

Much of this work with depleting the culture of toxicity is 

based on creating a series of Learning Workshops similar to 

those used with assertiveness and conflict resolution training. 

It is about developing models so people can self-reflect on 

the impact of their behaviour on others. Asking self-reflective 

questions such as ‘what is it like receiving my attitude and my 

words on a bad day?’ ‘What must it be like to communicate 

with me when I am in a bad mood?’

The whole process of reducing toxicity starts with the self. 

Action Summary
You may be interested in learning more about the toxicity 

culture, which is prevalent in too many organisations today. 

I have highlighted how complex pressures such as Brexit, the 

pandemic and the cost of living crisis have not helped reduce 

toxicity. The complexity and the force of change have been 

difficult for both people and organisations to process. It is 

difficult to focus on improving organisational culture when 

most people worry about their future and living standards. 

I have addressed some critical issues about the nature and 

cause of toxicity and how it evolves. I have also explained 

how it permeates our supply chain, clients, end users and 

stakeholders. I have described a four-step process for battling 

this and reversing this trend using force field analysis.

The bottom line is you must ask yourself and your 

colleagues what behaviours you must start, stop and continue 

to display to reduce the degree of toxicity in the workplace. 

And as usual, change in organisations starts with the self.
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Unsustainable activities and lifestyles are damaging the 

environment, reducing biodiversity, depleting natural 

capital and contributing to global warming and climate 

change. The 13th United Nations Environment Programme 

(UNEP) Emissions Gap Report 2022 issued a stark warning 

ahead of the recent COP27 meeting in Sharm al-Sheikh, Egypt. 

It concluded that the carbon cutting plans of Governments 

since COP 26 have been ‘woefully inadequate’ and that there 

is ‘no credible pathway’ to keeping global temperature rises 

below 1.5°C1. What are the implications of the report’s call for 

the rapid transformation of societies against the background of 

a closing window of opportunity to avert disaster for leaders of 

organisations, those who advise them and management services 

practitioners?

Many individuals and organisations face multiple but inter-

related challenges and difficult choices. Addressing them may 

require the critique, review and resetting of aspirations and 

expectations, purposes and priorities, and goals and objectives. 

Visions and values, assumptions and beliefs, and societal and 

environmental responsibilities may need to be questioned 

and current activities, operations and lifestyles challenged. If 

societal transformation is to be achieved, fundamentals might 

Critical Thinking 
for Responsible 
Leadership
Professor Colin Coulson-Thomas.



Management Services Winter 2022 33 

have to be reviewed and reset. Breaks with the past may have 

to occur. Company directors, and the many other leaders and 

professionals who advise them should exercise independent 

judgement. How might critical thinking help? 

Critical thinking can involve pause, reflection and a re-visiting 

of assumptions2. Given the scale and trajectory of challenges, 

larger steps may be needed. Innovation and radical change 

rather than incremental improvement may be required. Being 

courageous and bold in the face of risk and uncertainty may 

have to be balanced with caution, prudence and responsibility. 

Some are better than others at handling choices and trade-offs, 

reconciling shared and contending interests, and addressing 

both short-term pressures and longer-term requirements. 

Discussion and critique may enable a diverse, questioning 

and vibrant team, or a more homogenous, compliant and 

unimaginative one, to explore options and alternatives. 

Critical Thinking Considerations
Critical thinking, scepticism, an understanding of human 

behaviour and motivation, and an independent and questioning 

approach, are important for business leaders, directors, boards 

and their advisers, as well as productivity and performance 

consultants3. Active questioning and critical thinking are 

inter-related. Stimulating one can support the development 

of the other4. While open-minded and listening to others, 

confident practitioners form their own opinions and exercise 

independent judgement. They recognise that ‘things are not 

always what they seem’. Directors may need to question 

assumptions, probe root causes, assess sources and explore 

drivers when discharging their distinct and onerous legal duties 

and responsibilities.

Directors and project reviewers are often faced with multiple 

documents that may contain detailed and complex information. 

On occasion, items may be circulated at relatively short notice, 

or even tabled at a meeting. The challenge is often to identify 

and distil key elements, messages and themes, assess their 

significance and relevance to what and for whom, and consider 

how to respond. Critique can involve evaluation, reflection and 

judgement about whether to accept or reject an assessment, 

proposal or suggestion, or suspend judgement while seeking 

clarification, more information or clearer justification. It could 

entail considering a document’s purpose, the context in which it 

appears, supporting arguments and evidence, and any apparent 

weaknesses or limitations.

Over time, aspirations, expectations and what might be 

accepted or tolerated can change. In periods of crisis, flux 

and stress; they should not be assumed or taken for granted. 

They might have to be confirmed or re-evaluated and reset. 

Addressing challenges and existential threats and individual, 

corporate and collective responses to them may require the 

critique, review and resetting of aspirations and expectations, 

purposes and priorities and goals and objectives. Given recent 

developments and uncertainty, visions and values, assumptions 

and beliefs, and social and environmental responsibilities may 

also need to be questioned and challenged and discussed and 

debated. For example, do accounts and reports fairly reflect 

negative consequences of corporate operations?

Critical Thinking for Assessment and 
Decision-Making
Critical thinking is not always easy to define, understand and 

achieve. Practitioners may encounter it during their education 

or professional development. Many institutions encourage 

the critique of sources5. For academics, the ability to critique, 

think abstractly and contextualise is important for teaching and 

learning. Critical thinking has been an educational goal of many 

universities. Students in liberal democracies may be encouraged 

to engage with, think about and critique rather than just accept, 

reproduce or describe what they experience or see, and read or 

are taught. Director selection committees should assess how 

well candidates for board appointments can do this. Project 

managers and lead consultants may look for similar qualities in 

members of their teams. 

The context in which advice or information is received, and its 

source, accuracy, objectivity and relevance are all factors that 

may influence the credence and weight that should be put upon 

it. Has it been rapidly pulled together without much thought, 

and authenticated or corroborated and carefully considered, 

before its presentation to a board, committee or other decision-

making body? One should avoid basing judgements on dubious 

assumptions, partial views or foundations of sand. The rigour 

of analysis and thought should reflect what is at stake and 

possible consequences of a decision or other response. Risks of 

limited analysis and thinking time and of tools, techniques and 

methodologies used may need to be considered.

Many boards and decision makers have to make strategic 

choices. Fundamental re-thinking may be required to change 

direction and/or undertake necessary adaptations and 

transitions and transformation journeys. Critical thinking 

can avoid risks associated with questionable measurement, 

inadequate analysis and snap decisions. However, inaction, 

indecision and delay can also incur risks. In addition to boards 

and others who provide strategic direction, critical thinking 

is also important for those responsible for its execution and 

implementation. It may be beneficial more widely if collective 

responses to shared challenges are required and both business 

model and lifestyle changes are needed. 

Over time, aspirations, expectations and what 
might be accepted or tolerated can change. In 
periods of crisis, flux and stress, they should 
not be assumed or taken for granted.
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Critical Thinking in Boards, Committees and 
Review Teams
Board and other chairs and team leaders should encourage 

critical thinking and ensure adequate opportunity for challenge, 

questioning, discussion and debate. Reviews should assess the 

extent and rigour of these activities and whether because of 

conformity, groupthink, lack of diversity, being rule-bound or 

other factors a board or other group has become dysfunctional6,7. 

Active questioning, challenge and critical thinking can lead to 

a virtuous spiral of increasing assurance. Directors, reviewers 

and assessors should think about their targets, timing and 

approach before challenging and develop a questioning strategy. 

Responses and reactions to an initial question may suggest 

supplementary ones, further critique and new areas to probe.

At some meetings generalisations may be uttered that might 

not relate to issues discussed or what a project or assignment 

is about. An ability to discern and address what is distinctive 

and significant about a particular matter, response or situation, 

identify alternative and viable courses of action, and the 

foresight to imagine and consider their implications and possible 

consequences are valuable qualities for directors and others 

to have. Challenging, exploring and probing with relevant and 

insightful questions can require a critical, curious and sceptical 

mindset. Critical thinking can also help when formulating or 

assessing an argument or proposal, discerning relevance and 

understanding the limits of generalisation8.

Critical thinking and being willing to question and challenge 

can also be beneficial outside of a meeting, for example when 

collecting information. While respecting those they encounter 

and being tactful, some directors and practitioners try so hard 

to be diplomatic and tactful, and not to ruffle feathers that 

they may fail to spot signals and understand what is really 

going on. Their reticence and politeness may prevent or 

inhibit others from reflection, thinking, questioning and raising 

concerns. Disagreement is different from disloyalty and loyalty 

obtained without question may be counter-productive. A desire 

for consensus on a way forward should not be allowed to 

prematurely curb questioning and discussion.

Pressures to Conform and the Courage to 
Critique
Critical thinking and challenge may reduce or contain the 

groupthink that often limits small team effectiveness, even if 

they do not entirely prevent it6. The practice and benefits of 

critical thinking may be enhanced when it is accompanied by a 

greater diversity of team membership. In the re-thinking now 

required from boards and teams facing existential challenges 

every member should reflect, form independent judgements and 

have an opportunity to express an opinion. There is often a wide 

gulf between rhetoric and reality. Those with power such as a 

CEO or project manager may advocate openness and challenge, 

while discouraging or resisting questioning of their own actions, 

priorities or preferences. 

Some team members and professionals face social and group 

pressure to ‘fit in’ and ‘go along’ with established positions that 

seem to be underpinned by past decisions and/or supported by 

colleagues and/or key players6. This could be the case within a 

board, and more widely across a company and among influential 
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stakeholders. It may take courage to question a purpose, 

direction and strategy, and objectives, priorities or positions 

that have been authoritatively endorsed and are supported by 

an apparent consensus. Persistence may be required. Minority 

views may turn out to be right, even if belatedly9. Governance 

arrangements and board practices may not always provide for 

their periodic review. Even when reviews are advocated, they 

may not happen. When they do occur, areas that might be 

felt to be controversial or sensitive are sometimes ignored or 

overlooked.

Certain colleagues might feel that to challenge when support 

is sought is disloyal. However, contributing to a discussion in a 

helpful way may be the responsible course of action to adopt. 

Following initial questions, a wider sense of unease may emerge. 

The courage of a person to speak up, and the timing and tone of 

an intervention, may cause others to follow. This might initiate 

pressure to review, rethink and address fundamentals and root 

causes. A crisis or difficult situation can also sometimes cause a 

particular group to confront realities, engage in critical thinking, 

see matters in a different light, change direction and/or pursue 

different priorities and new possibilities. This could be what is 

currently required1.

Critiquing Inputs to Assessment and 
Decision-Making
The relevance, quality and impact of decisions and assessments 

can reflect the advice, briefings, reports, and financial and other 

information decision makers and assessors receive. Much may 

depend upon their objectivity, timeliness and accuracy and who 

produced them and for what purpose. Have they been amended 

or sanitised for a certain reason and/or from a particular 

perspective? Document drafters sometimes modify or leave out 

what they fear may be unwelcome, such as negative externalities. 

These may not be measured or estimated and reported. Papers 

may be biased to reflect prevailing views, respect past decisions 

and current priorities, further vested interests, or communicate 

preferred messages. Critique and scepticism may improve 

productivity and performance assessments and decision-making. 

Too often, information and other inputs are received 

uncritically, without their recipients exploring the assumptions 

and sources upon which they are based. Accounts and financial 

reports may fail to address the negative consequences of 

corporate operations, activities and offerings. Their associated 

costs and other impacts are often borne by those affected, which 

may be whole communities and the environment. Matters raised 

and questions posed may be described as complex or ‘needing 

work’ to address in an attempt to deter further enquiry. Such 

ploys may indicate a lack of understanding or attempt to conceal, 

and suggest an area of vulnerability. Body language and facial 

expressions can sometimes be very revealing. 

Openness, candour, honesty and integrity can encourage 

critical thinking. Mutual trust and respect and full and frank 

discussion can contribute to collective effectiveness. Uncertain 

and weak boards can be defensive. Some insecure directors 

resist and react against criticism, particularly from those they 

consider to be in inferior positions to themselves. More confident 

individuals welcome comments, insights and suggestions. They 

listen to feedback and may value practitioners who provide 

independent, objective and evidence-based advice. They may 

explicitly engage those who express critical views, identifying 

areas for improvement and reviewing lessons, responses and 

initiatives. On occasion they may change direction.

Retaining Balance and Proportion
In dynamic situations, circumstances and contexts, much may 

change between reviews of purpose, direction and strategy, 

and objectives, priorities or positions. Busy colleagues beset 

with contending pressures and concerned about the impact 

of events upon themselves and their activities may not always 

devote the thinking time required to assess the implications of 

developments for a project, an assignment or a company and 

its stakeholders. Thinking that occurs under pressure can be 

defensive and protective. It may reflect established assumptions, 

strategies and priorities, rather than be about different 

possibilities. ‘Groupthink’ may be a risk especially when relatively 

established and homogenous groups get together6.

Many experienced practitioners think carefully about when, 

where and whom or what to challenge or question before 

speaking up. One needs a sense of balance, materiality, 

proportion and timing. Making mountains out of molehills can 

alienate board, project or assignment colleagues. Something 

may appear questionable, but is it worth speaking up when an 

issue may be immaterial in the context of the whole and there 

may be more important matters on or off an agenda to address? 

At the same time, there may be occasions when something that 

at first sight seems innocuous represents the tip of an iceberg. 

Intervening might open a window onto areas that are worthy of 

exploration.

A matter might not need to be raised at a board or project 

review meeting for it to have an impact. Some issues may be 

resolved off line, or through a quiet word with the ‘appropriate 

person’. Directors and practitioners should behave responsibly 

and proportionately. They should focus on the overall picture and 

Addressing [multiple but 
inter-related challenges 
and difficult choices] 
may require the critique, 
review and resetting 
of aspirations and 
expectations, purposes 
and priorities, and goals 
and objectives. 
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consider whether a flow of decisions, events and/or information 

suggests a trend, pattern of behaviour, problem, deficiency or 

vulnerability. Interventions, contributions and advice should be 

concise, lucid, coherent and logical. Where time may be short 

and interruptions are anticipated, thought should be given to 

the order of comments, to ensure that key points are aired and 

priority concerns are addressed. 

Reducing Negative Impacts
Critical thinking, critique and questioning should not be 

assumed. Practitioners should be alert to evidence of their 

absence and possible consequence7. A board could take steps 

to ensure they happen. For example, ‘high fliers’ or candidates 

for possible future board roles could be asked to critique a 

company’s priorities, strategy, operations or the net carbon, 

environmental and/or social impact of corporate activities from 

an environmental perspective or that of an investor, customer, 

community or competitor. They could be asked to identify 

vulnerabilities, risks and missed opportunities, and suggest what 

ought to be done about them and what they could contribute. 

Similar exercises could be encouraged and arranged in business 

units or geographic, project and/or functional teams.

Advocates of more responsible leadership and strategic 

direction sometimes question the contribution of directors 

and boards and the value they and their advisers add, rather 

than focus on reducing negative consequences. The damaging 

impacts of collective corporate activities on biodiversity, the 

environment, natural capital and global warming suggest more 

could be done to ensure negative externalities are identified 

and addressed. A focus on adding more value and increasing 

contribution sometimes reflects a reality that more responsible 

leadership is required. Corporate accounting and reporting 

policies and practices may reveal the extent to which a board is 

aware, responsible and transparent. Those of many companies 

seem designed to conceal the full extent of negative externalities. 

Challenges facing COP27 delegations suggest collective 

action is needed while there is still time1. Rather than play down 

or conceal contributions to global warming, boards should 

encourage their identification and initiatives to reduce them. 

Understanding the drivers and root causes of operations and 

proposals that appear irresponsible or prove to be harmful, 

may enable them be addressed. Board and executive team 

ambition, imagination and drive should be aligned. Encouraging 

people to critique current priorities and activities, and consider 
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less damaging alternatives, might stimulate contributions to 

sustainability. Critical thinking might initiate transition and 

transformation journeys that benefit organisations, their 

people, other stakeholders, the natural environment and future 

generations.
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Pursuit of Excellence in 
Service Quality, Part I

The COVID pandemic has highlighted, and arguably 

increased, the range of service supply channels and 

business models, for example: business-to-business 

and business-to-customer; with additional complexity resulting 

from using digital platforms, face-to-face, and telematics. We 

are witnessing the demise of manufacturing capabilities in 

the western world, corresponding with a dramatic increase in 

service-based economies. This change begs questions such 

as: What must be done to ensure excellent quality across 

these dynamic channels and operational models? Do we really 

know what our customers regard as good service? Does this 

perception change across segments and demographics? How 

can we continue to be ahead of our customers’ desires and 

aspirations? Is excellent service quality solely measured by ‘fit for 

purpose’? Can we adapt or adopt manufacturing quality models 

for services? 

Introduction and Background
What must service delivery organisations do to continuously 

deliver on expectations of the majority (or crucial) customers? An 

everyday starting point might be to ask customers: Would you 

wholeheartedly recommend us to members of your closest family 

and friends1? If yes, then a further question might be: How might 

we improve in future? Arguably, no other answer is germane; 

other than useful in trying to rectify the situation in future.

Additional consideration in terms of this issue, are the 

cultures in Pacific Island countries. These are based on closely 

intertwined intricacies of family sub-units that are closely 
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CUSTOMER 
MARKETS

weaved. Consequently, recommending exceptional/mediocre 

service delivery follows the collectivist structure through word 

of mouth. The collectivist structure is related to numerous other 

networks, often through distant blood ties.

The significant challenge for service organisations is to meet 

the specific demands of multi-channels. The days are gone when 

an outstanding high-street presence and reliable reputation was 

the key objective. Today, service complexities are compounded 

by differing modes of service delivery, international and cultural 

diversity, and global operating risks.

What factors and considerations, therefore, must organisations 

continuously optimise to pursue excellence in service quality? 

Moreover, what do we understand and recognise as being 

integral to excellent service quality? Perhaps the pragmatism of 

my research colleague* is a good place to start when thinking 

what we all would wish any service to aim for? His credo is the 

tenet: ‘Treat others as you yourself would like to be treated – 

regardless of their customer status!’ It is certainly an interesting 

concept to start an appraisal of service delivery-quality.

Moreover, quality dimensions might also be regarded as 

constructs of society, culture, and valid in a comparatively brief 

moment in time. After all, what was acceptable in yesteryears, 

would not be adequate today. Our research with clients 

promulgates the proposition that the notion of excellent 

customer service is in and of itself dynamic. In fact, there is no 

timeless acceptable measure of excellent service quality, and we 

need to be cognisant of changing customers’ needs.

Developing a Strategy for an Exceptional 
Service Delivery
Organisations need continuous systematic analytical planning, 

with customers’ needs as the focus-imperative; thereby 

ensuring that a sustainable service is designed and resourced. A 

fundamental pre-requisite at the planning stage, is to ensure that 

the voice of the customer is hardwired into the organisation so 

vital information can be collected and disseminated – for all the 

various supply channels. Only then will it be possible to evaluate, 

compare and contrast alternative strategies. The underlying 

imperative is to continually deliver exceptional customer value.

It is argued that strategic values are motivating to employees 

to the extent that they reflect employees’ internal affective, 

normative, and task-oriented values; a zone of existing values 

in consideration of the voice of the customer. On that point, 

values management is a social process that results from routine 

interactions between the employees of an organizations and 

its customers. Business and corporate managers play key roles 

in using the formal management systems to integrate the 

organization’s strategic practices with values that derive from 

employees’ societal, cultural, and religious experiences and the 

interactions with the customers. 

These would also be highly probable if comprehensive internal 

and external environmental analysis are conducted using SWOT 

or PESTEL analysis.

Embedded within the organisation structure are the 

business processes that ensure customers’ requirements are 

met – invariably run across the organisation, cutting through 

departments within a function or between functions. Such 

processes can be regarded as a set of work activities arranged 

logically to realise a common business objective. Although the 

business processes move horizontally across the organisation, 

they have been traditionally managed by vertical structures built 

around functions and/or departments. Invariably, this leads to 

complex activities and thereby a source of process failure.

Organising service delivery around key processes is not an 

easy option. It requires a radical change in thinking and approach 

to achieve the planned goals. Also, as it changes the roles of 

senior and middle managers, and of frontline staff, is likely to be 

resisted.

Who is the Customer?
It may seem like a strange, or even purely academic question; it 

may however be crucial in facilitating the search for customer 

service and satisfaction.

During the early 1990s, Professor Adrian Payne and various 

colleagues at Cranfield Business School proposed that 

excellent customer service, and as a result tangible, sustainable 

competitive advantage, could be improved by adapting 

segmentation as a CRM (customer relationship management) 

framework. 

By looking at each of six segments, he argued that better 

understanding the mechanisms that supported the firm’s client 

markets, eg, suppliers, recruitment markets and in what seems 

prescient in the Tik-Tok and ‘Insta’ era, influence markets, 

additional value drivers and impacts could be identified and 

developed. 

This essentially virtual cycle approach would, he suggested, 

support and enhance customer service across all six markets he 

identified. 

Obviously, the central market is the traditional ’customer 

market’. As discussed elsewhere in this article, there exists 

copious research and practitioner information on delivering 

service here. One of the logical reasons for looking ’beyond the 

customer’ is the truism that services are different, as point of 

delivery is also often the point of consumption. 

The logic behind the other five markets that Payne identified 

is that the impact of ’customer service‘ is linear rather that single 

Figure 1: The Six Markets Model. Payne et al
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point in nature, reinforcing the dynamic nature suggested above. 

For example:

• Servicing the internal market relates to supporting and 

dealing with your staff and adopting the approach that 

they are in effect ’customers’. Their experience in term of 

perceived fairness, conditions and support will have an 

impact on their behaviours, which will feed through to the 

central customer markets, as well as influencer, recruitment, 

and supplier markets. Well publicised examples of the this 

would be Sports Direct in the UK and Amazon. Stories of 

timed toilet breaks and other draconian work practices, true 

or not, have made their way into the public domain and may 

impact on other areas such as job applicants or the financial/

capital markets. This may in turn affect customer perception, 

staffing levels and availability/price of capital.

• Similarly, supplier markets and their satisfaction in dealing 

with management, has a wider impact than just the decision 

of suppliers to sell to you. In this age of immediate media, 

examples of issues becoming PR disasters are legion eg, 

large companies forcing SMEs out of business by taking 

extended debtor days are broadcast over social media 

platforms and are on occasion picked up by powerful 

political and lobbying groups. The impact of these can affect 

share price, public perception and ultimately profitability.

• Recruitment markets are becoming a major issue; especially 

in the UK where the skill shortage is increasingly evident. 

Notwithstanding the impact on perception already 

highlighted above, a poor experience experienced by a job 

applicant can turn a potential advocate into a reputational 

assassin. One example that emerged during research on 

behalf of a client revealed that, at one well known business 

school, MBA graduands had an interactive ‘Black List’ spread 

sheet naming firms who treated candidates at what was an 

agreed level of respect. This not only lead to poor reputation 

and potentially excellent candidates; it also produced a 

cadre of future high-flying individual who have a negative 

vision of your company.

• Influencer markets have always been important but have 

morphed into a major channel in their own right. It is 

arguably worth considering treating it also as an active 

market segment for some. It is important to consider 

not only treatment of those influencers with whom the 

organisation works but also their activities. Again, myriad 

examples exist of influencers’ who have made unwise 

comments or behaved in ways deemed unacceptable. This 

has in some cases had disastrous consequences for the 

individuals, but also for brands that they are associated with. 

• Referral markets have similarly been conspicuous especially 

in professional service and consulting firms. Referral 

schemes and rewards feature large and need to be managed 

and communicated. Again, there is an argument that 

referrers, even possibly not customers themselves, can be a 

potent positive, or negative force if not managed.

A key message that is coming from recent research is that 

customer service transcends the silo mentality. It requires 

everyone to be aware of their responsibilities: marketing, finance, 

HR, sales etc all need to be aware of their internal and external 

customers if true excellence in customer service is to be achieved.

Developing a Customer-Value Driven 
Organisation
The classic interventions to bring about improvement include: 

defining and process mapping of core activities; assigning an 

owner to each process; make process teams the main building 

blocks of the organisation; continuously knocking down 

functional/departmental boundaries; flattening the hierarchy 

structure; cutting the number of activities within each process to 

a minimum – thereby reducing the number of transactions and 

potential for errors; making customer satisfaction the primary 

driving force for change; rewarding team results.

The pursuit of perfection to deliver on a customer’s expectation, 

demands an in-depth understanding of the key drivers of not only 

human behaviour but also of the complex support systems that 

facilitate delivery2. Within most organisation’s service delivery 

environment, there is a mix of highly sophisticated technical 

operations; and often the requirement to serve the needs of 

various international cultures. It is very difficult to distil the key 

drivers of satisfaction and loyalty – there are no simple, linear 

cause and effects and/or measurements. (See Figure 2)

For many organisations developing a strategic intent such as 

this, begins with the exploration of the root cause of customer 

defections by way of its customer listening posts3.

Figure 2: Determining a service strategy
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exceptional customer and network relationships. Exploiting 

all simultaneously is a very powerful and enduring method of 

gaining competitive edge. The watchwords must be is it:

• Sustainable: is this ongoing and adaptable to market conditions?

• Feasible: is it doable?

• Achievable: do we have the resources (or can we get them)?

 

Differentiation

The service offered must be discernibly different from the 

competition in one or more characteristics. The weakness often 

recognised in popular, commonly available services, is the lack 

of clear differences – invariably caused from commoditisation. 

Through lack of creative design, these companies are failing to 

provide a unique service and thus allowing their offer to become a 

(common) commodity. This causes the customer to choose on the 

basis of price, and consequently makes the market price sensitive. 

Critical success factors

Any market has rules of engagement by which the participants 

must comply. For instance, in a professional services industry, such 

as legal services or architecture, etc, participants must meet the 

statutory or industry standards in order to be able to participate. 

Meeting these professional criteria is a critical success factor (CSF) 

and it is not possible to trade without them4. However, other 

types of critical success factors are generally less clear, and are 

commercial imperatives which are the result of the evolution 

of dynamics within the market. For instance, it may be a critical 

success factor that a company has 24 hour telephone answering. 

Bringing new services to market quickly has become a CSF of 

late. Consequently, to gain competitive advantage and enhance 

quality imperatives, a service provider must identify what the critical 

success factors in the market are and which relate to differing 

supply modes and customer segments.

Segmentation

It is absolutely essential to choose which customers the company 

wishes to target and serve. Each customer has different demands, 

requirements, preferences, and perceptions of a high-quality 

service experience5. These are reinforced from varying lived 

experiences (see Figure 3). Each customer has a preference 

for a service delivery mode; thus, it is not possible to provide a 

universal service design that completely satisfies all customers. 

Segmentation, however, is based on service preference of 

customer clusters and groups, around which service delivery 

can be designed. Segmentation is arguably as much of an art as 

a science. The development of effective value propositions for 

each segment is crucial for clear communication and customer 

satisfaction. Understanding what each segment considers as both 

acceptable and excellent customer service is paramount and 

may be dependent on demographic factors; age, education etc. 

Regardless, effective segmentation requires three considerations:

• Is the segment big enough to be economically viable to deal 

with separately and profitably?

• Is the segment different enough from other identified 

segments? This ensures there is no cannibalisation of the 

existing customer base

• Is the segment reachable? This is crucial not only in managing 

excellence in the current situation but in identifying and 

monitoring future profitable and sustainable markets.

The enlightened view is to 
adopt the notion that the 
best way to protect the 
company is to champion 
customer feedback within 
the company.

Service differentiation
Service differentiation describes how we are perceived by our 

customers and the market when compared with competitors. 

If all service suppliers are making similar quality claims, then 

customers choose solely on the basis of service style and price. 

Such selection might be the ease of use of a website, or they are 

attracted to an ambience, design or behaviour which suits their 

taste. Service suppliers therefore respond by developing different 

service offerings for different customer groups or segments 

and alternative service channel. Niche delivery channels can be 

designed to appeal primarily to customer segments.

Strategic Alignment
Excellent quality is invariably associated with the alignment 

of service strategy to corporate objectives. It is essential to 

develop a clear competitive strategy for the service delivery of 

the company which matches the general business strategy. This 

requires several factors to be addressed, namely:

Positioning

The position taken in the market might be as market leader, 

with a dominant share and the ability to influence the rules of 

engagement (often by setting price points and quality standards). 

Or a follower position and, thus, able to exist by providing an 

alternative price or features of the service. Alternatively, other 

competitive positions include least cost provider or niche provider.

Sources of competitive advantage

Seeking competitive advantage over rivals invariably underpins 

strategic-intent. Important in this regard, therefore, is the core 

competence of the organisation, the corporate brand, and 
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Customer Retention and Recovery Strategy
A company which focuses primarily upon the first half of the loyalty 

equation, ie, getting it right first time, can create an unintended 

side-effect, namely it can ignore the importance of service 

failures and the resulting comments from customers. A company 

which solely prioritises service quality may not be able to build a 

long-term, loyal customer base, because it is ignoring episodic 

breakdowns in its relationships with its customers6.

Reimbursement is not the sole answer to a failed service 

operation. This type of non-customer-centric approach by a 

customer-relation function can be classified as the ‘complaints 

management approach’, which is more concerned with the 

process rather than the customer. In a complaints management 

environment, the operating procedures are focused upon:

• Success that is perceived to protecting the company from 

customer negative-feedback. This is often common when the 

customer relationship function is centralised and far removed 

from the customer interface (the front line). Subsequently, 

there is little analysis and dissemination of customer data. 

Moreover, success is deemed to be achieved when a culprit 

is identified for poor service. There is no partnership with 

customer contact areas to fix or prevent problems.

• Success that is measured by volume of throughput, measured 

with a focus on removal or prevention of backlog and not 

service levels.

In such organisational cultures, complaint management data is 

not easily accessible to external customers and internal customers 

(frontline service)3.

However, the enlightened view is to adopt the notion that 

the best way to protect the company is to champion customer 

feedback within the company. Preventative action will be driven 

by regular reviews of customer perceptions of service quality with 

the line-active members of quality improvement and product 

development teams. See Figure 3.

*Acknowledgement to Graham Stratton for his insightfulness.
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Peter F Drucker (1909-2005), who Businessweek magazine 

declared ‘the man who invented management’, cautioned 

management throughout the 1990s that knowledge work 

was a wholly different kind of work than the standardised task 

work for which today’s organisations and management are still 

designed. 

Drucker explains the key difference for management in his 

book, Post-Capitalist Society1:

“It is the individual knowledge employee who decides in large 

measure what he or she will contribute, and how great the yield 

from his or knowledge can or should be.”

How to Improve Knowledge 
Work Productivity
By Dr James Pepitone.
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“Loyalty’ from now on cannot be obtained by the paycheck; it 

will have to be earned by proving to knowledge employees that 

the organisation which presently employs them can offer them 

exceptional opportunities to be effective.”

That should be all the insight executives need to understand 

why their otherwise successful organisations experience lower 

than expected levels of employee productivity, engagement, 

satisfaction, and retention. These outcomes are the result 

of hiring, organising, and managing knowledge workers like 

standardised-task labour. 

Management’s Biggest Challenge
Drucker further advised that improving the productivity of 

knowledge work remained the ‘single biggest challenge’ facing 

managers in his book Knowledge-Worker Productivity: The 

Biggest Challenge2: 

“The most important, and indeed the truly unique, contribution 

of management in the 20th century was the fifty-fold increase in 

the productivity of the manual worker in manufacturing. The most 

important contribution management needs to make in the 21st 

century is similarly to increase the productivity of knowledge work 

and knowledge workers.”

This challenge remains unresolved, having been shielded by 40 

years of unprecedented global market expansion and favourable 

monetary policy. However, today’s sharply rising wages, labour 

shortage, and market contraction may now pressure executives to 

make knowledge work productivity a top priority.

Becoming A Knowledge Work Organisation
Have you considered what role you as an organisation 

executive, manager, or professional could play in transforming 

your organisation into a highly productive knowledge-work 

organisation for the 21st century? Probably a greater role than you 

might first imagine.

My work for more than three decades has been leading 

cross-functional corporate teams to improve the productivity 

of knowledge work, typically in large-scale people-dependent 

operations, from production to research and every kind of work in 

between. For the past 15 years, this hands-on work has been a big 

part of my role as the director of field application research for the 

Humaneering Technology Initiative (HTI). 

HTI is a massive nonprofit collaboration to create a new applied 

science, humaneering, to provide management with organisation 

management principles, systems, and methods for today’s work. 

Even while still in development, humaneering makes it easy 

to understand what’s needed to improve the productivity of 

knowledge work. 

Altogether my HTI experience includes more than 300 projects 

within major organisations in a wide range of industries and 

several regions of the world. In many cases, these projects 

compel executives to launch organisation-wide management 

transformations.

The Importance of Being a Witness
In retrospect, I think the real power of these on-site, real-time 

projects is in their enabling of executives to witness firsthand the 

Have you considered what 
role you as an organisation 

executive, manager, or 
professional could play 

in transforming your 
organisation into a highly 

productive knowledge-
work organisation?

untapped potential of designing management systems specifically 

to support knowledge workers. I regret that we’ve effected some 

exceptional improvements in productivity that did not attract 

executive attention and, while solving the immediate problem, did 

not achieve their full potential of organisation-wide productivity 

improvement.

Perhaps the challenge isn’t that management doesn’t know how 

to improve the productivity of knowledge workers. Rather, it is that 

executives need to see it work (ie, at least a pilot program) within 

their operation before they will bet on a change that in their mind 

might have the potential to disrupt current success.

In most of our projects, the company’s HR, Operations, IT, and 

other functions provide essential support, including employee 

and executive interviews, group facilitation, work analysis, 

development programme design, and more. 

What we discover is that many if not all of these company 

functions understand the current problem of misaligned 

management practices. However, they lack the authority to 

change the outdated management systems (eg, organisation 

design, performance management, compensation, etc) that 

prevent improvement.

Perhaps this is one area where organisation management, 

professionals, and other practitioners can make a huge difference 

by doing what’s needed to get executives involved. They along 

with their knowledge-worker employees will be the beneficiaries.

How is Knowledge Work Different?
Today’s organisation management principles, systems, and 

methods were conceived over a century ago to control factory 

and office labour. Such work is conceived as a standardised task 

that can be taught to and performed by willing workers, and yield 

efficient performance at low wage cost. 

The people performing this work are told what, where, and how 

to do their work and closely supervised, making this an excellent 

first-job or entry-level work, as well as a job for people of limited 

potential, lacking interest in further achievement, or simply 

avoiding discretion. The economic value of this work is created by 

its design and realised when the worker follows the instructions 

perfectly. Hence the engineering maxim, ‘variation creates waste’. 

In stark contrast, knowledge work requires human capital – 

a person’s potential to create socioeconomic value based on 

appropriate education, competencies, and experience – and 

involves substantial empowerment to maximise the value created. 
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Based on this potential and autonomy, an individual is delegated 

responsibility (ie, response-ability) for specific opportunities. They 

are expected to use their potential and discretion to customise 

their response, doing whatever is necessary and appropriate to 

achieve the maximise possible economic value. Value is maximised 

through variation (ie, customisation aligned with customer needs, 

wants, and desires).

Figure 1 illustrates these and other differences between the two 

very different types of human work.

Helpful Management Guidelines
Most jobs include both of these very different kinds of work 

– manual tasks and sociocognitive responsibilities – which 

you might think complicates work design and management. 

However, substantial research and experience have revealed 

several guidelines to simplify this concern. Here are four you will 

find immediately helpful.

Fundamental Responsibilities – Virtually all jobs in major 

organisation include some fundamental responsibilities, such as 

organisational citizenship, strategy support, plus others, in effect 

making all workers knowledge workers. These responsibilities 

are among the most neglected, and always a quick source of 

measurable economic value.

30% Knowledge Work – Jobs that consist of 30% or more 

knowledge work are best managed overall as a knowledge work 

job that includes tasks, rather than as a task job that includes 

some responsibilities. This guideline is driven by the fact that 

the 30% knowledge work will have greater potential to create 

economic value than 70% task work, so focusing first and most 

on the knowledge work yields greater value to the organisation. 

A great example is the factory assembly worker who has 

continuous improvement responsibility.

Eliminate Tasks – Task work is always the least productive part 

of any knowledge work job. Such tasks should be eliminated, 

minimised, or passed on to lower-cost task workers to the 

extent possible. This frees valuable time and energy for the 

knowledge worker to focus on their responsibilities. Task work 

is easily managed by the knowledge worker without the typical 

management direction, supervision, and control.

Increasing Economic Value – Knowledge workers create a 

‘minimum’ economic value just by assuming a responsibility. 

More important, attempts to improve knowledge work 

productivity should focus on the additional if not virtually 

unlimited value they can create in a variety of ways: 

• Providing exceptional service (eg, perceive unspoken needs, 

demonstrate sincere concern).

• Exceeding typical business outcomes (eg, secure a larger 

contract, lower costs).

• Creating intellectual assets with continuing value (eg, 

develop software, improve process).

• Supporting management’s strategic intentions (eg, 

encourage others, take initiative).

According to Drucker, the future success of most businesses will 

depend on management’s continuing ability to identify sources 

of new socioeconomic value and to support knowledge workers 

as they strive to actualise the maximum value possible from each 

opportunity. 

Figure 1: Contrast and Compare Manual Work 
and Knowledge Work

MANUAL WORK KNOWLEDGE WORK

Synonyms Standard work 
Task work 
Physical work 
Doing

Responsibility  
Problem solving 
Sociocognitive work 
Deciding and doing

Assignment Time  
Activity  
Quota

Responsibility  
Opportunity  
Accountability

Objective Assignment 
compliance 
– complete 
standardised task 
when and how 
directed

Opportunity 
capitalisation – 
maximise economic 
value from assigned 
responsibility and 
related opportunities

Goal and 
Solution

Predetermined and 
prescribed to workers

Contingent on situation 
as determined by 
worker

Sources of 
Economic 
Value

Efficiency  
Standardisation  
Simplicity  
Large scale  
Variation control

Effectiveness  
Differentiation  
Sophistication  
Yield management  
Variation development

Complexity Low – closed 
work system with 
identifiable root cause 
and direct effects

High – open work 
system with diffused 
contributing causes 
and emergent effects

Work System 
Design 
Priority

1. Work 
2. Work environment 
3. Worker 
Work environment 
should support work 
and worker must 
adjust

1. Work  
2. Worker  
3. Work environment  
Work environment 
should directly support 
worker

Today’s organisation 
management principles, 
systems, and methods 
were conceived over a 
century ago to control 
factory and office 
labour. 
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Stop Limiting Knowledge Worker Productivity
Any initiative to improve existing knowledge work 

productivity should focus first on eliminating or reducing any 

counterproductive influence. 

The goal in the design of knowledge work should be to give 

the knowledge worker every reasonable opportunity to maximise 

the economic value they can create. This begins with getting 

out of the knowledge worker’s way, removing impediments to 

performance, and assuring they have every available resource to 

draw upon as they work. 

To learn how to identify this potential, it can be helpful to first 

consider your own job or any other job about which you have 

intimate knowledge of the opportunities and challenges. Start by 

just listing anything that comes to mind that somehow feels like a 

barrier or source of friction or frustration. 

Such lists naturally vary by the situation, yet often include 

wide-ranging issues, possibly including these:

• Time- and energy-wasting meetings, paperwork, or tasks.

• Unclear or unreasonable expectations, appraisal, or rewards.

• Negative emotional impact of the workplace, manager, or 

associates.

• Employment insecurity, pay fairness, or distrust of 

management.

• Adequate onboarding, training, tools, or support.

• Micromanagement, reporting requirements, or 

misunderstandings.

Now imagine simple changes to remove or reduce this friction 

or frustration and consider the potential impact on a person in 

the role, and on the knowledge work outcomes for which they 

are responsible. If the list is long, then prioritise for maximum 

potential impact and for what’s easiest to change. Managers are 

typically surprised by the positive impact to both morale and 

results of making just a few of the changes indicated.

Misaligned Management Methods
Most organisations continue to manage all or most of their 

people with the same top-down control-oriented management 

principles, systems, and methods conceived a century ago to 

manage factory and office labour. 

Management’s instinct is to retain these methods because 

they have been highly effective in years past. What’s missed 

by this instinct is the evolution of human work and the 

counterproductive impact of these holdover management 

methods on today’s knowledge work. 

Today’s knowledge workers are capable people with 

responsibility for complex challenges. To be more productive 

they need to be organised and managed with principles, systems, 

and methods that give them every possibility to maximise the 

value they can create from their specific opportunities. 

Managers accustomed to conventional management are 

familiar with being held responsible for the performance of the 

people they supervise and feeling the need to intervene to point 

out mistakes and assure compliance with instructions. To shift to 

managing knowledge work, these managers will need to unlearn 

this management approach and learn to see each knowledge 

worker as individually responsible for their own performance. 
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The manager’s responsibility shifts to assuring that the person 

performing knowledge work has access to every possible 

advantage and resource to maximise their effectiveness. But only 

the worker with the knowledge work responsibility can know 

exactly what is best for maximising the outcome from each 

specific opportunity.

Design for Maximum Productivity
Another approach for identifying opportunities to improve 

knowledge work productivity is to start over and design the role 

to maximise knowledge work productivity. Begin by considering 

these three major factors and outline parameters that would 

potentially maximise knowledge work productivity. 

1. Job and role design (eg, ‘win-win’ employment terms, robust 

responsibilities, challenging opportunities, minimal unrelated 

time demands.)

2. Knowledge worker capability (eg, human capital, role mastery, 

achievement intention, work ethic, self-discipline, character, 

relationships).

3. Organisational support (eg, minimal constraints, autonomy, 

supportive culture, helpful manager, onboarding, 

development, technology, facilities, adequate resources). 

Most roles are not designed. They are conceived by conveniently 

cutting and pasting from existing roles to merely describe some of 

what’s desired in the new role. There is little or no distinction made 

between responsibilities and tasks except to list them separately.

The result is then plugged into an existing set of administratively 

efficient management systems (eg, organisation design, 

performance management, compensation). The managers 

ultimately responsible for the performance of people in the role 

are then expected to work out the details as best they can.

Redesigning roles to maximise productivity typically doubles or 

triples productivity when implemented. It is not surprising if you 

stop to think about it.

Humaneering Makes Improving Productivity 
Easier
Of course, there is more to improving knowledge work 

productivity than just identifying current impediments or 

conceiving a new role design. It often involves substantial 

organisational change that requires considerable skill and business 

acumen. 

Adding to the challenge, today’s executives are working 

with an outdated organisation design playbook that lacks 

definitive guidance, plus the marketplace is filled with a now 

incomprehensible level of well-intended ideas.

Humaneering is being developed to make sense of this and 

provide executives with precise and reliable guidance for the 

human side of business, much as engineering does for the physical 

side. When completed and readily available, projected for the 

early 2030s, humaneering will provide sophisticated yet easy-to-

apply practice guidelines to assure effectiveness across virtually all 

conceivable situations. 

For now, what I can share here is a simplified outline, yet I know 

from experience that this is enough guidance, when coupled 

with serious intent and human ingenuity, to achieve substantial 

improvements to knowledge work productivity. My hope is you 

will gather other curious people together and give it a try where 

you work.

Here’s Your Assignment
Broadly speaking, what you are going to do is search for and 

implement ways you can better align management’s practices 

and influence with whatever will help the knowledge worker to 

be more effective (ie, create more measurable socioeconomic 

value). Initially, this takes the form of identifying and reducing any 

negative impact (eg, limited opportunity, insufficient autonomy 

or micromanagement, unsupported needs, threatening work 

environment). Then turn to management support that, if provided, 

could be helpful.

This is not about being critical or disrespectful of management. 

Rather, it is a service to management to uncover previously 

unidentified work-design parameters. It’s about clarifying what 

isn’t helpful and what could be helpful. 

In most organisations, the assumption is that work is work, 

the differences between one role and the next are limited to 

organisation levels, salary, and other administrative considerations. 

The impulse is to reduce all jobs to standardised tasks to make 

them quicker and easier to manage, without realising that a 

standardised approach to knowledge work diminishes the value 

creation potential of the role. 

Rarely is much thought given to how a role can be optimised. 

Work design is not considered seriously as old job descriptions 

are simply marked-up to define new roles. It is an analysis that 

should have been conducted when the role was first established. 

Doing this analysis now typically identifies several changes that are 

easy for management to accept, at the least for the purpose of an 

experiment in search of improved productivity.

Most organisations 
continue to manage all 
or most of their people 
with the same top-
down control-oriented 
management principles, 
systems, and methods 
conceived a century ago 
to manage factory and 
office labour. 
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The one thing you need to guard against is getting into too 

much detail about the activity of individual workers. The objective 

is to give the worker every reasonable resource to improve their 

effectiveness, and not an attempt to find inefficiencies or critique 

worker performance. No two knowledge workers will work in 

exactly the same way. What works for one may, but may not, work 

for others. At most, any guidance or resources are optional.

Project Guidelines
The work begins by securing an executive sponsor, identifying a 

large-scale knowledge work operation with unresolved problems 

or untapped opportunities, proposing to improve the productivity 

of a key role by a minimum of 20% (ie, simply value at 20% of total 

payroll costs), and securing management’s interest.

The next step is to interview the workers and managers to 

understand the role and the barriers to increased effectiveness. 

Share these findings with other workers and managers to refine, 

clarify, and explore potential minimum changes that would enable 

greater achievement. 

Next, negotiate with owners of the relevant management 

systems (eg, T&D, information technology, performance 

management, compensation, recruiting) to secure temporary 

changes to support an operational experiment for one or more 

volunteer group(s). The goal is to make enough changes to enable 

a higher performance level to emerge as evidence of the potential 

to create additional value.

Now design and develop a temporary ‘new operational reality’ 

for the participating group(s). Do this privately, so as to preserve 

the experimental nature of the experience. When ready, orient 

the participants and begin the operational experiment, making 

sure to allow a new culture to arise by separating the group(s) 

About the Author
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Technology Initiative (HTI). Jim’s education includes 
a BBA in Industrial Management and MBA from the 
University of Texas at Austin, and an MS in Organisation 
Development and Ed.D in Organisation Change from 
Pepperdine University in California. He can be contacted 
at james.pepitone@humaneeringtech.com

from the remaining organisation (ie, control group).

Run the experiment for three to twelve months, with the 

stipulation to the volunteer group(s) that the changes being 

experienced might be adopted only if they result in improved 

performance. Assess the performance dynamics and results 

weekly, gathering verbal feedback from individual workers and 

making limited adjustments to the design when helpful. Keep 

management informed, and don’t be surprised when they want to 

talk about rolling out the changes to everyone in the role.

As Drucker affirms in his writings, this approach alone ‘usually 

doubles or triples knowledge-worker productivity, and quite fast’1. 

Much more can be done, but this is a good starting point. 

You can do this. After all, it is just another project. Furthermore, 

you are a knowledge worker, so your immediate experience can 

guide you in considering what’s helpful and what’s not.

Reference
1. Drucker P. F. 1993, Post-Capitalist Society, pp. 66).
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With the advent of life 
membership we are attracting 
new members. There are still 
people who are engaged in 
management services who are 
not members and we would like 
them to join the Institute.

We can use our ‘direct entry’ 
route to fast track this and 
information is available from 
IMS HQ.

We very much hope that our 
existing members will make 
potential members aware of this 
option.

Why Don’t YOU  
Join the IMS

What Next?
Contact the IMS for an application form
W:   www.ims-productivity.com
E:   admin@ims-productivity.com
T:   01543 308605

*   Lichfield Business Village, Staffordshire University Cen-
tre, Friary Way, Lichfield, Staffs WS13 6QG

 
• Actively promoting the IMS in your place of 

work 

• Encourage colleagues at work as well as  
professional and social contacts to join  
the Institute

• Refer potential new members to the Journal  
as an example of what the IMS is about

• Remind potential members of the benefits 
of IMS membership, eg education system, 
recognised professional qualification

• Up to the minute information via the IMS 
Journal and website professional support

• Undertaking contract/consultancy work


