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There are two key objectives, overcoming 
the biggest peacetime crisis in generations 
and planning ahead, to a time when 
normality returns. On both counts 
Organisational Development is a vital 
component and, now more than ever 
before, calibrating OD requires 
prescience and carefully considered steps. 
Cohesion and continuous communication 
are even more critical - particularly as 
colleagues work remotely - and leaders 
must be clear that making decisions in 
isolation and expecting the entire business 
to follow, is guaranteed to fail. 

An agile framework, increasingly 
augmented by AI and automation is  
the sharp focused, future-facing model, 
with intelligent automation increasingly 
making a notable dent in the traditional 
“human resource” operating model.  
As HR frantically transforms to meet  
a fast-changing future, many organisation 
are facing obstacles that are placing them 
in technical lag and threatening future 
competitiveness. 

When it comes to conveying values  
and building on reputation, active  
and engaged staff pack a powerful and 
authentic punch. Equally, the voices of 
the disenfranchised are just as impactful, 
for all the wrong reasons. Technology 
provides the platform for communicating 
to the world at large, but it is people as 
advocates that make the difference as 
employer brand ambassadors. Conveying 
the “feel-good” factor is infectious and is 
a major boon in the recruitment for key 
skills and talent, in an increasingly 
challenging market.

Welcome to theHRDIRECTOR - the only  
independent publication dedicated to HR Directors.

Although Coronavirus seems to dictate our every thought and action,  
we look towards the future and return to relative normality. As we 
all adjust to universal unpredictability, businesses in all sectors are 
considering new ways of meeting operational and market demands,  
as we all adapt to the new future.
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On the surface, there does seem to be  
a greater affinity towards the promotion 
and support of equality, diversity and 
inclusion in work and in wider society. 
But scratch beneath the veneer and many 
of the same old biases persist, even if they 
are not blatantly conscious and 
verbalised. However, silent and 
unconscious, bias is equally as insidious 
and potentially as damaging, not only to 
reputation, but also to engagement, 
performance, competitiveness, attraction 
and retention. What is patently obvious is 
that, whatever is espoused in a firm’s 
“values” is not enough to support an 
organic path to improvement.
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LEGAL UPDATES
from theHRDIRECTOR Editorial Panellist, 
Makbool Javaid , partner, Simons Muirhead & 
Burton. They comprise employment law and 
diversity briefings, both of which provide the 
latest legal information affecting business.

To see full updates, movers & shakers and much more, 
please visit our website www.thehrdirector.com

In Giwa-Amu v Department for Work and Pensions, GA who describes 

herself as being of Nigerian-Welsh origin and who is 59, succeeded with 

direct race and age discrimination and harassment claims. The ET found, among 

other matters, that a DWP colleague, Cartwright, had: (i) violated GA’s dignity by 

using the term "Paki-lover" in her presence; (ii) sprayed body spray on herself, 

whilst sat next to GA and had purposefully spun on her chair to be next to GA 

after she had said it was making her feel sick; (iii)  repeatedly accused GA of 

stealing ice-cream; and, (iv) directed offensive gestures towards GA in a training 

session. Another colleague, Lewis, told the group during a training session that 

he had "touched her [GA’s] bum" and made a nasty dig about doubting whether 

she would return to work which underlined the message “we don’t like you”. 

The ET awarded GA £233,000 including £42,800 for injury to feelings. The ET 

also made a number of recommendations to remove or reduce the adverse 

effects of discrimination.

In B v Yodel Delivery Network Ltd, a Watford ET asked the ECJ  

whether a courier whose status was described as a ‘self-employed’ 

contractor, was a worker under the Working Time Directive (WTD). Unlike 

couriers/drivers in other gig economy platforms Yodel couriers have a lot of 

autonomy, i.e. Yodel are under no obligation to provide work and couriers can 

turn jobs down, they can appoint substitutes and are liable for their actions, they 

can choose when to deliver (within a time frame), and they can work for other 

delivery companies. In a reasoned order the ECJ stated that a self-employed 

independent contractor is not a ‘worker’ within the WTD where that person has 

the discretion: (a) to use substitutes; (b) to accept or not accept tasks; (c) to 

provide his services to a third party including direct competitors; and, (d) to fix  

his own hours of work within certain parameters. This is provided that the 

person’s independence is not fictitious and there is no relationship of 

subordination between that person and the contracting organisation. Ultimately, 

however, it is for national courts to decide a person’s status under the WTD, 

taking account of all the relevant factors.

In Allen v Paradigm Precision Burnley Limited an ET upheld ‘A’’s claim  

of sexual orientation harassment and direct discrimination (and claims 

victimisation and constructive unfair dismissal) which occurred after ‘A’ started  

to come out as being gay to select people in his team. The harassment related to 

sexual orientation consisted of ‘A’ being told that he was “camp” and being 

subjected to limp wristed hand gestures directed towards him on a number of 

occasions; being sent an email depicting two stereotypical gay characters with 

comments directed at him; having a copy of a passport photograph of himself 

with “I love” handwritten underneath it, being left in the workplace for him to 

see; and being asked what his favourite “type” of man was at a work’s event.  

‘A’ was directly discriminated against when he was rejected for the posts of 

Operations Director and then as a candidate for the position of General Manager 

because of sexual orientation. The ET awarded ‘A’ £174,645 compensation  

which included £26,000 for injury to feelings.

SARA THOMPSON 
Group HR Director Designate - Phoenix Group

Phoenix Group, the savings and retirement 
business, announces the appointment of Sara 
Thompson as Group HR Director Designate with 
immediate effect. Sara has spent her entire career 
in HR and has worked for many large 
multinationals, initially in the IT and telecom 
sectors, before building up considerable experience 
in Financial Services. 

LISA MCGILL
Chief HR Officer - Silver Peak

Silver Peak, the global SD-WAN firm, announced 
the appointment of Lisa McGill to the position of 
Chief Human Resources Officer. Lisa joins Silver 
Peak from Crowdstrike and will lead the human 
resources team with a focus toward scaling the 
company to expand its global SD-WAN market. 
She will report directly to Founder and CEO 
David Hughes. Lisa has a proven track record of 
leading organisations through periods of hyper 
growth and global expansion.

SARAH BOWDEN
Head of Human Resources  - Albert Goodman 

South West-based chartered accountants, tax 
consultants and financial planners Albert 
Goodman has appointed Sarah Bowden as the 
company’s new Head of Human Resources, to 
provide greater focus on planning, training and 
development for its employees. Most recently 
Sarah was at the Met Office in Exeter, leading the 
recruitment team to challenge, champion and 
develop individual talent.

VESNA KEMPER 
HR Director - Vipap Videm Krško

Slovenian paper mill Vipap Videm Krško 
appointed Vesna Kemper as its new HR Director. 
Vesna will be in charge of the personnel part of 
the restructuring in the enterprise with almost 400 
employees. The company is owned by the Czech 
group RIDG Holding and the business wants to 
increase the agility of current employees in order 
to effectively modernize production at the plant.

This issue we report on some moving &  
shaking across a broad range of sectors.
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Ranked as one of the world’s most valuable start-ups of all time, Dropbox competes in the highly-competitive  

cloud market and has transitioned from a file sharing sync business to the world's first smart workspace. Our 

interviewee is based at Dropbox’s Dublin's EMEA HQ which, since the time of the Celtic Tiger roar, has been 

competing - and now collaborating - with the likes of noisy tech neighbours like Google and Microsoft.
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Laura take us back to your early life and how 
you found the path into HR. I left school and  
set off for Galway University to study for  
a Bachelor of Commerce, a very general degree 
which reflected the fact that I had no idea what 
I wanted to do in terms of a career. It really was 
a process of very unscientific elimination and 
finally came down to either HR or accountancy 
- I decided I had a closer affinity with people 
than numbers. However, I didn’t immediately 
forge ahead for HR and was contemplating 
taking a higher diploma in teaching. But after  
a year of teaching practice, I discovered that it 
was not the path I wanted to take. One thing 
was sure, I had reached an important early 
crossroads perhaps and I also needed a job, so  
I applied for a recruiter role and moved to the 
bright city lights of Dublin. This was when the 
so-called Celtic Tiger was in full roar and I was 
still figuring out what I wanted to do in my 
career long term. Fairly quickly, I realised I 
didn’t want a long-term career in recruitment, 
so I started to apply for HR roles and managed 
to land one at Aviva, the insurance company, 
based in Dublin. It was a fantastic place for me 
to experience multiple HR functions and learn 
my craft. I was involved quickly in a variety of 
roles including voluntary redundancy 
programmes and compensation analysis, where 
I honed my skills to deal with sensitive issues.  
I quickly learned the importance of treating 
people with dignity and respect. I was praised 
for the compassion and empathy I showed… 
and I wondered how else would anybody 
handle it? Bearing in mind, this was over 16 
years ago when making work human was not 
the issue of importance it is today. I began to 
flourish and caught the attention of the HR 
Director at the time and he really encouraged 
me and made sure that I took every 
opportunity that came my way. Within a year,  
I was HR Business Partner - somewhat 
unqualified - but, encouragingly, making good 
progress and that was my role for the next five 
years at Aviva. I gained masses of experience, 
including a secondment to Warsaw and 
worked with McKinsey Consultants for a year, 
on project and programme management,  

as the company rapidly expanded. But there 
comes a point when you know you have to 
move on.

Tell us about your next move. I had gained  
so much from HR business partnering,  
as a position of influence and relationship 
management and I knew that the next move 
had to be a strategic one to move my career 
onwards. The reality was, I had to be a little  
bit more courageous and ambitious. One of  
the big headliners in Dublin at the time was 
Google, which had established its EMEA HQ in 
Dublin in 2003. One of my managers at Aviva, 
left to head up People Operations for Google 
Ireland. So, a few months on, I made the call 
about what opportunities were available, 
applied and duly went through all the 
recruitment procedures and joined Google  
as HR Business Partner for the geo maps 
operations. This was 2010 and in Dublin, 
Google was growing quickly - within the five 
years I was there, it had more than doubled. 
So, the scale and the growth was phenomenal 
and I can best describe my time there as a wild 
ride. I was part of the team building out the 
geo operations function for Europe and there 
was a crescendo of excitement surrounding 
what we were building towards. My role was 
initially focused on setting up an operations 
centre, where we had almost 30 different 
languages, all ringing local businesses around 
the globe, to verify business listings and the 
energy and buzz was phenomenal! While the 
technical magic was unfolding and we were 
building something new and impactful for  
the world, I was leading recruitment activities 
and building HR policies to keep up with the 
phenomenal pace of change and growth. This 
was very much a new venture for Google, we 
had no blueprint or dusty tome for me to refer 
to, so I was learning fast and I loved it.

It’s what every ambitious HR leader dreams of,  
a clean sheet of paper. We were definitely in 
unchartered territory, pioneering HR and with 
no margin for error, because of the sheer speed 
of scale. I always remember street view had just 

been launched a short while before I joined 
and if you can imagine a world where street 
view was so unknown and new, we had calls 
and letters from people saying things like,  
“can you come around and take the pictures 
again, we’ve just painted the house”. 
Unquestionably, it was a project beyond the 
imagination of most and yet we all take it for 
granted now. But it was great to play a small 
role in something so globally impactful. It was 
chaotic a times, but wonderful. After my first 
two years, I moved into partner with some 
leaders in engineering and sales, which was 
great to gain another different experience. 
Then I went on maternity leave in 2014, had 
my first daughter Anna and never imagined 
that I wasn’t going to return, as I loved Google. 
However, during my leave, a couple of 
colleagues had moved to Dropbox and kept in 
contact. I really liked the sound of how they 
were describing the organisation, particularly 
from a cultural perspective. I was intrigued 
then, out of the blue, I received a call from 
Dropbox, inviting me for an informal coffee 
and chat. It spoke to a new experience and 
opportunity to lead regionally and grow 
something at an earlier stage than Google. This 
was also an opportunity to work in a business 
at that very vibrant point of growth and scale. 
But most significantly, for me personally, I was 
offered my first Head of HR role. I was unsure  
if I was ready to make the leap, but I was 
definitely willing to give it my best shot.

Interviewees often say “I loved the culture”  
but, when asked to articulate what it is about  
the culture that was so compelling, they struggle. 
So, what was it about the culture at Dropbox? 
There's something deeply personal about the 
environment, people are at ease and are 
encouraged to bring their whole self to work, 
which creates a very real and authentic 
experience. It doesn’t take some advanced HR 
super science to pick up on that vibe and it’s 
certainly not about a wipe-clean poster on the 
walls, with a set of values. There’s a casualness 
about the confidence - which is an intriguing 
mix - and an almost homely atmosphere, which 

INTERVIEWED BY JASON SPILLER

LAURA RYAN
DIRECTOR OF INTERNATIONAL HR - DROPBOX
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supports a caring, nurturing and collaborative 
culture, without being claustrophobic. We 
encourage and celebrate human skills such  
as humility, vulnerability and empathy and 
people definitely feel they have the safety 
and support to try and fail and it feels 
natural. It’s the first time in my career that  
I personally experienced the impact of that 
level of kindness and care for others, it didn’t 
feel forced. That was actually a major selling 
point for the company and it just had the 
message of “this is a great place to work”.

So, what is HR’s role in optimising outcomes 
in such a natural and organic culture? Is there 
a danger of some spiky directive upsetting the 
harmony? When I was at Google, I learned 
the importance and power of culture - it 
really enables positive collaboration and this 
is what we have built here. When I joined,  
I did have to think long and hard about HR 
intervention being all about nurturing the 
culture and maintaining that balance of 
energy and passion with compassion. So first, 
I turned a focus to the needs of the business, 
which was to continue to grow out its 
international footprint and find its 
competitive edge. I have to say, when I look 
back at my early days here, I really learnt the 
importance of that overused “A” word, 
agility. I confess, that when I hear or read 
people in HR talk about agility, I sometimes 
glaze over. Again, change is another cliché 
and if you boil down the tech market it’s not 
just about change or agility, but continuous 
evolution, which has constantly asked hard 
and even existential questions about 
Dropbox, as it transitioned from a cloud 
storage organisation, to a file sharing sync 
organisation and now we’re forging a new 
category, called Smart Workspace, which we 
believe is really going to shape the future of 
distributed work.

Explain about this new element of the business 
and why it’s so significant to how people now 
work and organisations operate? Dropbox has 
a mission to create an enlightened way of 
working. We’re an organisation that wants 
to provide solutions for how people live and 
work and the reality now is, we are all “on” 
all of the time, whether for work or our 

personal lives. Now, because of the 
pandemic, we are going through a huge 
change in the way we work. There was  
a shift beginning to happen, but this has 
accelerated in the last few months and 
understanding the ramifications of  
“no-off-switch”, is integral to how we are 
poised to meet the future. We are all 
witnessing the devastating impact of burnout 
and work-related stress - it’s real and it’s 
happening all around us. Paradoxically, the 
numerous apps that employees now rely on 

have become a distraction and can  
negatively impact productivity. So 
fundamentally, this is where we intend  
to occupy a unique position, where we 
collectively hold a responsibility to help solve 
that problem. Therefore, we have built the 
world’s first smart workspace, where we are 
aiming to help people and teams focus on 
the work that matters. The workspace is a 
digital environment that brings all of a team’s 
content together with the tools they love and 
cuts through the clutter, so employees are 
served with the information that matters. 
We’re partnering with companies with the 
likes of Google, Microsoft, Zoom, Slack and  
a whole host of others integrate with our 
platform so we can help people eliminate 
“work about work” and allow deep focus 
time. We believe this approach will enable 
people to do their best work.

You mention the current pandemic crisis 
which is, of course, front of mind for all. So, 
explain how you are leading your HR team  
to combat the current crisis and set plans for 
the future? The first reality was - like most 
businesses - our workforce was going to be 
100 percent remote for the first time ever, 
but an obvious advantage for us was that our 
actual product lends itself really well to 
distributed work. Also, our trust and culture 
of empowerment is deep in the DNA, so we 
moved quickly to ensure employees had the 
right equipment to set up a physical space 
and gave an allowance to put the right 
equipment in place. I have been so proud of 
the innovative solutions, the quality of the 
output and the pace at which the HR team 
reacted to the crisis. As a team, we are 

HR’S MUST TAKE EVERY OPPORTUNITY TO CHALLENGE TRADITIONAL  
THINKING AND, ONLY BY DOING THAT, WILL WE START TO SHIFT MINDSETS. 

THERE’S CONSTANT TALK ABOUT CULTURAL SHIFTS, BUT LEADERS NEED  
TO BE THE ROLE MODELS OF CHANGE
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always thinking about the employee experience 
and so we began to offer guidance for 
increased flexibility and support. We introduced 
online seminars on topics such as; mental 
health during lockdown, tips for working and 
parenting and helping with anxiety, as well as 
online learning and development courses, so 
employees feel they are being nurtured. We 
held a company day off in May and June, and 
plan to do so for the remainder of the summer. 
Some employees noted that it was as good as a 
week’s vacation and were truly able to unplug. 
We have also offered extra time off for 
caregivers and flexible time off for everyone 
else. Being mindful that this is a stressful time 
for people is key - so we have asked people to 
ruthlessly prioritise and really look at our to-do 
lists, to decipher what is important right now 
and what can be put on hold until things get 
back to normal... whatever normal will be! 
Finally, communication is key and our 
leadership team has done a great job, ensuring 
that our employees feel connected even when 
remote. During this time, we completed our 
bi-annual employment survey and added some 
questions on how our employees feel about 
working remotely and what they would like to 
see from the workplace of the future - we are a 
feedback company and everything we do has 
our employees front of mind. 

I’m of the opinion that people are generally 
good and HR should be built on trust. If 
employers continue to legislate for the minority 
that is deemed unreliable, they are creating  
a more difficult path. The Covid-19 crisis is 
unquestionably a tragic event unfolding, but it’s 
also holding a very telling mirror up on 
organisations and society as a whole and 
lessons need to be learnt. This leans into the 
work we’ve been carrying out in HR, in 
preparing leadership and challenging them to 
think about their employees in a different way, 
to move away from presenteeism cultures and 
fundamentally change the understanding of 
how outputs and performance are measured. 
We need to stop watching time and, as much 
as I talk about the progressive environment at 
Dropbox, I still have managers come to me and 
praise people because “they’re the first in and 
the last to leave”. I think HR’s core focus is to 
take every opportunity to challenge traditional 
thinking and, only by doing that, will we start 
to shift mindsets. There’s constant talk about 
cultural shifts, but leaders need to be the role 
models of change.

Do you think HR is up to the task of marshalling 
through the changes in culture and behaviour 
necessary to meet future challenges? Yes, the 
spotlight is on HR to shape the future of the 
workplace, changing it from a physical place 

we go, to a thing we do and are enabled by 
organisations to be successful anywhere.  
There has to be a leap of faith and trust and  
a re-establishment of the HR role within 
organisations - there’s definitely work to be 
done to forge HR’s position - but believe me, 
I’m not peddling that old cliché of having a 
seat at the table. There’s a lot of discussion 
about the flatter workforce, the breakdown of 
the hierarchical framework, knowledge sharing 
and collaboration and, without doubt, all of 
that will force a new way of leading and will 
necessitate HR to change the way it operates. 
It’s all about fallibility, listening not talking, 
magnanimity trumping dynamism and 
adaptability not optimisations. All that is radical 
change, but it still requires HR leadership and 
influence. For instance, I believe the 
organisations that don’t embrace distributed 
work, will struggle to find and retain talent - 
this is how HR can have huge influence on  
the future of work.

As Dolly Parton so prophetically said: “Workin’ 
nine-to-five ain’t no way to make a livin". So 
why do you think change is so hard? And boy, 
was Dolly right! There is something deeply 
ingrained in minds that clouds judgements and 
some all-too easily revert to the traditional 
paradigms and that’s a challenge for sure for 
HR. As to why this is hard to change, it’s that 
other big piece of work, the fear of failure. 
Stick with the tried-and-tested, the status quo 
and you’re more likely to avoid ridicule, or the 
chance of failure. The fear of vulnerability is  
a massive obstacle, but we have been making 
progress and are moving in the right direction, 
although there is still a long way to go.

The banking crisis was so devastating that it 
forced banks to change culture to a point that 
any hint of the old behaviour is hammered flat 
quickly. Perhaps, similarly, the Covid-19 crisis 
will be an irresistible catalyst for change? It's 
asking a lot of questions about us as human 
beings, as a society and as businesses - it's 
nature’s big spanner in the works! People are 
beginning to really look at the way that we've 
been operating and realise that change is 
imperative. It’s no secret that burnout, stress 
and lack of work-life balance has been on the 
rise and this is an opportunity to address this 
and come out the other end of this operating 
in a better way. I’m hearing that people are 

enjoying spending more time with family, 
commuting less and just having more control 
over their day - so now is the time to think how 
we can incorporate this into the workplace of 
the future. For me personally, spending more 
time with my family and less time in traffic has 
made me realise that I want and deserve  
a better quality of life. Right now, our offices 
remain closed until 1st September and we are 
working in the background on how office life 
will look in the future. Naturally, distributed 
work is going to be more than just a trend, it 
has already become part of working life and 
that’s something we are really excited about. 
But it’s not an easy process and we need to be 
mindful of people and be thoughtful in our 
approach. It would be good to have some 
positive takeaway from this horrendous crisis. 

How do you maintain equilibrium when there is 
so much disruption, change uncharted territory 
and fear? It’s about clear and consistent 

communication, collaboration and making sure 
that all stakeholders see themselves in the 
vision of the future. Returning to the current 
crisis, I’m amazed at how adaptable people are 
and their compassion for others. If there is a 
positive to draw from this crisis, it is definitely 
that. A very good example is, we’ve introduced 
remote sessions, not just about training for 
work, but as mentioned, supporting and 
guiding people on parenting during this crisis. 
This has worked marvels in keeping people 
informed and feeling that they are not isolated. 
In terms of a silver lining, it’s hard to see one at 
the moment, but I think focus is key and, for  
a business like Dropbox, there is both 
opportunity and the chance to provide 
solutions through technology, to solve some of 
the issues that people will inevitably be 
experiencing. We should never be afraid to try 
something different and I believe there has 
never been a greater opportunity for HR to step 
up to the mark, make a difference and shape 
the way of working for future generations. If 
this is to be the legacy of today’s HR leaders,  
I’d be privileged to be part of that.

HRDFOR FURTHER INFO
www.dropbox.com

I’M AMAZED AT HOW ADAPTABLE PEOPLE ARE AND THEIR  
COMPASSION FOR OTHERS. IF THERE IS A POSITIVE TO DRAW FROM  

THIS CRISIS, IT IS DEFINITELY THAT



12 | thehrdirector | JULY 2020

Today, the tasks of many jobs - particularly those at 
an entry level and, increasingly, those in the more 
advanced professions - can be broken into separate, 
discrete pieces. Those pieces - particularly if they 
are fully digital pieces - can be solved by the best 
and lowest-cost provider anywhere in the world. 
This is the atomization of work. We saw the 
benefits of this type of unbundling of a single piece 
of work from the job that contained it in the mass 
manufacturing of products in the Second Industrial 
Revolution. The atomization of work occurred as 
“piecework”, components needed for a completed 
product were made by individuals in various 
workshops, then shipped to a central 
manufacturing site for final assembly. In the digital 
age, as some tasks become certain and their 
outcomes clearly defined or at least predictable, 
they will be assigned in whole or in part to 
computerised labour. This is the automation of 
work. The robots that supported and often 
supplanted factory workers in physical labour are 
moving into the professional ranks and 
encroaching on knowledge labour.

Today, computer algorithms can analyse reams of 
data far faster than human workers can. Indeed, 
every job in the developed world is aided by some 
form of computer technology, from computation to 
scheduling to scanning to sensors to detecting 

patterns. IBM’s Watson has shown some promising 
potential in its ability to scan and analyse legal 
briefs and early efforts to detect patterns in an MRI. 
This is the augmentation of work. Google is 
bringing automation to your Gmail inbox and by 
adjusting a few settings, can scan your email for 
event-and task-specific items, then automatically 
put the relevant information about an event in your 
calendar. If you travel much you will appreciate the 
reduction in time and frustration when you no 
longer need to search for information, because the 
automation in Gmail has placed hotel addresses, 
flight confirmation codes and other relevant 
information where you can easily find it. It even 
pops up a reminder when it’s time to check in. 
Google Calendar also integrates with Google Maps 
and Waze, to scan traffic and suggest a departure 
time so that you are not late to your next meeting 
due to a traffic delay. Gmail has also begun 
suggesting quick responses to routine emails, 
enabling you to dispense with your inbox in a 
fraction of the time it would take to draft replies on 
your own. Many routine and narrowly defined tasks 
like this can be automated today. Where in your 
work can you find tasks to automate?

One way to adapt to technical disruption in your 
work is to assess your job by scanning the 
marketplace for opportunities to outsource, upskill 

Three driving forces - atomization, automation and augmentation - are 
dramatically reshaping work and will continue to do so for decades to 
come. By paying close attention to how these forces are reshaping work 
and our world, we can learn and adapt to maximize their transformative 
power, rather than be superseded or victims to redundancy.

A U T O M AT I C 
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and reskill. Upskilling is deepening your 
knowledge and skills in your current 
domain. Reskilling is extending your 
knowledge and skills to new domains. 
Consider which tasks can be handed off 
to atomization or automation, scan for 
new technologies that may augment 
your capabilities and seek new skills and 
knowledge required to evolve the value 
you create today to a new business 
model. Doing so will allow you to adapt, 
reskill and upskill ahead of the curve.  
If you work in healthcare, you are 
surrounded by technological advances 
and experiments - such as the da Vinci 
robot that extends the precision of a 
surgeon’s hands to experiments with 
various forms of AI to detect patterns 
and diagnose conditions - that augment 
the quality of care delivered by human 
providers. Outside of healthcare, AI 
technology is augmenting all sorts of 
activities, from stock trading to legal 
work to sports strategy. You might even 
be driving a bit of AI technology if your 
vehicle alerts you to something in the 
blind spot, offers adaptive cruise control, 
or assists in parking your car.

The forces of atomization, automation 
and augmentation will continue to 
transform work and deliver new 
capabilities until, ultimately, most tightly 
defined tasks are captured in algorithms 
that execute jobs faster, more predictably 
and more efficiently than any human 
worker, no matter how low cost or how 
intelligent. Algorithms augment until 
they replace many human tasks and 
skills. This is how atomization and 
augmentation of work interconnect to 
accelerate the transformation of work. 
Once a job has been atomized and the 
routine and predictable components 
digitised, the atomic parts of a job can  
be parcelled out to a global workforce 
willing to complete a task at the lowest 
cost with the highest quality. These 
workers are a resource in a human talent 
cloud in much the same way the 
software applications or data storage are 
now relegated to Internet-based systems, 
often referred to as “the cloud.” In effect, 
the work to be done has been separated - 
unbundled - from the job itself and 
workers from anywhere in the world can 
come together in a virtual workplace. 
This transformation will continue until 

ultimately every clearly defined, 
objectively measured task is captured in 
an algorithm that can replace human 
work. Experts debate just how quickly 
these changes will fall into place, but the 
consensus is clear; work that can be 
replaced by an algorithm will be.

Today’s jobs, if they exist at all in the 
future, will have likely had the atomizable 
and automatable elements stripped out 
of them, with only computer-augmented 
expertise, portable skills and learning 
agility remaining. But to be clear, the 
functions that can be captured in an 
algorithm are really only the tip of the 
capabilities iceberg. Many uniquely 
human attributes contribute to our work. 
They are fundamental to our ability to 
create and share value. By developing 
these uniquely human skills, we further 
build our adaptation advantage. Even 
while technology is subsuming many job 
functions, there are many reasons to be 
optimistic. Aided by automation, we are 
producing goods and services at lower 
and lower costs, making even advanced 
products more affordable to more of the 
populations around the world. Consider, 
for example, an Apple iPad. Introduced  
in 2010 at a price of about $700, a lighter, 
brighter, more capable version of that 
iPad costs about $250 today, which is  

a superior product at 37 percent of the 
cost in under a decade. More importantly, 
rising machine intelligence advances our 
potential to solve the most complex and 
threatening problems, from disease to 
climate change to the efficient use of 
resources. Working in tandem with 
technology, people can create, solve and 
shape the world for the benefit of all.  
In fact, we will need advancing machine 
capabilities to offset population declines 
in the developed world, as our 
demographics shift dramatically, 
particularly in the United States.

The forces of atomization, automation 
and augmentation are not just changing 
jobs, they are radically changing where 
and how people work. Companies that 
have been “containers” for jobs in which 
work was carried out, will become 
“platforms” that leverage both technology 
and human talent to deliver productive 
outcomes. Employment itself will take 
various forms: Foundational (those 
whose work is primary to the operation 
of the company), rotational (those whose 
work is periodically required), contingent 
(those whose often very specific skills are 
needed for a specific task), 
transformational (those brought in to 
navigate a change in organisational or 
product strategy) and executive 
producers (those who bring specific  
talent and networks to deliver a project 
or event). In his book The Alliance, 
Founder and Chairman of LinkedIn,  
Reid Hoffman writes of people working 
in “tours of duty,” wherein they cycle 
through specific projects, finishing one 
and moving on to the next, sometimes 
with a bit of respite or reskilling in 
between. Coupled with the rise in 
computerised intelligence, this is a sea 
change, not only in how work operates, 
but also in what humans do and how 
they gather the skills to do it. Gone will 
be the days of a straight-line path 
through college, to work, to promotion, 
to career, to retirement. Instead, we are 
finding ourselves on a cyclical road where 
more and more tasks are offloaded to 
machines, while we upskill our 
capabilities in uniquely human ways.

Many people find this prospect 
exhilarating, but there are as many who 
find it breathtakingly frightening. But 

Gone will be the days 
of a straight-line path 
through college, to work, 
to promotion, to career, 
to retirement. Instead, 
we are finding ourselves 
on a cyclical road where 
more and more tasks are 
offloaded to machines, 
while we upskill our 
capabilities in uniquely 
human ways
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keep in mind that we’ve been 
augmenting and adapting to new 
technologies and new ways of work for 
hundreds of years. Every time you 
embrace a new capability of a product or 
service that you already use, or adopt a 
new product altogether, you’ve adapted. 
The difference now is speed. You can do 
it because you already are doing it. Think 
back over your lifetime. You have 
adapted to dozens of things you once 
found unthinkable. Depending on your 
age, you have likely adapted the way you 
bank, for example. A trip to the local 

bank became a stop at an available ATM, 
which became an app on your phone… 
and phones? From hard-wired devices to 
brick-sized cell phones to robust and 
versatile smartphones, we’ve adapted to 
so many aspects of communications that 
most of us have forgotten - if we ever 
knew the sound of a dial tone. Television 
has transformed from programmed 
airwaves, to cable, to on-demand 
Internet and so have our television 
watching habits. Few of us would be 
willing to go back to typewriters and 
adding machines and technologies 
deliver great convenience and advantage, 
even if they require adaptation. Now, as 
technologies change the face of work, we 
will adapt at a quickening pace. Change? 
Sure, but you have this… you already 

have an adaptation advantage.
We have been told for decades that we 
have to “robot-proof ” our careers and 
that’s the folly. There is nothing that can 
be taught to prevent any of us from 
having to adapt. The good news is that 
we are already adapting even if we don’t 
sense it happening. Humans will 
continue to adapt to take on new roles, 
the ones that are not clearly defined or 
objectively measured. In other words,  
the automation and atomization of work 
frees human workers to do better and 
more fulfilling work by outsourcing the 
dull and routine tasks. The same holds 
true for cognitively intensive work; 
human potential is enhanced through 
augmentation. Artificial intelligence 
systems such as IBM’s Watson are being 
trained to detect cancer in MRIs and 
early prototypes show promise in their 
ability to do so. In a 2019 experiment, 
Vice News pitted the LawGeex AI against 
Tunji Williams, a graduate of one of the 
country’s top law schools. The AI 
analysed contracts with greater accuracy 
and greater speed than the human 
lawyer. But here’s the good news, these 
highly-skilled humans can now focus on 
that which is uniquely human - applying 
that discovered knowledge and caring for 
patients and clients. When asked why he 
wasn’t upset by the legal smackdown 
upset, lawyer Williams told Vice News,  
“I wasn’t disappointed when the iPhone 
came out and I could do more things 
with this piece of technology, so this is 
exciting to me.” Williams understood 
that by embracing his adaptation 
advantage, he could do more and even 
better work.

Even jobs thought to be based in  
human creativity will benefit from 
augmentation. Renowned industrial 
designer Phillipe Starck, for example, 
created for Italian furniture maker 
Kartell a production-ready chair 
designed in collaboration with an 
artificial intelligence. Working with the 
computer aided design company 
Autodesk, Starck taught the generative 
design software to understand design 
requirements - for example, the size, 
capacity, weight and cost constraints - 
and the software offered hundreds of 
design options in return. Starck told 
editors at the design magazine Dezeen 

that the experience was, “a lot like  
having a conversation.” Presented with 
hundreds of viable options, the designer 
can curate the computer-generated 
solutions and even 3D print samples 
using the software’s specifications. 
Cognitive automation is largely invisible 
because it happens in software. When 
Gmail interprets an invitation and puts  
a meeting on your calendar, that’s 
adaptation. When that same application 
completes your sentences to make 
responding to and composing email 
messages quicker, that’s adaptation. 
When you use the self-checkout lane  
at the supermarket, zip through a toll 
booth using a dashboard sensor or ask 
Alexa to play your favourite song, that’s 
adaptation. These are new, faster, 
cheaper, more efficient ways of doing 
things that once required at least some 
human intervention.

Automation will continue to develop 
gradually and is already happening in 
things you take for granted or even enjoy. 
The fact is, companies have been using 
automation to redistribute workloads 
between systems and people. Still, there 
is plenty of work to do. If automation is 
the process of redistributing work 
between systems and people, people  
need to think about where they want  
to go once they’ve been relieved of the 
mundane tasks. That’s the tricky part. 
Every time you hand off something to  
an algorithm, you need to reach for 
something new. If you are handing your 
cognitive load to technology-enabled 
devices and services, what are you 
reaching up to learn? We are good at the 
handing off; we need to become better  
at the learning. We have to become better 
at learning quickly and deliberately in 
order to “repace” evolution. That is the 
adaptation advantage.•
This is an edited extract from The Adaptation 
Advantage: Let Go, Learn Fast and Thrive in the 
Future of Work by Heather E. McGowan and Chris 

Shipley (Wiley, 2020).

FOR FURTHER INFO
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www.cshipley.com
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We have been told for 
decades that we have 
to “robot-proof ” our 
careers and that’s the 
folly. There is nothing 
that can be taught to 
prevent any of us from 
having to adapt. The 
good news is that we 
are already adapting 
even if we don’t sense it 
happening
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unprecedented pressures and challenges. Everyone’s 
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At a time like this, you need extra support.  
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This typifies the secret army, as these employees are 
often face-to-face with customers - even if that is 
virtual for now - and they are helping them solve 
problems and, perhaps most importantly, are 
trusted for their technical expertise, knowledge and 
the information they have access to. These 
colleagues may be software specialists, technical 
engineers, analysts, customer service agents,  
IT support people, merchandisers, consultants, 
designers, architects, lawyers, HR business 
partners, trainers, auditors and accountants… the 
list is long. I call it an organisation’s ‘secret army’. 
Many of these people are what we now refer to as 
SMEs (subject matter experts) whose technical 
knowledge and expertise have real value. But the 
majority of them would rather have their 
fingernails surgically removed than be considered, 
in any way, to be ‘sellers’. Indeed, they may have  
a real aversion to the very concept of ‘selling’ or 
being responsible for revenue, seeing it as tacky, 
unpleasant and something to be avoided. “I didn’t 
go to college/university/gain my Masters/complete 
my PhD to become a salesperson!” Sadly, this 
concept is played out in many of the highest 
educational establishments around the world - 

even in the USA, the ultimate ‘selling’ culture. Can 
you do a degree in ‘selling’? Unlikely, perhaps you 
would prefer to pursue something in marketing or 
an MBA? Selling, it seems, is something not worthy 
of intellectual or technical excellence… and yet.

Now may be the hardest time for ‘sellers’, of course 
and with Covid-19, we face new challenges. Direct 
selling methods have changed - connecting with 
customers and prospects is virtual and is likely to 
continue for some time. Sellers have to adapt if 
they are to thrive in a new, more virtual world, 
which is why now - more than ever - we must 
unleash the potential of the secret army to support 
the campaign, to grow revenues and thrive. With 
their knowledge, skill, expertise and knowhow, 
such staff are unbelievably well equipped to serve 
and support customers. Imagine the potential if 
each and every one identified a new opportunity 
every quarter, or one new project a month? 
Revenues can grow if we enable them to spot 
opportunities and work hand-in-hand with your 
sellers. They can do this, if you show them how 
and, what’s more, they will want to do it and even 
enjoy doing it, once you change their mindset 

In every organisation, there are people who don’t have the word  
‘sales’ in their job title but are in daily, direct contact with customers  
and clients, responding to queries, resolving technical issues and  
going about their business. What they share - whatever their title or 
competencies or behaviours in their job description or role profile -  
is that they talk to customers.

T H E  S E C R E T  A R M Y 
&  H OW  T O  G E T 
A H E A D  I N  S A L E S
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about what selling really is. To help 
people break through this barrier, they 
need a framework, they need tools and 
techniques, indeed a toolset to help 
them. They need to know what to do, 
how to do it and to see what a positive 
difference it makes for their customers 
and for themselves - and they need time 
to try things out, practice their skills  
and be encouraged with support and 
feedback. Only then can they develop the 
skillset where those practices and ways 
of working are a natural part of their 
interaction with customers and clients.

When the soldiers in our secret armies 
start to see their customers and clients 
through a different lens, changing and 
opening their minds to the potential 
opportunities that are out there every day, 
we unleash their potential even more.  
We don’t necessarily expect them to bring 
in revenue on their own, although some 
clearly will be able to do so and will also 
want to. One (now very senior) partner 
from a global consulting firm told me he’d 
never realised how much fun selling was 
until he’d been through a training 
programme in his formative years - it had 
changed his whole outlook. He no longer 
saw it as something he had to do but 
dreaded, but instead as something that he 
enjoyed doing - being curious about what 
was really going on in his clients’ world 
and helping them solve problems. He has 
gone on to close projects, worth hundreds 
of millions, in his successful career.  
I know that it’s possible to train people 
and show them what they can do to build 
strong relationships, spot opportunities 
and, as in a relay race, take the baton of an 
opportunity and pass it on to others in 
their team and HR holds the key to 
making this possibility a reality. The aim 
is not to take these SMEs and make them 
into something they don’t want to be. It’s 
about how we help them to be even better 
at engaging with their customers and 
clients - confident, better able to connect 
and help those people solve problems,  
so that their customers are even happier 
working with them, buying from them 
and, best of all, recommending and 
referring them to others.

The results of this will be increases in 
revenue, improvements in EBITDA, 
greater market share and the 

opportunity to work with new customers 
and clients. That is why it matters. I’m 
not suggesting that every member of the 
secret army be ‘quota carriers’ and have  
a target they are responsible for, 
although some may find that it’s a 
natural move to make and I’ve seen many 
technical specialists and SMEs mature 
into great relationship specialists. But by 
unleashing their potential and giving 
them life skills - not only do we help 
them to be even more successful in their 
work - they’re also happier, their 
managers are happier, their customers 
are happier… everyone wins.

The secret army is probably in the  
best position to spot opportunities, 
especially in these unprecedented times. 
But we may face resistance. Many will 
say, ‘That’s not my job, that’s the 
salesperson’s role’, and many salespeople 
guard jealously their own relationships 
with those same clients. But because the 
secret army is often the first to connect 
with customers, more likely to be in 
regular direct and - albeit limited right 
now due to the pandemic - physical 
contact, accessible, a source of 
information and expertise or simply  
the ‘go to’ person. They are perfectly 
positioned to hear first-hand about the 
challenges customers face and they are 
trusted - sometimes precisely because 

they aren’t ‘sellers’. This is why we look 
first to encourage everyone to be more 
curious. This means opening their 
mindset to being nosey and interested  
in ‘what’ their customers are doing and 
‘why’. Although nominated salespeople 
or account managers (the job title doesn’t 
matter) may carry the sales targets and 
quotas, everyone is responsible for 
spotting opportunities, directly or 
indirectly. Everyone is involved in 
helping or hindering a customer, service 
user or client interaction. From the 
security team on reception out-of-hours, 
to accounts payable or the IT support 
desk, each job role is linked in some way 
to serving customers - even if those 
customers are internal. Add to that all 
the people who are working directly with 
external customers and prospects - and 
who still don’t think of themselves as 
being in sales - and the potential to grow 
revenue is huge. Whether you call it 
being customer centric, client focused, 
whether it’s about increased digitisation 
or a holistic approach to customer 
service - it’s what we do and how we do 
it that makes customers want to work 
with us, or not. Developing business 
naturally is all about how to unleash the 
potential of your secret army - all that 
sales energy - to spot opportunities, 
connect with customers and prospects  
at a deeper level, discover more about 
them, share ideas, look at effective ways 
of working and collaborate for long-term 
satisfaction and success.

I’ve known very many consultants, 
analysts, project managers, engineers, 
auditors, lawyers and technical 
specialists and, in my experience, the  
last thing most of them want to be is  
a ‘salesperson’. Yet, they are all working 
with clients and prospects, often billing 
their time and measured by utilisation. 
They may be the very people directly 
responsible for ensuring contracts are 
retained and renewed and service 
revenues are secured. Their success in 
their careers - once they’ve proven their 
technical expertise and capability - will 
stem directly from their ability to engage 
with clients. Our goal must be to reframe 
for these people what selling is. Ask them 
if they like working with clients to solve 
a problem and the answer will be  
a resounding, ‘yes’! That fundamentally, 

Sellers have to  
adapt if they are to 
thrive in a new, more 
virtual world, which is 
why now - more than 
ever - we must unleash 
the potential of the 
secret army to support 
the campaign, to grow 
revenues and thrive
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is what selling is about - helping 
someone solve a problem so that they 
want to work with you. Reframe what 
selling really is - helping someone solve  
a problem and everyone is ‘in sales’ - just 
don’t use the word in their job title. 
Leaders in HR hold the key here. 
Working across organisations, you can 
make this a reality. By equipping your 
secret army to connect with your 
customers, understand at a deeper  
level what matters to them, be curious 
about why they do what they do, to  
talk competently and confidently about 
how they can help them and, through 
sharing ideas, grow those relationships 
collaboratively. You can help them be 
more curious, give the tools and 
techniques to engage and support  
them in becoming more confident in 
doing so - the mindset, toolset, skillset. 
Some members of your secret army will 
do it naturally, some will have to learn 
how to do it, but it is, without doubt, 
something we can train and develop 
because, ultimately, it’s about how  
we choose to behave.

First, we have to have the right mindset 
and reframe what selling is so that these 
people can see it through a different lens. 
We need to help our secret armies make 
a conscious choice to develop the skills, 
behaviours and competencies to build 
those relationships. We have to give the 
secret army a ‘toolkit’ they can dip into 

and use every day in their work and  
we need to build their confidence in  
how to use it. Additionally, we have to 
reinforce and support those behaviours 
and competencies. HR leaders are the 
guardians here, it can’t be done in  
a vacuum, it can’t be done solely in  
a training session or online workshop.  
A skill is a technique you can use under 
pressure and to get more skilled at 
something, you have to practice and gain 
feedback. Practice alone doesn’t make 
perfect, practice creates habits - good 
and bad. Practice with feedback can 
make perfect. Monty Roberts - the 
original horse whisperer says; “when 
your technique is good, practice is your 
greatest friend. When your technique is 
poor, practice is your greatest enemy.” 
Once we give the secret armies a 
powerful ‘toolset’ then it is our duty to 
help them become more skilled in how 
they use it through feedback, coaching 
and mentoring. All of which can be 
achieved virtually in our current world 
and supported by HR leaders.

Just as there are natural phases we  
go through when we meet and connect 
with new people - so we can apply them 
to business development - we have 
opportunities to connect with 
customers. We can then explore and 
discover more about them - what’s going 
on in their world. We share our own 
experiences, ideas and find other points 
of connection. Then we collaborate and 
work together. These four natural phases 
are at the core of helping people change 
their behaviour. We show people how to 
connect, discover, share and collaborate 
authentically and with integrity and that 
integrity really matters to our secret 
army. It’s all about building trust and 
having our customers' best interests at 
the heart of what we do. As HR leaders 
you can create the context to help your 
people develop these behaviours, become 
confident in using the tools and 
techniques and in so doing become more 
skilled through practice, application, 
reflection and feedback. If we reframe 
what selling is, everyone wins. Now is 
the time to unleash the potential of  
every secret army. 

Given how difficult it is to get the rare 
combination of technical and subject 

matter expertise and the client 
relationship skills, we must invest.  
It’s much easier to train people in how  
to develop the skills to connect, discover, 
share and collaborate than to achieve 
what’s taken schools, colleges, 
universities years to achieve in technical 
knowledge. Not only should we teach 
these skills, we must. Clients increasingly 
want to engage with the people who 
have the specialist knowledge. If we  
do it well, the results from long-term 
collaboration are huge.

We have to recognise that, at the outset, 
some will be reluctant. But when they 
adopt even a few practices, they will have 
a more satisfying career and greater 
success. And there will be less 
competition, less negotiation around 
price, and rather than selling or pushing 
a product or service, we collaborate to 
deliver results. I’ve always believed that 
there is nothing difficult or complicated 
about this approach. But it does require 
the right mindset, access to tools and 
techniques, the recipes that will help 
your people succeed and the opportunity 
to practice and become skilled.•
Isobel Rimmer is Founder of Masterclass Training and 

author of a new book Natural Business Development: 
Unleash your people’s potential to spot opportunities, 
develop new business and grow revenue.

FOR FURTHER INFO
www.masterclass.co.uk
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I’ve known very  
many consultants, 
analysts, project 
managers, engineers, 
auditors, lawyers and 
technical specialists  
and in my experience, 
the last thing most of 
them want to be is  
a ‘salesperson’
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SOMETHING TO LOOK FORWARD TO AND WE SURE NEED IT!

ANNUAL HRDRINKS
19TH NOVEMBER 2020 at 6.30pm to 9.30pm
Complimentary Cocktails & canapes provided - kindly hosted by

S T R I C T L Y  F O R  H R  D I R E C T O R S  &  S E N I O R  H R  P R A C T I T I O N E R S  O N L Y

The only independent publication dedicated to HR Directors

Join us for our next networking event in November which is strictly for Senior HR Practitioners, where you will have 

the opportunity to meet face-to-face with peers from other organisations and sectors in a convivial environment. 

No presentations, no speeches, just networking.

HRDRINKS is a relaxing evening where Senior HR Practitioners can socialise, share best-practice, discuss strategies 

and shine a light on the road ahead. It’s also an opportunity to reflect on this extremely challenging year.

If you are an HR Director or Senior HR Practitioner and would like to attend, please REGISTER your interest 

soonest as we have only 60 places available:

www.thehrdirector.com/hrdrinks-registration
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For a business that has been wrong-footed by 
the crisis, unsure of the crucial detail of core 
capabilities, limitations - and perhaps, most 
importantly, potential and ability to adapt rapidly 
- the writing is on the wall when the game is on 
again. Until then, there will undoubtedly be 
some heated “virtual” debates about, “how this 
could have happened” as managers are left 
beleaguered in a fog of war, desperately trying 
to determine the capabilities of those available 
and map these against critical roles. Painfully, 
the gaps in HR’s insight will be exposed for all 
to see. Before the current crisis, the challenge 
was digital transformation, but the shifts in 
technological change, now seem slow in 
comparison to the wicked pace of Covid-19. 
The ability to leverage the proliferating range of 
technology available and turn it into competitive 
advantage, will be critical now and all the more 

important when it comes to the much longed  
or return to normal.

However, the past decade has created  
a perfect storm for HR management. Demands 
for skills in newer areas, such as cloud 
computing and AI, continue to surpass supply, 
whilst the ability to predict future resource 
needs becomes increasingly challenging, due to 
the high level of uncertainty. Yet this highlights 
a clear limitation with traditional HR strategy - 
responding directly to the strategic direction of 
the business - it seeks to mobilise the necessary 
human capital to deliver against the one desired 
future expressed in that strategy. But whilst 
strategies can be changed overnight in 
response to external events and other 
unforeseen change needs, the lag for turning 
the human capital ship around is much deeper. 
So, what are the alternatives? Acknowledging 

that the future will inevitably differ from the one 
we envisage, futurists have long used scenario 
planning to prepare for a small number of likely 
possibilities - recognising that reality will be 
somewhere in between. In HR terms, this 
means spreading your bets and optimising 
talent planning to prepare for a small number  
of likely futures. The questions that then follow 
are; what percentage of your current talent has 
the requisite skills to succeed in those likely 
scenarios? How big an ask would it be to 
mobilise your human resources to succeed in 
each potential future and to what extent does 
the potential currently exist internally? 

As articulated by John Boudreau, Professor 
of Management Organisation at the University of 
Southern California: “Options will often trump 
predictions”. Attempts at long-range predictions 
also persist in succession planning, whereby 

If  it really has taken a pandemic to illustrate to some boards the 
essential role of  human capital in organisational agility, then that says 
a good deal about those businesses. From determining who needs to be 
furloughed, to reallocating human capital to fill critical resource gaps, 
the Covid:19 crisis has demonstrated, unequivocally, that those able to 
act and pivot quickly, were the firms with essential and robust data.

ORGANISATIONAL
MANAGEMENT

non for  
prophets

ARTICLE BY DR ZARA WHYSALL, RESEARCH & IMPACT DIRECTOR - KIDDY & PARTNERS
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RECOGNISING 
THAT REALITY 

WILL BE 
SOMEWHERE IN 
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individuals are identified years in advance to take on 
the most crucial leadership roles in an organisation. 
As emphasised by Cappelli and Tavis: “The world 
often fails to cooperate with those plans, though. 
Companies routinely find that by the time senior 
leadership positions open up, their needs have 
changed.” Yet, approaches to human resource 
planning and development remain relatively 
unchanged. In fact, in contrast to the reality of  
rapidly changing business environments, very few 
organisations would describe their talent identification 
and management process as very dynamic. While 
technology is transforming workplaces evermore 
rapidly, human capability is not adapting at the same 
pace. Current approaches aren’t bringing about 
change fast enough and most leader attitudes and 
behaviours are not changing at an adequate rate.  
The upshot is, almost a third of organisations are 
unsure that their employees have the skills required 
to achieve the current business strategy. Unless we 
adopt new strategies, the gap will continue to widen. 

Global skills shortages in key growth areas have 
led many organisations to recognise that they will 
need to rely on internal skills development to close 
these gaps. Indeed, most organisations now recognise 
that they need to develop leaders differently, 
expecting that they will need to put more emphasis  
on internal development and promotion to fill key 
positions over the next five-to-ten years. Given that the 
half-life of a job skill is now thought to have decreased 
to around five years - meaning that every five years,  
a skill becomes half as valuable as it was before - 
reskilling will become unavoidable, regardless of 
promotion or role change. Even if you don’t change 
role, the role will change around you. To succeed in 
this environment, organisations need to think broadly 
in terms of the pools from which they develop critical 
talent and be innovative in the methods they use to do 
this. For example, as revealed by the World Economic 
Forum’s Global Gender Gap Report 2020, women 
continue to be significantly under-represented in roles 
which reflect the professions of the future; in 
particular, roles requiring disruptive technical skills 
such as; Artificial Intelligence, Robotics and Genetic 
Engineering, where significant growth is predicted. 
The WE Forum analysis reveals how, in some of these 
areas, there is an opportunity to develop women -  
who currently reside in professions with high skill 
similarity - and transition them into careers in allied 
professions with high future growth. For example, 
women make up 25 percent of Data Scientist 
professionals, but they comprise 31 percent of those 
with a relevant skillset in all other occupations. 
Similarly, in marketing in 2020, 41 percent of digital 
specialists are women, yet 53 percent of those in the 
talent pipeline are female. In fact, they highlight “all 
professions featured…currently under-utilise their 
available talent pools and thus can make further gains 
through a diversity and inclusion agenda.” So it 
becomes clear why the diversity agenda is not  
a separate ‘nice-to-have’, but a critical component of 
strategic resourcing and business planning.

Another inefficiency adding to the widening gap 
between the rate of business change and people 
change is the provision of development programmes 
that are peripheral to strategic goals. Development 
needs should be identified through rigorous 
assessment, not assumption and population-level 
needs assessment won’t deliver the detail needed to 
change individual behaviour. Assessment-informed 
development ensures that the gaps between current 
and required future capability are closed and avoids 
squandering precious development spend on areas 
that will not help the business achieve its strategic 
objectives. Once development needs have been 
identified, the next challenge is to determine how 
those needs are best addressed - and one-sizes-fits-
all rarely fits any. Although many HR professionals 
have now shifted away from an over-reliance on  
mass development programmes towards more 
individualised learning paths - incorporating self-
directed and experience-based learning - it is still 
essential that such paths are steered by rigorous  
data rather than hoping the learner can successfully 
navigate the path alone. The risk for contemporary 
practice is that the explosion of accessible learning 
content is not accompanied by rationale for 
determining what content is actually needed, by 
whom, how it should be delivered, and whether or not 
it is effective in meeting the learning needs identified. 
As articulated by Peter Cappelli and Anna Tavis: 
“Although helpful for those who have clearly defined 
needs, this is a bit like giving a student a key to the 
library and telling them to figure out what they must 
know and then learn it”. Whilst we all hope and pray 
that we won’t need to respond to another pandemic 
for a very long time, the reality is that the future is 
unpredictable; perhaps the only real certainty is 
uncertainty. What is clear though, is that the ability  
of your organisation to respond rapidly to whatever  
is thrown at it in future, will be determined by the 
collective agility of its human resources. Knowledge  
is power, so ensure your people insight is robust and 
your development approaches are multifaceted. The 
pace at which we’ve all pivoted to our current virtual 
working environment shows that with the right 
motivation, wide-scale people change can be 
achieved at pace.•

FOR FURTHER INFO
gateleyplc.com/kiddy-partners/

If you have an opinion on any of the articles  
featured in this section, please share it by going to this link  
www.linkedin.com/company/thehrdirector

0% No
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Do you believe that your 
organisation is structurally, 
culturally and strategically 
aligned to the needs of an  
ever-evolving business climate?

@theHRDIRECTOR
TWITTER POLL
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The most notable new normal is of course that we’re 
remote and home-working en-masse. It’s setting an 
agenda to revisit the basic parameters and presumptions 
about work - the purpose of an office, work hours, KPI’s, 
sales models, delivery systems and revenue streams -  
in fact everything you can think of that an organisation 
undertakes. We even have a charter of sorts, to start 
questioning even things we assumed were 
unquestionable. A very timely and pertinent question  
has to be, how many of the employees in your firm,  
had to take the risk of continuing working in the office, 
factory or on the road during Covid-19? Is it possible to 
rebuild processes, where the business would continue 
uninterrupted, without risking these people and forcing 
them to make such a difficult call? However, there are 
some big questions posed here; if this means replacing 
some people with AI, drones and other digital tools, can 
these employees continue in the organisation and,  
if so, what upskilling and reskilling is needed?

For upskilling and reskilling to pay off, employees 
need to have “learning agility” and organisations need to 
make it part of their main hiring and retention criteria and 
provide people with a motivating environment to learn. 
We need to create platforms where employees can reach 
information easily, give them the opportunity to make 
sense of this information, so that they can co-create, 
based on each other’s experiences. The other dimension 
of agility is real business agility and it matters if the 
organisation has the willingness to embrace the unknown 
and the capacity to; test, try, accept failure and learn 
from mistakes. This current health crisis also makes us 
think about the most fundamental existential questions  
of “why”? Engagement surveys have proven that 
“contribution to a broader purpose*” is the highest factor 
that keeps employees engaged. Those organisations who 
can provide a meaningful purpose and back it up with 
their values, not only attract more clients, but also keep 

I T ’ L L  A L L  C O M E  O U T  I N  T H E  W A S H …

COVID-19 IS JUST 
 A SAMPLE OF THE 

FUTURE, WE NEED TO 
START INVESTING IN THE 

RESILIENCE OF OUR 
EMPLOYEES TO HELP 

THEM REORIENT TO THE 
NEW REALITY -  
A SKILLSET NOT  

TAUGHT IN TRAINING,  
BUT RATHER THROUGH 

SENSE-MAKING
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their employees more engaged, even at the midst of an 
existential crisis.

It is inevitable that productivity drops when people 
are on survival mode. Considering that Covid-19 is just  
a sample of the future, we need to start investing in the 
resilience of our employees to help them reorient to the 
new reality - a skillset not taught in training - but rather 
through sense-making, finding purpose and coaching to 
build emotional containers. On a positive note, Covid-19 
has accelerated the use of virtual meeting platforms and 
eliminated the physical difficulties of bringing everyone  
in the organisation together. Teams increase their regular 
meetings, bringing more transparency at all levels and 
the trick here is to continue this transparent approach 
and to avoid confusing one-sided information sharing  
as “continuous communication”. What needs to be 
continuous is dialogue, where organisations need to find 
ways to build platforms where more voices are included 
into the dialogue and to develop their leaders as coaches 
and facilitators, able to ask questions and give space.

There are three main dimensions; trust, exploration 
and action and we need to support a growth mindset, 
where people can explore their area of; control, 
possibilities, necessities, learnings and be accountable  
to act on them. For this to happen, there needs to be 
trust towards the organisation and its leaders and among 
team members. Studies have shown that trust is critical 
to performance effectiveness and, when there is trust, 
employees are open to share what they are experiencing, 
make their voices heard, try out new things, fail, learn, 
constructively challenge each other and co-create. 
Organisations that develop a “change is the only 
constant” mindset will be best placed to deal with its 
impact and after effects.•
*https://www.cultureamp.com/blog/5-workplace-and-hr-trends-to-

watch-in-2020/

Even before pandemic turned the planet upside down, the world was already like a washing machine  
on spin dry. Digitalisation, AI - not to mention climate change - were already sending metaphorical socks  

off to that unknown place and, in some ways, we can see this crisis as part of that continuum,  
stuck on the drum by the irresistible, centrifugal force.

ARTICLE BY OZLEM SARIOGLU, PROFESSIONAL COACH, PCC & CO-FOUNDER - SPARKUS
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Recalling Donald Rumsfeld’s famously 
beguiling speech, where might the “unknown 
unknowns” lie and what values might remain 
as fast-paced change challenges preparedness? 
What changes to ways of  working and 
processes will result from virtual working? 
What problems will arise from more flexible 
arrangements which could lead to resultant 
mental health issues from loss of  significance 
of  role and reduced sense of  community? 
How are we genuinely engaging our people in 
the resultant change programmes? How are 
we maximising the flexibility of  our diverse 
working population? What new skillsets will 
managers and leaders need in order to be 
inclusive, to motivate and to inspire? If  we 
consider the combined effect of  two or more 
of  these factors on leadership and managerial 
skills, work and performance may become 
more nuanced, with success measured in 
ways we would previously have considered 
intangible - who would have thought a decade 
ago that ‘likes’ and ‘followers’ on social media 
could be so coveted for their influence?

In 1921, Jakob Klaesi developed a sleep 
treatment or cure where patients were 
subjected to extended periods of  sleep and, 
whilst in that slumber, a range of  - sometimes 
unpleasant - treatments applied, so when 
woken up, patients were supposed to feel very 
different about what plagued them in their 
previous lives. Whilst for many, this period 
of  furlough or working from home will feel 
far from a rest, we have all, nonetheless, been 
through some major shifts in working culture, 
personal skills growth, resilience and how we 
do things. OD professionals have two major 
tasks as we emerge from this cure de sommeil, 
the first being to wean our people from the 
sleep - la phase de sevrage - and to support 
the reintegration into the new normal, by 
minimising their anxieties and feelings of  loss. 
The second is to maximise the learning and 
accelerate the inclusion of  that into our new 
world. Many workers have discovered skills 
and novel ways to improve their 
work/life balance and, after the crisis, we 
should try to resist hitting the ‘undo’ button, 
instead go for the ‘restart’ button.

There is much to learn from this lockdown 
period and there are some clear and common 
patterns, as to what needs to change for our 
new normal: Will Coronavirus lead to the 
death of  the micro-manager? This looks to 

World War II caused huge shifts in social values  
that were not fully recognised until the 1950s. 

Just one example, women involved in difficult and 
dangerous work such as code-breaking and munitions, 
were rightly no longer content with secretarial duties. 
This started a sustained shift in attitude which now 
places women in front-line combat roles. We can only 

wonder what impacts the pandemic will bring  
in the years to come.

I N TO  T H E 
U N K N O W N 
U N K N O W N 

ARTICLE BY MIKE ROBINSON, MANAGING DIRECTOR & CHRIS LOCKE, CONSULTANT AND 
COACH - BERKSHIRE CONSULTANCY LTD.
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be a most significant and tangible revelation 
and the stark realisation is - for so many of  
the management population - that micro-
management has proven to be a dragging 
anchor. The preferred and dominant 
management style, of  focus on the minutiae - 
constraining approvals processes and nugatory 
reporting - has been replaced by the pragmatic 
imperatives of  key information, satisficing and 
team members exercising their judgement. 
The extinction of  this particular dinosaur has 
a number of  implications for our OD and 
leadership strategy, as we will need to upskill 
these managers and help them to appreciate 
and practice the benefits of  remotely inspiring 
and motivating performance, setting direction 
and empowering delivery. We are also going 
to have to invest some significant time in 
ensuring our performance management 

processes are in fact performance leadership 
tools and our emergent ways of  delivering 
capability, more flexibly, are balanced with 
sanctions and disciplinary measures that have 
teeth. If  a corollary of  remote working is less 
micro-monitoring of  individual performance, 
this will require a shift from measuring inputs 
such as; hours worked or jobs allocated, to 
evaluating outputs, value-add and outcomes. 
Freedom will come at a price, chiefly being 
that HR will need to have clear procedures in 
place for line managers to escalate any poor 
performance resulting from remote working.

In related news, the realisation that many 
people can operate in their own time and 
space, while juggling their individual caring, 
education and health demands, smashes the 
pre-virus conceptions about the standard nine-
to-five working week. The trend of  working-
from-home and homing-from-work over 
recent years, has suddenly been tested to the 
max and in general, people have continued 
to deliver at times and in spaces that work for 
their circumstances. It could be ventured that, 

the vast majority of  the workforce  
have been working flexibly and have 
continued to deliver. There will no doubt be 
challenges if  homeworking proliferates; staff 
may struggle to remain motivated, while there 
are short-term domestic distractions or  
longer-term feelings of  disconnection.  
But across the piece, employees do express 
gratitude for the levels of  engagement and 
communications from their leadership; citing 
regular check ins, team catch ups and the 
introduction of  fun into effective engagement 
behaviour with “coffee mornings”, fancy-
dress meetings and ‘show and tell’ sessions. 
Could we be in a position that, despite the 
distancing these times have inflicted on us, 
staff engagement has increased? If  so, this 
increased routine of  socialising is an aspect  
of  culture we should not lose.

The message received is that middle 
managers have responded positively to the 
crisis - some in emergency support roles 
in Covid-19 taskforces, others working 
alone while self-isolating - have managed to 
remain positive and focused. Whether this 
can be maintained going forward and after 
the crisis has abated, remains to be seen. 
There may be regression to old ways, some 
dissatisfaction over time with remote working 
and a recognition that work in an office or 
factory provides huge benefits to staff in terms 
of  socialising and building community. If  
we, as people specialists, are to realise the 
potential of  this tectonic shift early, we need 
to look at engaging ways of  understanding 
the emerging cultural environment and 
then to drive change in an inclusive and 
dynamic fashion which reaches all aspects 
and preferences of  our people. Staff surveys 
may yield difficult messages and new trends 
and it’s crucial that we avoid the temptation 
to ignore them. Instead, stay curious, seek 
new ways of  understanding your culture 
and use dialogic approaches to build trust 

in your potentially destabilised organisation. 
As we continue to morph the benefits of  
these crisis-imposed changes into a new 
“business as usual”, we need to understand 
these changes by measuring two critical 
perspectives. The first is the intent of  the 
change leaders - senior management team, 
change champions, internal consultants - as 
defined by their case for change and plans 
to engage the organisation. The second is 
deployment, the actual tangible impact of  
this intent as experienced by staff. Plus we 
need to keep front of  mind a set of  simple 
constants that will drive meaningful, inclusive 
change. Our job is to develop a clear vision 
for change and a well-documented route 
to success which is widely published and 
acknowledged as being understood by staff. 
We need to align our enabling mechanisms - 
our internal systems and processes, structures, 
and culture - to support the change we 
desire. Do HR practices encourage effective 
remote working and remote performance 
management? Is technical support in place to 
maintain efficiency at a distance? As we drive 
changes, how do we avoid simply shifting a 
problem from one part of  our virtual world to 
another? Staff engagement is a relatively new 
concept (McLeod 2009) and this will become 
more refined as an approach as the unknown 
unknowns emerge.

We need to further reinforce and further 
develop capability - the knowledge and skills 
to operate in this brave new world - and 
build the resilience and understanding to 
deliver and sustain the change. These include; 
increased emotional intelligence, influencing 
from a distance and being an opinion former 
through new media. Most importantly we 
need our leaders to religiously role model new 
ways of  working and demonstrably challenge 
older and less effective practices. Role 
modelling in a virtual world may need better 
signposting, so leaders will need to be explicit 
about why they are doing what they are 
doing. Genuine engagement and inclusivity is 
the key to realising the unknown unknowns; 
leaders will not find them by themselves. This 
crisis is the kick-start we have been waiting 
for; powerful leadership, strong performance 
management, effective engagement, true 
diversity; let’s not mess this up.•

FOR FURTHER INFO
www.berkshire.co.uk 
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The lifespan of organisations has decreased from an 
average of 60 years to 20 years in barely two decades. 
The digitalisation of the economy has shaken up the  
world economy at a much faster rate than the Industrial 
Revolution ever did. Writer and statistician, Nassim 
Nicholas Taleb’s "black swans" or highly improbable 
events such as 11 September 2001, the 2008 financial 
crisis and the current crisis, have only further accelerated 
the speed of transformation. A few months ago, most 
employees found psychological anchorage in the stability 
of their position - their job, team, work environment - but 
the recent crisis has changed everything and makes this 
anchorage more fragile than ever, yet it is necessary for 
the psychological stability of many of us. So, what will  
be the new anchoring model? It will be the ability of  
a collective to manage change, a capacity that will involve 
new processes, methods and tools to enable organisations 
to calmly and proactively manage any adaptation required 
for the crises of the future. In other words, agility and 
several other dimensions must converge to see the 
organisational model gradually change.

To strengthen the agility of a business, it is first 
necessary to flatten it. Long hierarchical decision-making 
processes, requiring validation and approval at numerous 
points - which can be further influenced by personal and 
political issues - unnecessarily multiply the stages of 
decision-making. Case in point, faced with new 
upheavals, an intermediate manager will all-too-often 
react in a defensive manner, more afraid of what they 
might lose in change than being inspired by what they 
might gain from the unknown. Just, ask former Kodak 
managers what they thought of digital photography over 
two decades ago, or Motorola and Nokia managers how 
they felt about accessing the internet via their mobile 
phones, when the iPhone first emerged. It is then 
necessary to deal with the inertia indirectly generated by 
the “processising” widely implemented over the past two 
decades. Organisational power has largely been shifted 

A  J O U R N E Y  F R O M  F R A G I L E  TO  A G I L E

FACED WITH NEW 
UPHEAVALS, AN 

INTERMEDIATE MANAGER 
WILL ALL-TOO-OFTEN 
REACT IN A DEFENSIVE 

MANNER, MORE AFRAID 
OF WHAT THEY MIGHT 

LOSE IN CHANGE THAN 
BEING INSPIRED BY WHAT 
THEY MIGHT GAIN FROM 

THE UNKNOWN
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from operational teams to process teams including 
process owners and designers. These positions need to 
be greatly strengthened to meet the ever-increasing 
developmental needs. They must also be brought closer 
to action by moving them away from headquarters to 
operational business units.

Within operational teams, widespread involvement  
in decision-making must become commonplace, not for 
dogmatic reasons, but because it is the best way to 
maintain the commitment necessary for action. Faced 
with the sharp increase in uncertainty, a lone manager 
will sooner or later make a bad decision and lose his/her 
legitimacy and bond with the team. On the other hand, 
collective decision-making will generate little individual 
stigma in the event of failure. This new, more agile 
collective will be able to more easily review its own 
decisions, question itself and initiate different actions. 
However, the collective cannot be monolithic or 
composed of people with the same profile. A diversity  
of profiles, experiences and visions is paramount, not out 
of political beliefs, but to give a chance to the collective  
to think outside the box and find original solutions.

Some collectives have already made it to this stage. 
We meet at least as many collaborators who request an 
agile collective practice from their managers as do not. 
However, such a revolution in the cultural anchoring of 
organisations cannot happen without strong support from 
within the company. Many successful organisations have 
created in-house reference tools and then disseminated 
them widely. They have also often designed spaces 
dedicated to collective co-creative practice. A modern 
space - which does not look like a traditional meeting 
room - makes it easier to let go and will allow employees 
to slowly become used to new organisational and 
managerial practices, before fully integrating them into 
everyday life. Agile methods are already present in 
organisations, even if in small touches and, increasingly, 
they will need to become standard in management.•

ARTICLE BY JEAN-MICHEL MOUTOT, ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR, BUSINESS AND SOCIETY DEPARTMENT - AUDENCIA BUSINESS SCHOOL

The pandemic has highlighted - in an all-too extreme fashion - the phenomena that has vexed  
businesses over the past few years, namely the increase in uncertainty. Unquestionably, this will continue to force 

businesses to carry out deep and expansive organisational shifts as the unsure future rolls out.
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It’s taken as read that businesses must 
continually evolve and develop greater agility 
and adaptability in the face of a constantly 
changing world. But at the core of this 
approach is to develop and coach people with 
the capacity to strive for purpose. HR is most 
effective when promoting open, positive 
environments where relationships can be built 
on consistently demonstrating trusting and 
trust-enhancing behaviours and there is plenty 
of evidence that this outperforms a profit-at-all-
costs fixation in the long run. Both your 
employees and customers will be relying on 
faithful observance of qualities like; integrity, 
honesty and respect, the crucial elements to 
building trust. Indeed, involving employees in 
establishing corporate policy and longer-term 

strategy helps to embed trusting behaviours  
and provides pathways for employees to grow.  
It makes sense that open environments allow 
employees to voice their unique perspectives 
and encourages the expression of their true 
feelings, cultivating a positive influence the 
sense of independence and personality.

There are key criteria which go through 
distinct stages: How people work together,  
how individuals grow and develop, what the 
organisation focuses on as being important and 
how this focus determines the adaptive capacity 
required of the organisation. As organisations 
determine their journey of cultural evolution, 
each pathway will vary. For example, the 
interventions to support a compliant, dependent 
organisation to shift towards an achievement-

oriented culture, are likely to be vastly  
different, from an organisation considering  
a shift from an achievement culture towards  
a collaborative growth culture. When effective 
transitions from one stage to another, it retains 
and evolves the positive aspects of the previous 
stages. For example, an organisation moving 
from a compliance to achievement culture 
results in its focus broadening to encompass 
both compliance and results. This can be 
achieved with team-based approaches and 
includes balancing risk in a way that enables 
healthy organisational growth.

It is typically the case that different 
functions or teams in organisations, are often  
at different stages of evolution. This is an 
important realisation and impacts the strategies 

Creating an equitable, consistently high-trust culture for all employees 
raises the bar. But the underlying fear is that, if  the focus is too much 

on people and an organisation’s higher purpose, essential competitiveness 
will suffer. In fact, the opposite is true because, when the focus is on  

a compelling, authentic and altruistic purpose that enables and supports 
people to be the best they can be, sustainable financial results follow.
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purpose... such wasted 
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employed to enable organisational transformation. 
This is a fundamental understanding for HR when 
transitioning a compliance culture, based on 
individual contributions to rational efficiency - 
important for employee compliance, payroll and data 
analysis - to an achievement culture, where team-
based approaches focus on market demands and 
stakeholder outcomes are foundered on collective 
action and goal orientation. Each successive stage 
requires greater complexity of thinking, to balance 
and incorporate the more complex demands of the 
evolving world. This means it is both an individual 
and a collective journey that is required, to be able  
to apply the cultural evolution framework requires 
attention to ongoing learning and feedback across  
a whole system. Traditionally, perceived development 
is the motivation for learning knowledge, skills and 
competencies through training programmes, 
mentoring and other structured interventions. 

In an increasingly complex world, far greater 
attention is being paid to the application of skills in 
new and changing contexts and the synthesis of 
various skills to deal with greater complexity. This has 
been influenced - as readers will be familiar - by the 
70-20-10 philosophy, which suggests that around  
70 percent of learning occurs outside of traditional 
training programmes and in the practice and 
application of experiential learning in the workplace. 
To support people to cope with the change they are 
facing, greater emphasis is required on team 
approaches, motivation, emotional intelligence, 
ambiguity and resilience programmes. Traditional 
methods can be effective in skill building and 
creating better learning and coping systems. 
However, empowering the capacity to adapt, requires 
emphasis on the development of mindsets and 
beliefs an organisation holds, opening new ways  
of learning and being. Rather than managing 
employees, coaching them in these methods can 
substantially shift the organisation’s view of itself and 
the world around it. Building team literacy enables 
sustainable change, by encouraging an achievement 
culture. Providing teams with the autonomy to 
manage themselves while defining team boundaries 
and clearly articulating the objectives and 
expectations up front, help empower learning 
outcomes, especially when it does not matter who 
receives the credit. Then acknowledge other people's 
perspectives, give them the coaching they need to 
meet their work and personal goals, involve them  
in decisions where appropriate and build a sense of 
community as a team. They appreciate knowledge  
is most valuable when transparently shared across 
the organisation to encourage growth. This leads  
to higher engagement, more trust and stronger 
relationships with team members and  
other stakeholders.

According to a study by Korn Ferry Hay Group, 
leadership behaviour influences 50-70 percent of an 
organisation's culture, making it one of the largest 
factors impacting organisational performance. Moving 
the organisation through the final two stages of 

cultural evolution requires adaptive, human centred 
leadership. In the November 2019 McKinsey 
Quarterly article entitled, Answering society’s call:  
A new leadership imperative, the authors argue that 
transparency, empathy and meaning are defining  
a new leadership benchmark. Leaders require social 
change qualities to inspire deeper meaning, scale 
new heights, to lead others up the same path and 
to lead change across entire systems. Three keys to 
leading in the new normal is; connecting 
authentically, navigating through complexity and 
inspiring performance with purpose. Embracing our 
unique qualities, our values and stories as a leader is 
authentic leadership. As an authentic leader, you are 
a "servant first" - you focus on the needs of others, 
especially team members, before you consider your 
own. Authentic leadership relies primarily on 
coaching competence in relationships with people 
who, together with the leader, produce the results 
and conditions. Together, they continually strive for 
both personal and organisational potential.

A study by David Rooke and William R. Torbert 
named The Seven Transformations of Leadership 
found the search for new leadership perspectives 
often manifests itself in personal transformations and 
increased self-awareness. The ready-to-transform 
leader starts developing new relationships to broaden 
their emotional context. They found leaders who do 
undertake a voyage of personal understanding and 
development can transform not only their own 
capabilities, but also those of their companies.  
Only the top 15 percent of managers in the sample - 
Individualists, Strategists, and Alchemists - showed 
the consistent capacity to innovate and to 
successfully transform their organisations. This  
may indicate why Gallup research shows that only  
13 percent of U.S. employees strongly agree leaders 
communicate effectively with the rest of the 
organisation. We will find difficulty fulfilling our 
leadership potential until we really desire to learn to 
be true to ourselves and to serve others. Yet, desire 
alone is not enough, you need to genuinely commit to 
want to lead in this way and adapt a social change 
mindset. There needs to be a determination to 
change attitudes and there requires development 
utilising the principles of social change leadership. 
Meeting the needs of others, so they will meet yours 
and those of the organisation and its stakeholders,  
is one of the most important things a leader can do. 
Transforming leaders recognise the need for 
employees to grow and are more able to coach and 
challenge them to build confidence and awareness. 
They appreciate a person’s self-worth is their most 
treasured possession and must be handled with the 
greatest of care.•
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The best examples of success is where HR 
departments use machine learning and AI to 
preserve and guide the culture that creates 
business success and navigate the complexities 
and ambiguities of the rapidly transforming 
global societies and unique localities. 
Additionally, those that could be categorised 
as digital benchmarkers in the HR fraternity, 
understand the current and future impact of 
machine learning and AI on their culture and 
take steps to properly guide these powerful 
new technologies and nurture the right 
workforce for transformation. As readers will 
know, every employee has a career arc, that 
we refer to as the employee life cycle. Some 
have a very short life cycle, while others find 
opportunities that fulfill their career objectives 
for the long term. When it comes to 
transformation, or course, having the right 
skills and capabilities in place is essential and 
that is best achieved with providing all the 
workforce inclusively, with growth 
opportunities, personal development and 
mobility, upwards or otherwise. Here, 
analytics-led behavioural science is a game 
changer providing a bridge between employee 
and business needs. Through collating a set of 
specific role-centric behaviours, it can provide 
insight and guidance in recruitment, selection, 
onboarding and developing employees in 
those target positions. Indeed, when 
behavioural science is aligned with the 
employee life cycle and culture, it can help  
to support transformation goals.

The seeds are planted at the beginning of 
the employee life cycle and so ‘fit to the job’ is 
the first key to the puzzle. Often though, the 
focus is only on “fit” - in terms of skills or CV 

keywords - but those facts only tell a small  
part of the story. They do not provide deep 
insight into longevity, culture fit or 
productivity potential. The secret ingredient 
then is ‘behavioural fit’, which captures the 
things managers can’t see on paper. When 
recruiters are able to compare an individual’s 
behavioural preferences to a benchmark, 
based on actual performance data and the 
skills statistically proven to represent success 
on the job, a significant advantage is gained. 
Because employee preferences have already 
been captured in the selection process, it is 
possible to leverage that important data 
throughout the employee life cycle, beginning 
with the onboarding process. Once the 
employee is matched to a position based on 
best fit, valuable information is available to the 
manager or management team. This includes 
preferred learning style, communication style 
and other unique insights that support  
strong communication.

As the employee settles into the new role, 
a deeper level of coaching and development 
can be leveraged through behavioural science, 
providing specific guidance on topics related 
to the employee being coached. The content  
is designed to specifically help each individual 
discover, address and leverage their strengths, 
while compensating for areas that provide 
challenges. Practically, the system can identify 
a behavioural gap - such as low attention to 
detail as an example - and provide suggestions 
and coaching tips on how to improve the 
employee’s ability to compensate for that gap 
through exercises and tasks designed for that 
purpose. Coaching and development activities 
are designed to improve performance and 

satisfaction based on actual performance.  
The behavioural pattern used during the 
selection process is a model based on actual 
performance data and can be leveraged for 
training programmes. It enables customised 
plans, to be quickly developed for each 
individual regardless of their stage in the 
employee life cycle. Once behavioural 
patterns are created for positions across the 
business, that knowledge base can be 
leveraged in forecasting an employee’s future 
roles. In today’s employment market, 
employees are looking for future growth 
opportunities from day one. The behavioural 
information that indicates promotability has 
already been captured during the selection 
process, so now can begin the analyses and 
growth of future leaders. This creates  
a unique advantage to improve retention, 
while internally developing future leaders to 
promote from within. The future requires an 
integration of technology and humanity and 
it’s the responsibility of HR to understand  
and maintain this balance, to maximise the 
potential of both the machines and the people 
that drive organisational outcomes.•
* Deepak Chopra defining the driving motivations of human 
behaviour.

IN DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION, FEW WOULD ARGUE THAT THE HR ROLE ISN’T PIVOTAL, BUT THE EXTENT OF ITS ROLE AND REACH 
VARIES SUBSTANTIALLY ACROSS ORGANISATIONS. THIS IS SOMETHING OF A PARADOX, FOR TRUE DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION 

REQUIRES AN IN-DEPTH UNDERSTANDING OF THE CULTURE AND HUMAN ASPECTS OF THE TRANSFORMATION.

“The seeds are planted at the beginning of the employee life cycle and so  

‘fit to the job’ is the first key to the puzzle. Often though, the focus is only  

on “fit” - skills or CV keywords - but those only tell a part of the story”
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ndividual leadership legacies will be defined by this  
crisis based on how they have dealt with sudden and 
rapid disruption. Their success will not only be judged by 

their actions but by how they communicated the steps they took to 
protect the business and how they reassured their teams. We 
witness in real-time that technology is filling voids and enabling 
communication and although this has long been departmentalised, 
back in the time of normality - the remit of Chief Digital, Technology 
or Product Officers - we see that effective use of technology is 
central to the success of every function across an organisation, as 
teams have switched to working fully remotely. Clearly, the pandemic 
is driving everyone’s digital strategy, workforce enablement and rapid 
adoption of new ways of working and communication - some 
organisations achieved more business and digital transformation in 
March and April than most have accomplished in years and it has 
also reset executives’ concept of the ‘art of the possible’. Emotional 
Intelligence (EQ) is well embedded in the best leaders’ psyche -  
how the capacity for meaningful relationships and collaboration has 
stepped into the space - but also developing is a team’s Collective 
Intelligence (CQ). The value of empathy should not be 
underestimated when undergoing rapid transformation, supporting 
teams and understanding the pressure rapid change can place  
on them will foster loyalty.

The organisations that have ‘thrived’ during the lockdown period 
have embraced the human elements of change. Whilst there have 
been examples where leaders have ‘gone missing’ during this very 
human challenge, there have also been numerous examples of 
strong visible leadership. Indeed, the number of initiatives created to 
‘keep teams connected’ should be applauded and leaders would do 
well to capitalise on the workforce engagement and new 
communication channels now open to them, to manage future 
change. The ability to adapt and exploit new technology has enabled 
some businesses to respond quickly to challenging and unfamiliar 
conditions. As the UK went into lockdown, enforcing unprecedented 
change, it became clear that businesses broadly fell into two distinct 
camps depending on their reaction. The first camp has already 
embraced cloud technology and agile practices - or were well on 
their way - whereas the second group resisted digital transformation 
and deferred investment in new technology prior to the outbreak. 

After a short period of rapid operational change, the first 
category swiftly adapted to a new rhythm and ways of working and 
their leaders were able to start planning for the future, starting from 
their phased exit from lockdown and looking ahead to longer-term 
business changes. The businesses in the second group spent a lot of 
time firefighting and focusing on the immediate decision-making 
required to stay operational. In extreme panic, this has seen some 
companies buying laptops for remote working and closing revenue-
earning contact centres, as no business continuity plan envisaged  
a need for them to operate remotely. Treading new ground, they are 
unsure where to turn to for advice and who they can trust to make 
the right call about advancing their digital capabilities. As a result, 
they have been forced to make difficult decisions and significant 
investment quickly - at a time of great economic uncertainty - and 
will carry the debt of those rapid decisions into the future, along  
with the unavoidable significant investment in people and technology 
to ‘level up’. 

The agile mindset drives a culture of rapid change when 
compared with traditional, process-driven businesses. Agility is not  
a methodology that solely relates to the technology function, but 
rather a culture that should be embedded across the business. 

As we live through the ultimate disruptive 
event, leaders have been charged with 
navigating business transformation during 
this crisis - categorical proof, were it ever 
required - that the ability to manage disruptive 
environments is a critical part of modern 
leadership. But this is something else, in 
terms of disruption - the ultimate ‘Black 
Swan’ event - and it is challenging disruption 
management and capacity to implement 
extreme operational changes to the max.

NOTHING 
HITS AS 
HARD AS THE 
IMPROBABLE
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Benefits include; better customer experience,  
improved product quality, greater stakeholder 
engagement and collective performance. Agile-working 
also enables adaptions during development, ensuring 
project delivery is checked within the context of an 
ever-evolving business environment. The result may  
be fast growth but, without the degree of process of 
governance found in traditional organisational 
structures, it can lead to people outgrowing the 
business. The most effective leaders have seen two 
extremes of religion and can profit from the riches of 
both experiences to find a healthy tension between 
moving at pace, but implementing processes to 
manage risk and delivery. For example, an agile  
build of a product with traditional User Acceptance 
Testing before it goes into production.

The pandemic has certainly pushed organisations 
to swiftly adopt technology to enable remote working 
and client servicing, but digital innovation will continue 
to shape how they operate further beyond. Before the 
crisis, Artificial Intelligence was predicted to present 
the greatest commercial opportunity for businesses 
within this decade and is forecast to grow the UK 
economy by £232 billion by 20301. With the 
efficiencies it offers and the increased digital ‘fluency’ 
amongst the executive and across the organisation, this 
will only accelerate further. Not only will automation 
support efficiency - when deployed correctly - but it  
will alter overall business and organisational structure. 
Although it is a myth to believe all jobs impacted by 
automation will simply move up the value chain; 
automation and technology advancement has 
historically created new roles and skills, not least to 
make the technology successful. Automation is only 
one of a de facto set of skills - traditionally associated 
with the technology function - that is essential for 
leaders to decide which innovations to adopt and which 
could bear a threat or be a source of future technical 
debt. To ensure organisations are primed to take 
advantage of the opportunities, businesses and 
educational institutions need to join forces to upskill 
professionals at every level, from entry-level to C-suite 
executives. Considered the new oil, many organisations 
want to “do something with data”, but without a 
specific goal for the data, investment in the exercise 
could be a costly failure. To truly reap the benefits, 
leaders need to ask questions of the data and use the 
results to inform effective business changes such as; 
increasing revenue, predicting customer behaviour  
or optimising operations.

Crises and periods of extreme circumstances 
should be viewed as an opportunity to learn from, to 
build business resilience and shape future strategies. 
Never to be wasted, business leaders should use this 
unprecedented health and economic disaster to collect 
data and feedback. This will enable assessment of 
processes across the organisation, identifying whether 
the changes adopted out of necessity could potentially 
carve the way for future efficiencies. Organisations are 
already reimagining the purpose of the workplace, as 

data shows remote working has provided greater 
productivity, better collaboration and increased inter-
connectivity. While it is impossible to foresee future 
challenges that will affect business environments,  
it is possible to develop leadership behaviours that will 
drive success in the face of disruption. Key leadership 
behaviours include; the ability to build trust, create  
and share vision, adaptability, the potential to influence 
others and the fortitude to overcome challenges. 
Assessing these behaviours in context, within the  
frame of an individual leader’s environment, successful 
business outcomes and purpose will help to create  
a bespoke development plan.  

McKinsey predicts that by 2030, more than ten 
million workers in the UK might be under-skilled in 
digital, decision making and communication2 - 
fundamental skills for modern leaders. Investing in 
ongoing leadership development is crucial to retaining 
talented individuals - and also wider business success 
- yet often falls down the corporate agenda. Although  
it is premature to calculate the value developed leaders 
have brought to their organisations during the 
pandemic, beyond these circumstances, they are  
a proven asset. Developed leaders are more likely to 
retain customers and build lasting teams and employee 
retention is 20 times better at organisations who focus 
on leadership3.

Innovation, disruption and market uncertainty 
inevitably instigate dramatic change. To paraphrase 
Charles Darwin, it is not the strongest or most 
intelligent of the species that survives, but the most 
adaptable to change and the same is true for great 
leaders. While specific technical skills will rise and  
fall in importance, depending on technological 
advancements, equipping senior executives with 
adaptive leadership skills will prime them for business 
success. It is still too early to identify which 
organisations have most successfully navigated the 
pandemic’s disruption, yet it is clear that all businesses 
will subsequently make substantial changes to how 
they operate and how they are governed. Business 
continuity, operational risk, resilience and cyber 
security will become key items on the boardroom 
agenda. From an HR perspective, investment in 
leadership - and not just for the C-suite - will be 
fundamental to driving transformation and supporting 
teams to implement change, but also to the long-term 
risk and resilience planning, which are key to  
business survival.•
Chris Underwood is the author of the white paper entitled: The D Suite: 
Digital, Data and Disruption in 2020 and Beyond

1. Sizing the Prize Global AI Report, PwC, 2017

2. The Future of Work, McKinsey, 2019

3. High-Impact Leadership, Bersin by Deloitte, 2016
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The crisis has highlighted adaptable businesses and 
those which are struggling. For many companies and 
their HR departments, such a challenge to think swiftly - 
and reduce internal and external impact - may have 
seemed a far easier prospect, but it still required a 
strategic, forward-thinking approach. Engineering a mass 
move to enable teams to work from home effectively, may 
have also been a simpler prospect for enterprises with a 
strategically robust Employee Relations (ER) focus. 
Having the ability to empower company culture, deliver 
employee ‘buy in’ and boast a nimble, agile and flexible 
team has proven to be pivotal in this crisis. In addition, 
organisations with a well-established remote and flexible 
working model - alongside AI and automated capabilities 
at its heart - have enabled employees to maintain a high 
level of productivity. As a result, such businesses that 
have swiftly adapted should be in a strong position to 
shape the future of their firms, and pivot their proposition, 
to continue to meet the ever-evolving needs of both 
customers and employees.

Knowing what pitfalls to look out for when operating 
remotely - due in part to a lack of robust IT infrastructure 
and equipment to motivating an isolated workforce -  
can help businesses to stay ahead of their competition. 
On the flip side, the ‘new norm’ has brought to light 
struggling organisations lacking in agile foundations,  
that have resulted in an HR nightmare. For several 
leaders, the global crisis has presented a vast array of  
ER challenges, many of which will continue to task even 
the most forward-thinking firms. It has been about more 
than simply ensuring the right technology is in place and 
a happy workforce remains in operation, what ER 
represents at the core of a business, is the capacity to 
truly tackle turbulent times and come out the other side. 
The conundrums HR Directors have - and will continue 
to face - all require a strategic ER focus. From making 
sure employees are comfortable, connected and safe,  

N O  C L O U D ,  N O  S I LV E R  L I N I N G 
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to requiring ongoing training of automated systems, 
online tools and resources. Managers have had to 
become digital leaders overnight and ensure that their 
remote communications are regular and relevant. 
Additionally, workflows have had to be considered 
carefully and capacity analysed effectively.

Key ER decisions around furlough, redundancies and 
social distancing to name a few, have all led to interesting, 
longer-term challenges for the HR team and, meanwhile, 
customer expectations have evolved, so aligning 
organisational culture and values to meet these demands 
have been of paramount importance. Then there sits the 
challenge of the continued health and wellbeing of staff 
and, in these unprecedented times, this has most 
challenged leaders to transform the ways in which they 
rollout a ‘best practice’ approaches remotely. Whether that 
has been via more formal procedures - such as Employee 
Benefit Programmes and the more active promotion of 
existing Employee Assistance Programme services - or 
something more ‘informal’ such as; online social events. 
Such processes are undeniably important and need to be 
managed with care and consideration. Following this 
unprecedented and catalyst for enforced change, the 
challenge now is to adapt strategic thinking and maintain 
a thriving workforce. What such adversity has presented is 
the potential to create more agile, resilient and flexible 
workers - who have the technology to deliver exceptional 
customer service experience despite a radically diversified 
environment - are now operating better, smarter and 
harder. With such a strong strategic focus on ER, those 
organisations should be nimble when they need to adapt 
to continued change in future. Sometime in the future,  
we should all take the opportunity to reflect on key 
lessons, learn from the successes and the mistakes and 
really try to gain and understand the value of more 
motivated people, more cohesive and mindful teams  
and their greater affinity with advanced technology.•

It has become a desperately rare silver-lining statement, in the dark cloud of the pandemic and  
its disruptive and tragic impact, that if this sustained downtime has any solace, it is the time to reflect  

and review on every aspect of our lives, including the structure and existing operating models  
of business organisations and how HR faces the future.

ARTICLE BY PETER BYRNE, FOUNDER - ESPHR
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As corporations limbered up to become  
more agile in order to adapt to the current 
crisis, one thing has been a standout 
observation - the necessity for employee trust 
to take centre stage. One of the headliners of 
how the pandemic has impacted the world of 
work is of course that more people are working 
from home, adapting their life patterns to fit 
work and home duties and we are witnessing  
a working arrangement forced upon us by an 
unseen menace and it works in practice, not 
just in theory. But it’s not just about dry data, 
when it comes to this fresh future outlook,  
HR must listen closely - not just the formal 
meetings, but the nuanced commentary and 
chatter - in order to identify the challenges and 
downsides, as well as the advantages and 
gains. In the global pandemic, the actions and 

support of this team unit has been crucial in 
maintaining employee advocacy. Responsibility 
lies in enabling the team the opportunity and 
time to give 100 percent to the business - even 
if this involves a completely different approach 
to the traditions of working hours. However, 
be in no doubt that increased remote working 
will require a new way of managing. The 
naysayers would have it that building 
engagement and advocacy in a team that is  
not physically present is an impossibility. 
Lockdown is likely to prove this false.

After a long career in HR, the most 
valuable lesson I have learned is that each and 
every person is different, with a varied set of 
circumstances, desires and goals. So, a blanket 
approach to engaging is never going to be 
effective, even if that seems like the easy 

option when approaching a predominantly 
remote team. Communication is key, but you 
must adapt to different modes of interaction, 
be this virtually through the myriad of 
platforms available, or entirely changing the 
etiquette for meetings. It’s a fine balance, 
people working from homers can quickly grow 
tired of endless meetings and hyper-aware of 
their productivity levels due to the focus of 
isolation. So, it’s important to keep adapting 
and playing with the rhythm of the workday,  
in order to fully engage, not only professionally, 
but when organising remote team events too. 
A change in the style of working should never 
negatively impact the team in the long term.  
If it has, there should be a clear and concise 
channel of communication to address  
any problems.

Employee voice has never been so prominent and influential. It shapes 
organisations, cultures, purpose and motivation. Consequentially, the 
HR function must adapt to meet the challenging future landscape and 
support endeavour on many fronts. The importance of  listening to all 
employees cannot be understated. The bottom line - metaphorically 

and actually - is employee advocacy. Positivity and people living and 
breathing this shared ethos will set a business above the rest.

EMPLOYEE
ADVOCACY

listening is key...  
action is vital

ARTICLE BY ANN CHAMBERS, HR DIRECTOR - WESSANEN UK
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IT’S CERTAINLY 
FROWNED 

UPON TO USE 
INCENTIVISATION 
AS A MEANS TO 
ENCOURAGE 

ADVOCACY. AFTER 
ALL, WHERE’S THE 
VALUE IN FALSE 

ADVOCACY WHEN 
THERE IS THE 
OPPORTUNITY 
FOR ORGANIC 
AND POSITIVE 

WORD-OF-
MOUTH?”

It’s certainly frowned upon to use incentivisation 
as a means to encourage advocacy. After all, where 
is the value in false advocacy when there is the 
opportunity for organic and positive word-of-mouth? 
Incentivisation is a tool to encourage retention and 
there is something to be said for longstanding 
employee advocacy. In order to ensure the right style 
of incentivisation, it is vital to ask the team what it is 
they want, be this flexibility, higher remuneration, 
healthcare or an enhanced pension. In our 
organisation, we touch base regularly with our 
colleagues and know one thing that can negatively 
impact mood, morale and advocacy is stress or poor 
wellbeing. Stress can begin at home or from a wide 
range of other factors, which can feed into work. 
Our role in HR is to recognise and aid these 
situations and realise that listening doesn’t always 
stop at the office door. With this in mind - and,  
as an example - we’ve acknowledged the pressures 
brought on by the current financial climate and we 
have put in place access to one-to-one finance 
clinics, with a qualified financial adviser.

Employee focus may have always been top of 
the HR agenda, but in the cut and thrust of business 
imperatives, it’s all too easy to lose sight of the 
importance of listening. While employee feedback 
can be gathered and analysed, it has to be taken on 
board and either actioned or explained if it cannot 
be. The order of the day is the rising need to treat 
people as individuals and the best way to assist and 
support, nurture and progress people to improved 
outcome. A case in point is that, not everybody is 
rushing to the top of the career ladder, as more and 
more people aspire  to experiment with different 
paths, to find the one for them. Investing this time 
and listening to each employee not only makes them 
feel valued, but it gives them a sense of belonging. 
This level of time investment is what keeps people in 
the business and spreads positive advocacy. 

Earlier I touched upon authentic advocacy and 
there is something to be said for directly asking for 
positive reviews. While you can encourage teams to 
leave a positive appraisal on Glassdoor, it’s not going 
to carry weight, compared to someone passionately 
referring to a project they have lived and breathed. 
The key here is having a good company culture 
where respect works both ways. Putting words into 
mouths will never achieve anything authentically 
worthwhile. In many ways, it starts with the 
recruitment process and if the business has a strong 
brand and balances profit with purpose, you would 
be surprised how powerful this is. Also, it is so very 
important to turn the light on your organisation, 
which is best achieved, for example, by listening 
intently to the reasons candidates want to work for 
your business. Is it your ethical stance or career 
progression available? Whatever the reason, the job 
interview is the first stage of advocacy and 
remember, the company needs to impress just as 
much as the candidate. If a person is aligned with 
the company purpose, naturally they become part of 
the team very quickly and it follows that they 

contribute more, feel rewarded and connected,  
a powerful progressor of organic advocacy.

Listening is the first stage of communication, 
and perhaps one key learning is that there isn’t a 
decrease in the value of communicating when using 
technology. When used effectively, digital 
communication platforms can increase two-way 
conversation and boost connections. While there is 
no real danger of overcommunicating, HR must learn 
to fully value the time restraints that employees 
have, ensuring that a conversation has the right 
momentum. Through in-depth one-to-ones, regular 
professional development meetings and casual chats 
around the office, HR can arm themselves with the 
tools to better job satisfaction and retention. It’s 
important to remember that it is not HR’s sole 
purpose to control this and effective delegation to 
the wider management team is important to better 
understand the team dynamics, challenges and 
opportunities faced.

Actions speak louder than words, but words  
can be pretty powerful too. Acknowledging a job 
well done, a project idea that didn’t come into effect 
but really hit the mark and recognition of the 
incremental efforts of the team are all vital elements 
of a well-oiled business model. Advocacy can also be 
achieved through a strong and clear company 
purpose. Employees need something to relate to and 
something to believe in. Knowing exactly what you 
stand for, remaining consistent with messaging and 
ensuring true transparency is what’s going to 
resonate with your staff. If yours is a company that 
wants to do good in the community, you should 
allow your staff to do good too. Be this through 
volunteering time, supporting a charity or helping  
a local community project. While this is beneficial to 
the business, it can also bolster reputation. 
Employees are increasingly concerned about how 
businesses treat the world, as more and more staff 
want to work for a company that represent their 
own ethical and social values. Consistency of 
approach while upholding an individual focus will 
help a business to convey its appreciation and 
support for all members of the team. Achieving 
positive employee advocacy is not about paying lip 
service to a cause. It is true embodiment of company 
culture, while listening to the clear direction from 
your wider team. HR’s individual responsibility is to 
lend that ear and ensure clear messaging spreads 
through all levels of the business. Enjoyment of the 
job is what radiates advocacy, attracts more talent 
and encourages the retention of your current 
employees. Retention will be key going forward  
and into 2021, with the first step being open 
communication and actioning feedback effectively.•

FOR FURTHER INFO
www.wessanen.com/uk 
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There are still many organisation that fear unleashing 
social media and allowing their employees the freedom  
to talk about their employer across social platforms. Why 
the fear? For some undoubtedly, they are concerned that 
the voices will be negative and impact the brand, the firm 
and the products. It says much about what is really going 
on in some organisations. But if a reticent firm is up 
against a rival employer that has gained the perfect 
balance of employee ambassadorship, when it comes  
for vying for rare talent and skills, there’s only going to  
be one winner. First and foremost, it’s critical to balance 
candour with a degree of control. Negative voices can  
be just as impactful for all the wrong reasons and when 
those voices are broadcast to the digital world, the tone  
of what they say online could mean the difference 
between maintaining a great reputation, or losing it for 
good. So, how can businesses use technology to harness 
authentic employee advocacy across digital platforms, 
balancing freedom of speech with careful regulation  
and gain the upper hand in the competition for key  
skills and future-proof reputation?

Engaging existing employees is key when it comes to 
boosting brand reputation. There’s a clear correlation 
between actively seeking feedback and overall employee 
satisfaction, something which is backed up by a survey 
from Qualtrics which found that 59 percent of workers 
feel more engaged when asked for their opinion. 
Furthermore, a global employee experience trends study 
from the same company found that, companies who then 
act on this feedback have an 80 percent engagement 
score - twice as much as companies who don’t act. 
However, with fast-paced job roles and ever-changing 
workplace situations, it can be difficult for employees to 
keep a finger on the pulse of everything that is going on 
with their company. However, most organisations now use 
internal tools that can become employee engagement 
platforms if calibrated and managed correctly, providing 
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instant, open access to company news and 
announcements. If people can gain quick and easily 
signposted content, it really can foster a more 
collaborative, social online culture and crucially better 
align team members with the company’s objectives.  
But not many optimise the opportunities to engage 
employees by allowing them to provide balanced 
feedback and comments, tag other employees and  
have their voices heard, without fear of backlash.

Most of this traffic goes up to the ether and is not  
put to any good use. However, proper collation of 
employee feedback and personal preferences through 
these types of platforms, companies not only have the 
chance to tailor, personalise and maximise employee 
individual experience, they have the unique chance to 
capitalise on employees’ emotional investment. These 
platforms capture real voices that are extremely valuable 
when it comes to increasing; industry presence and 
engaging existing staff members to speak candidly about 
their company, to help them make positive adjustments 
and changes. But here is the caveat, if what is expected 
is only great feedback through rictus grins, then the 
game is up almost instantly. Welcoming negative but 
constructive comments as readily as positive feedback, 
encourages a much higher level of authenticity and 
provides the opportunity to sensitively and appropriately 
take action, make improvements, improve internal trust 
levels and, above all, support sustainable endorsement 
moving forward. For sure, negative online feedback is a 
concern, but trying to stop it is like trying to turn the tide. 
That is why it is vital that companies embrace it as an 
essential part of the employee advocacy process. Trying 
to block or control social media use will likely reduce 
employee trust levels, cause resentment and affect the 
true accuracy of employee advocacy; so instead, 
companies must focus on encouraging their employees 
to use social media in a constructive manner.•

Engaged staff pack a powerful punch and any business that has successfully and authentically turned  
employees into brand ambassadors have a highly-coveted asset and a tremendous advantage in the battle for talent 

and skills. But brand ambassadorship is not a strategy that can be agreed in the boardroom and rolled out…  
it’s not about counting “likes” on social media.

ARTICLE BY ANDY DAVIES, SENIOR VICE PRESIDENT - MHR
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It’s seen as a conundrum for some but an 
unparalleled opportunity for others and, 
whichever corner your organisation sits says a 
great deal. Unlocking honest and meaningful 
comments and experiences from an employee 
advocate is about capturing it at the right time 
and making it easy and seamless, so it stands 
to reason that technology and social platforms 
are critical parts of  an effective employee 
advocacy strategy. Empowering employees to 
share experiences and impressions across their 
social networks from their own perspective can 
communicate benefits, perks, personal 
developments and initiatives authentically. 
Mobile technology, it goes without saying, 
represents a significant vehicle to improve and 
maximise employee engagement and 
advocacy when implemented well. To enable 
better employee engagement and to maximise 
employee advocacy, employers would be well 
advised to embrace mobile technology during 
a mobile-first age, to provide staff with the 
information they want, when and wherever 
they need it, on the platforms and devices they 
use every day. Indeed, at it’s most basic level, 
companies that at least provide employees 
with access to information about pay and 
pension - along with accessible benefits 
through a mobile-friendly system - are already 
building strong and informed advocates. But 
the greater potential is largely untapped.

The omnipresence of  mobile devices and the 
rapidly rising level of  user sophistication 
across the demographic, means that the sky 
really is the limit. So, it makes sense to utilise 
this technology with the tools employees say 
they need - ideally using an app with plenty  
of  functionality to enable high levels of  
communication and real-time recognition - 
which also helps curate content for an 
advocacy strategy. Increasingly, businesses are 
embedding such an ‘employee portal’ into  
HR activities, not least as this type of  platform 
presents the opportunity to build multiple 
tools to capture feedback and that builds 
employee engagement and a feeling of  being 
supported and valued. Additionally, this 
medium can act as a useful tool to capture  
and identify strong advocates and can create 
engaging content to share, which if  part of   
a broader engagement platform, brings  
real-time experience to the fore as well. 

Because of  the immediacy and readiness to 
hand, mobile technology is key to capturing 

In the past, it was businesses who had the brand, 
the reach and the reputation, while employees were 
merely numbers, cogs in the wheels contributing to 

the operations to bring product or service to customer. 
But now we see an irresistible turn of  the tables as 
employees now have collectively, social networks that 
are ten times larger than any corporate brand. Love it 

or loathe it, this power is awesome.

O P E N  M I C 
N I G H T

ARTICLE BY DAVID MCCORMACK, CEO - HIVE360 LTD
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moments of  delight and satisfaction from 
employees and quickly allowing them to share 
that across social channels. But allying 
employee advocacy goals and aspirations 
needs strong alignment with HR, Marketing 
and IT and there needs to be a robust 
threshold of  acceptance to deal with the 
negatives as well as the positives. So 
commitment to monitor advocacy content  
in real-time is vital. Implementation of  any 
technology has to be presented alongside 
practical and supportive training, because 
despite the mass usage of  digital technology, 
almost four-in-ten fear they are in digital lag. 
Providing employees with a digital training 
platform not only assists with career 
progression and keeps skills relevant and  
up-to-date, but is also an essential tool for 
businesses to remain competitive. Blended and 
mobile-based learning tools allow employees 
to maintain a flexible schedule. By allowing 

employees to train at their own pace, their 
enthusiasm and engagement will grow, in turn 
increasing work performance and job 
satisfaction. Why this is important to a 
strategy to cultivate and establish employee 
advocates is that, by increasing job satisfaction, 
employees are more likely to champion the 
company - not only during face-to-face 
interactions with clients, suppliers and 
influencers - but also via their business and 
personal social media platforms, via 'organic' 
and 'believable' marketing content.

Tech platforms that facilitate employees to 
share their experience in real-time are 
essential to brand growth. For example, 
employees sharing their own experiences of  
benefits packages, wellbeing support and great 
experiences provided by their company, via 
their own social media platforms, can be 
immensely powerful. If  this type of  brand 
endorsement can perform within a native app 
or platform, employee advocates can easily 

share their experience and valuable insight  
in real-time, which ultimately makes it more 
heartfelt and therefore more believable. 
Allowing employees to champion internal 
culture can have a positive impact on sales too. 
By reinforcing brand values through content 
created and shared by employees - when 
shared by the sales team - can attract new 
leads and develop new relationships and 
prospects. Peer-to-peer interaction between 
employees on social media should be 
encouraged and is crucial in creating an 
influential impact on the status of  the business 
and brand promotion. Without any doubt, 
there is little that is more powerful than  
a positive brand champion in your team.  
The motive behind an employee advocacy 
strategy shouldn’t be marketing based. Yes, 
this is a big attraction to the scheme, but  
it is fundamentally about employee 
engagement and happiness. 

These days, people are so adept at using 
mobile technology that it is tempting to think 
that an advocacy strategy will run itself. But 
there are a number of  steps to take to ensure  
a successful advocacy programme is 
implemented. There will of  course be people 
in an organisation with a variety of  levels of  
digital capability, but it’s important to train all 
employees on social media, including best 
practices and company guidelines. During the 
course of  the early stages before general 
rollout, identifying potential influencers and 
social media enthusiasts amongst your 
workforce, to trial an advocacy programme  
is a really effective introduction. Building 
interest and anticipation with good role-
modelling is key in the early stages. Also key  
is creating a content plan and here, utilising 
employees’ individual expertise can really 
enhance content. Importantly, employees 
shouldn’t be forced to share brand content on 
their personal profiles as this will decrease 
trust and enthusiasm and, in turn, 

authenticity. So, appointing an employee 
advocacy champion will ensure that you have 
a consistent resource to monitor and maximise 
the great content and respond to and 
positively act on the negative.

There is little doubt that employee advocacy 
has ever been such a critical tool as it is now, 
in attracting and retaining talent and securing 
a strong brand position in a content-led world. 
Technological and digital advancements are 
providing the platforms to achieve 'employer 
of  choice' status more easily. But setting your 
strategy correctly and utilising mobile 
technology in the right places, is of  paramount 
importance to achieving authentic and 
believable endorsement of  your brand's 
services, products and culture. It’s a derided 
cliché for sure, but it happens to be fact that, 
employees are an organisation’s most 
important asset and an engaged, happy and 
productive workforce is arguably its greatest 
advocate. In a technology-led world, the link 
between social media and employee advocacy 
is growing in significance and importance and 
a HR strategy ignores this at its peril. 

Linking employee advocacy with employee 
engagement is essential. Whether you love it 
or loath it, tech-based advocacy is crucial.  
An engaged workforce can transform  
a business and the positive link between 
engaged employees and improved productivity 
is proven and well-documented. Figures put 
increased productivity at between 20 and 25 
percent, when a workforce engages with the 
business, whilst productivity increases by  
18 percent and profitability by 12 percent*. 
Furthermore, there is also the colossal impact 
this can have on an employer's brand, 
achieving 'employer of  choice' status can boost  
business growth and profile in the market, not 
to mention the powerful endorsement of  the 
brand's services and products that an honest 
and heartfelt recommendation carries from  
a loyal employee. Employee advocacy has 
never been such a critical tool as it is now in 
attracting and retaining talent and boosting 
both company and employer brands.•
*HIVE360’s own data
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oom in and observe from an HR lens and employee 
advocacy is the greatest and most desired asset in the 
world of work today. It's taken as read that social media 

has been the catalyst and potential for revolutionising employee 
advocacy, while adding infinitely more possibilities besides. But what 
does employee advocacy entail beyond kind words about the brand? 
For decades, EA has been the most "honest voice" for hiring and 
retention. Strategically, these voices have also been utilised for 
communicating values and building reputation, through an engaged 
and active employee base, to ensure a robust and authentic punch. 
What has changed drastically today is the advent of "Influengers" 
who are engaged and who exude phenomenal influence through 
their social networks, to generate brand awareness for the 
organisation. They assume the role of "online brand custodians"  
and, as a result, their input results in an increase in the belief and 
trust amongst the potential audience.

As stakeholders - employees, readers, consumers, investors  
and others - become more aware, they are looking for brands that 
make a difference that is more relevant to their lives i.e. their 
purpose. If you look at the consumer space, socially responsible 
brands are top of the mind and also showcase a defined growth 
trajectory. One of the primary reasons is that consumers identify and 
relate to the purpose of the brand. Similarly, for the success of any 
business, you need to engage employees and emotionally connect 
them to their organisations. In essence, this is where purpose can 
play a dominant role in aligning company and employee values. 
Purpose helps build brand trust, which is further advocated 
organically via employees. Employee advocacy is not about big 
gestures, it is in the everyday interaction with employees. From 
policies to work culture, to make them feel like they are part of  
a family, especially in today's times. With all these advantages, 
brands must rethink the way they approach employee advocacy and 
how advocates fit into the larger conversation - what better example 
than the current pandemic and subsequent lockdown which is 
impacting operations so widely. In our business, we had interns 
joining us from various Ivy league campuses, wherein our primary 
focus was to honour the organisation's commitment to them on the 
pre-committed date and also provide them with meaningful business 
projects. Having done that, the next focus was to create their virtual 
induction journey with the Leadership Team, align these individuals 
to the company culture, values and purpose and explain the job 
roles explicitly. The experience was significant for both the joinees, 
as well as the organisation, since we could curate a unique Virtual 
Internship programme, engaged and enabled by the right 
technology. The outcome was beyond what the organisation 
expected. We had all the Interns as positive advocates, their 1000+ 
touchpoints and 50,000+ reach read the testimonials and our brand 
and business garnered appreciation across the student community.

Our own Employee Volunteering programme - enabled by AI 
driven technology - is another example of alignment of Purpose, by 
leveraging technology and enhancing the scale and experience of 
"volunteering" and "giving back to society", which also provides a 
hyper-personalised experience to our workforce. The technology was 
the game changer as it allowed the organisation to monitor and 
manage employees' preferences and the CSR Technology Partner 
acted as the "Uber" for aggregating the volunteering opportunities 
and brought together many events for individual and community 
volunteering. Not only did the employees feel empowered, but more 
importantly, they were able to select the particular volunteering 
intervention to fit in with their "own" social purpose. The result was  

Although advocacy has been one of those HR 
buzz phrases over the past couple of years, 
we have witnessed its growing popularity, as 
the various functions within organisations 
have realised its potential, reach and 
influence -particularly when it comes to 
delivering desired outcomes.

THE MOVERS,  
THE SHAKERS 
AND THE… 
INFLUENGERS?
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a 76 percent increase in volunteer activity and the 
benefit to a community of 12,800 plus lives across 
various locations in India. Also important were the 
employee advocates who shared their experience 
resulting in creating an emotional connect with the 
larger audience. This kind of advocacy is permanent 
and possible only when you focus, understand the 
needs and connect to the individual's purpose. As soon 
as you define your content to what individuals are 
interested in, you have them hooked. From then on,  
it's simple navigation.

Of course, the Internet opens tremendous 
possibilities for digital tools and platforms to 
communicate to the world at large. But the 
differentiator is the "people advocates" who utilise  
those tools and platforms effectively and efficiently as 
Employer Brand Custodians. As the "war for the right 
talent" intensifies, articulating the culture and 
conveying the "feel-good" factor is infectious and is  
a significant boon in the recruitment for critical skills 
and talent, in an increasingly challenging market. 
Indeed, harnessing the emotional investment - paid  
by employees and enabling authentic advocacy, 
whether in communicating with colleagues or 
customers, living and breathing shared values - is the 
modern equivalent of waving the flag. But it is equally 
important to exercise control and define a governance 
model, to enable sustainable employee advocacy. The 
question is, has everyone reached the tipping point of 
employee advocacy? Research has proven that 
employees' posts generate eight times more 
engagement than posts from their employers. 
Individuals are 16 times more likely to read a post from 
a friend about an organisation than from the employer 
itself. The primary reason may be "trust developed on 
the basis of the relationship with the individual", which 
is more dependable than pure marketing messages 
from organisations. This principle truly works when 
designing the "campus interaction". Two decades ago, 
when an employer visited the campus - accompanied 
by an alumnus - it worked. A pleasant conversation 
would be invoked and your "walking talking alumnus" 
shared the employers scripted experience and 
garnered favourable sentiments. In today's hyper-
technological world, everyone is connected and real-
time updates are happening by engaged and 
disengaged employees on real-time social enterprise 
and networking platforms like Glassdoor. As a result, 
while organisations work hard to generate brand 
awareness for their company, advocates through these 
forums have already shared a preview with the 
prospective audience and influenced their perspective.

Employee advocacy reaches from the feel-good 
factor right down to the bottom line. According to data 
from Hinge Research Institute & Social Media Today, 
almost 64 percent of companies with formal employee 
advocacy programmes credit advocacy with attracting 
new business. What is the reason? They are engaged 
advocates who are happy and would work towards 
attracting their peers to the business. The result is, 

decreased hiring costs, increased visibility and brand 
recognition and there’s tertiary advantages including; 
increased web traffic, better search engine rankings, 
more content downloads and decreased marketing 
costs. The core reason why employee advocacy 
garners such positivity is because people on the other 
side trust you more as you have put your name and 
your reputation online. Employee advocacy not only 
lends authenticity, but more importantly gives a face 
and identity instead of a faceless corporation. Human 
emotions and sentiments can be experienced and 
sometimes these lead to high intensity conversations. 
According to Edelman’s Trust Barometer, messages 
from employees are more trusted than messages from 
a brand itself. This doesn't mean one should stop 
sending brand messages.

As per LinkedIn, in the average company, only 
three percent of employees share company-related 
content. This is the case despite that three percent  
is responsible for driving a 30 percent increase in the 
content's total likes, shares, and comments. In another 
entitled Employee Advocacy Impact Study, Millennials 
are the most active socially, Generation X employees 
are close behind and even Baby Boomers engage in  
a great deal of social activity. So maybe we need to be 
mindful of whom we want to engage and how. While  
a lot of data points are available, each organisation has 
its own priority areas and desired outcomes. It's 
essential to keep the pointers in perspective but define 
the journey when it comes to employee advocacy.  
Word of mouth has been the most trusted way of 
marketing a brand and, today, its armed with 
technology. So, it is important to be mindful of the fact 
that employee advocacy is going to be the absolute 
truth going forward.•

EMPLOYEE  
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In 2017, psychologists Peter Jones and Tinu 
Cornish published research suggesting that 
around a quarter of employees unintentionally 
tend to recruit people who are similar to 
themselves or others in their workplace1.  
A 2012 study by Yale University, asked more 
than 100 scientists to review identical CVs for  
a laboratory manager position that had been 
randomly assigned male or female names2.  
The researchers found that the ‘male’ 
candidates were judged to be more competent 
and deserving of a higher salary than the 
‘female’. So, while we might be working hard  
to proactively remove conscious bias, 
unconscious bias is still present behind the 
scenes, subversively undermining these efforts. 
In many ways, unconscious bias is the modern 
challenge because it’s harder to identify and 
because even the most diversity-aware 
individuals and organisations are prone to it. 

But how does this unconscious bias manifest 
itself in practice? Well, let us start with 
headhunters;  some of the better firms provide 
worthwhile diversity training and guidelines,  
so that their consultants are positioned to avoid 
wilful discrimination. But these recruiters still 
fall prey to one of the simplest forms of 
unconscious bias - a negative assessment of 
non-standard CVs and career paths.

It’s all-too easy to discount a CV that isn’t 
set out in a traditional way, or one that 
describes a career path that doesn’t follow  
a ‘normal’ path up through the corporate 
hierarchy. Unfortunately, the standard CV or 
career path is set as the norm for the majority - 
good school, good university, good corporate 
experience - meaning someone who can be 
quickly placed with clients. CVs from minority 
candidates often don’t look like that, because 
minorities don’t tend to have trod such a 

conventional path. So, the recruiter typically 
excludes those applications, assessing 
candidates against a ‘normal’ framework of 
what looks good and they come up with the 
usual suspects, who are easier and faster to 
place. If minority candidates do happen to 
make it through the process and are presented 
to the client, the same unconscious bias will  
be reapplied by the next group of people 
reviewing the CVs. While most organisations  
will look to take the brand risk, if they admit it 
exists, unconscious bias will continue to thwart 
the drive towards diverse representation for all 
but the most progressive. Of course, the 
smartest companies are those that can address 
both forms of bias to realise the power of 
collective difference, the competitive advantage 
of achieving diversity.

The overuse of the term unconscious bias 
has had the unfortunate effect of giving people 

Unconscious bias is integral part of  being human and it’s the reason we 
feel comfortable with people most similar to “us” and why organisations 

often hire or promote the same sort of  people, leading to a “mini-me” 
culture. Even the most freethinking, open-minded people are at its 

mercy and it’s the biggest block to UK organisations achieving increased 
diversity, simply because they have made it a focus for the wrong reasons.
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permission to behave in biased ways. A valid 
psychological insight becomes a justification and 
warrant for the very behaviours we want to change. 
The point of making people aware of unconscious 
bias ought to be to empower them to override their 
biases, not hide behind them. Every one of us will 
have some form of bias based on our own personal 
frame of reference and therefore it’s about focusing 
on what we can do to reduce it and what strategies  
we can use to control it. The volume of our 
unconscious bias is dialled up in pressured situations 
at times of cognitive load stress. But people can turn 
the volume down by being more reflective, by taking  
a more deliberate approach to decision-making and 
by reducing stress. Bias can’t be eradicated, but we 
are all in control of its effects. The aim is to develop 
our conscious competence, to own our own behaviour 
and to take responsibility for the effects we have on 
others. We tend to think that stereotypes are unsubtle 
and easily recognised, but they are smarter than that. 
Stereotypes evolve and our shared narrative space is 
home to many more than are typically noticed. It takes 
some effort to spot modern stereotypes and to expose 
the damage they do and the key is to pay attention to 
language. When Senator Elizabeth Warren announced 
her decision to run for the presidency of the USA in 
2020, media outlets immediately began to compare 
her with Hillary Clinton and to discuss her likeability3. 
If we’re not alert, this won’t ring any alarm bells. The 
association with Clinton seems fair - as she is the only 
model we have for a female Democratic presidential 
candidate - and all politicians strive to be likeable.  
But there’s a logical error in this media treatment of 
Warren, leading to a highly-biased framing of her 
candidature. By questioning her likeability off the bat, 
these commentators are activating the unspoken idea 
that women politicians are, by definition, abnormal. 
Successful politicians are likeable; successful 
politicians are men; women politicians are unlikeable. 
By sparking a false debate about Warren’s likeability, 
these commentators are gesturing towards  
a categorical unsuitability for office. It’s nothing to  
do with Warren’s real personality, her career to date  
or her platform.

In her book about bringing up a feminist 
daughter, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie4 includes the 
advice to ‘teach her to reject likeability’. The pressure 
to be likeable is a contorted version of the age-old 
expectation that girls and women should be 
subservient. Likeability may only be explicitly 
referenced when a woman behaves in a way that is 
stereotypically masculine. This means women have  
a false choice - they can either stay out of supposedly 
male domains or they can practice likeability as a life 
skill. A quick glance at their male peers will see that 
the existence and importance of likeability is actually 
variable amongst people and situations. We need to 
call out media commentators on their use of 
stereotypes and, closer to home, we also need to 
make sure we’re not making similar errors at work. 
Leaders, in particular, need to be aware of the 
language they’re using and guard against adopting 

and spreading stereotypes from the media or from 
within their own corporate culture. We hear it a lot, 
but what does “bringing your whole self to work 
actually mean”? According to Siobhan Brunwin5, 
despite our always-on, connected age, we still tend  
to have ‘work’ and ‘home’ personas. Bringing your 
whole self to work doesn’t mean revealing everything 
about yourself. It’s more about choosing not to 
suppress aspects of yourself that you think are not 
appropriate to a traditional workplace.

For a woman in a leadership position, this may 
mean accepting and expressing emotional responses 
to events rather than adopting a stereotypically 
masculine posture of cold, robotic rationalism. Put this 
way, bringing your whole self to work can be 
interpreted as a somewhat vague strategy for defusing 
stereotype threat. More positively, it’s a way of 
reminding ourselves that inclusion is a two-way street. 
Diversity can’t create value unless diverse people 
actively participate. To be crystal clear, bringing your 
whole self to work does not mean erasing the 
distinctions between workplace and home. It means 
claiming the freedom not to act out of character and  
it means setting aside the idea that workplace culture 
is identical to the culture of a dominant group. We all 
make the world of work. Inclusion, efficiency, 
innovation and agility are fed by many of the same 
actions. It’s in the organisation’s best interest to have 
an integrated approach to developing people. The 
more complacent an organisation’s leaders, the more 
likely that bias will manifest itself. Bias tends to 
escalate as competition increases, with biased 
mechanisms masquerading as objective 
management. The classic example is the tragedy of 
guided distributions in performance management, 
where the rules state that there must be a certain 
percentage of people in the bottom group.•
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More than half of those surveyed in that 
YouGov poll said they wanted to make 
changes in their own lives or see change in  
the country. While working from home has 
presented challenges - especially for those who 
have children to look after and home school 
alongside their usual day job - the benefits are 
plain to see. Avoiding the daily commute, 
adopting different working patterns and 
having more autonomy has been celebrated 
by many. Millions of employees have seen a 
glimpse of how flexible work can be and they 
don’t want to give it up. It could be that the 
wider adoption of flexible working practices 
will be the main legacy of lockdown. Last 
year, it was reported that one-in-three requests 
for flexible working were turned down by 
employers1. After this enforced remote 
working experiment, employers have been 
able to see for themselves how effective more 
flexible working can be and how it can work 
for a broad range of roles. Going forward, 
employers are likely to be far more receptive 
to flexible working requests and will require 
much more robust arguments when rejecting 
requests, as employees can now demonstrate 
how they can make flexible working work.

Another reason why flexible working  
will remain post lockdown is that employee 
expectations have changed. Almost half of 
employees envisage working more flexibly 
after lockdown and a huge 81 percent say 
 they expect to work at home a least one day  
a week2. Employers will find it very difficult,  
if not impossible, to counter such strong 
desires. Not embracing flexible working is 
really not an option and could be a massive 
boost to equality, diversity and inclusion. 

Before lockdown many working parents felt  
a pressure to hide their children and not let 
their existence cross over into their working 
lives. Remember the expression on Professor 
Robert Kelly’s face when he was interrupted 
live on BBC News when his child burst in? 
Now, with all parents having to work 
alongside their children, they are definitely 
being seen and heard. There is a new 
acceptance and understanding that working 
parents need to balance the demands of their 
job with raising their children and everyone  
is much more aware of the challenges of  
doing both roles.

The fact that working parents have 
managed to juggle everything and have 
continued to be productive, shows they have 
the skills and resilience to function, even in  
the most trying of circumstances. Employers 
should appreciate the efforts and sacrifices 
they have made during this difficult time and 
consider how best they can support them 
going forward, to help lighten the load and 
enable them to be even more productive. 
Unfortunately, not all the consequences of 
lockdown are likely to be positive, several 
areas are likely to be affected negatively.  
To cope with the strains of work, childcare 
and the complications of daily life, many 
people will have put their career development 
on hold. As restrictions on businesses are  
likely to remain at least in part for the rest  
of the year, it may be some time before 
employees are able to focus again on their 
own development.

Employers need to ensure the right 
mental health support is in place. However, 
given that a deep recession for the UK is 

being predicted3, cutting costs is likely to be  
a top priority for employers. Many companies 
face huge financial pressures and hard 
decisions will need to be made. While 
reducing spend on wellbeing initiatives may 
be considered, this would be the wrong time 
to withdraw vital support from employees 
when they need it the most. Coronavirus 
could be greatest driver there has even been 
for a shift in workplace culture, with the 
power to positively impact equality, diversity 
and inclusion like nothing that has gone 
before - this is a golden opportunity that 
employers must not let slip. While enormous 
challenges lay ahead, the businesses that will 
recover most successfully will be those that 
value their employees, listen to their needs 
and understand how they can support them  
as effectively as possible.•
1. https://www.peoplemanagement.co.uk/news/articles/most-

staff-say-flexible-working-not-available
2. https://www.peoplemanagement.co.uk/news/articles/half-

workers-expect-work-more-flexibly-post-lockdown-survey
3. https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-52566030

LOCKDOWN WILL HAVE LASTING EFFECTS AND IT CERTAINLY SEEMS TO HAVE STIRRED A STRONG DESIRE FOR CHANGE.  
NOTABLY, A RECENT YOUGOV POLL RESULTED IN A TELLING STATISTIC, THAT ONLY NINE PERCENT OF BRITONS SAID THEY  

WOULD LIKE LIFE TO RETURN TO “NORMAL” AFTER LOCKDOWN.

“Avoiding the daily commute, adopting different working patterns and 

autonomy has been celebrated by many. Millions of employees have seen a 

glimpse of how flexible work can be and they don’t want to give it up”

ARTICLE BY KAREN TAYLOR, FOUNDER - PARENT CLOUD
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Despite claims that it’s ‘the great leveller’, 
coronavirus has revealed some of the deep-
rooted differences between demographic 
groups. Black and minority ethnic people have 
died in disproportionate numbers in the US 
and UK. Lockdown restrictions have put extra 
pressure on people with mental health 
conditions, particularly those in lower income 
brackets, who don’t benefit from the luxury of 
private gardens or quiet home workspaces and 
those at risk of domestic violence are in even 
greater danger than normal. These stories 
have not been shared under the heading of 
diversity and inclusion, instead they are our 
daily reality. For some, it has been a wake-up 
call, the first time they’ve noticed their own 
level of privilege, the first time the need for 
D&I has become obvious. A powerful impetus 
to do things better, for the benefit of everyone, 
could come from this tragedy. However, our 
actions must still be strategic if we are to make 
successful changes for the long-term.

Culture is hard to change, but individual 
mindsets can and - with enough groundswell - 
bring about cultural change. So, we should 
never shy away from talking about diversity 
and inclusion, global pandemic or not. The 
challenge is to set measures and messages to 
land with the right impact, because without  
a strategic approach, well-intended actions can 
lead to unintended consequences. A case in 
point, California wrote into law that at least 
one woman sat on every board of a company 
with at least six directors. Many organisations 
simply appointed one new female leader, 
increasing the size of their board to meet the 
quota. Now, the law faces challenge from some 
male-dominated companies, claiming it is 

unconstitutional and, from D&I advocates, 
saying that proportionate targets would deliver 
more meaningful results. While data is an 
essential ingredient to any D&I strategy, this 
example shows that arbitrary targets are a risk.

A clear articulation of ‘why’ is essential to 
bring people on board. Your organisation 
may support a domestic abuse charity because 
of the personal experience of one of its leaders. 
It might support Pride to open its brand to  
a new audience of potential customers or 
employees. Each action must come with  
a clear explanation of why you’re doing it, so 
that people can make sense of it and approach 
it with the right mindset. It’s impossible to be 
human and not have more than one 
characteristic, which also means there are 
myriad topics covered under D&I. It can be 
difficult for the uninitiated to find their way 
into the subject. It can also mean that more 
vocal groups hog the limelight, to the 
detriment of smaller or quieter communities. 
Again, the solution comes from taking  
a strategic approach, plus mandatory training  
in the basics of D&I, to include an induction 
module on the support available at your 
workplace and co-ordinated communications 
that surface one topic at a time.

We’ve made huge progress in some areas; 
acceptance and inclusion of LGBT and, to  
a lesser extent, bisexual people has increased 
and generally people are more confident 
talking about sexual orientation. Their battles 
were fought by proud people willing to speak 
out, raise awareness and recruit allies. Where 
once we felt squeamish to use uncertain and 
uncomfortable terminology, now they’re more 
commonplace. Right now, it’s the trans 

community that is facing the brunt of unfair 
debate over their right to exist. We have to 
keep being brave enough to stand up and 
support those that need it, not just in the space 
of gender identity, but for every under-
represented community. There is power in 
pushing people out of their comfort zones and 
into their growth zones and we must call on 
that power in D&I, in a strategic approach 
and challenge ourselves to make our policies 
and procedures equitable and fair. In doing 
so, we have to be open to hearing feedback 
from those that may have been excluded by 
them in the past. We must question whether 
all communities are represented by our 
planned activities and through our internal 
communications. We must influence 
stakeholders to spell out the reason to believe, 
declaring why D&I matters and be brave 
enough to tackle difficult issues at an 
organisational level.•

IT WILL TAKE COURAGE, COMMITMENT AND COLLECTIVE RESPONSIBILITY TO TAKE THE LEARNINGS OF THE COVID-19  
TRAGEDY AND TURN IT INTO THE IMPETUS FOR A BOLDER AND MORE STRATEGIC APPROACH TO BUILDING MORE DIVERSE  

AND INCLUSIVE WORKPLACES. IF NOTHING ELSE, LET THIS BE A POSITIVE OUTCOME.

“The challenge is to set measures and messages to land with the right  

impact, because without a strategic approach, well-intended actions can  

lead to unintended consequences”

ARTICLE BY RUSS NORTON, HEAD OF CLIENT EXPERIENCE – SCARLETTABBOTT
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Were all organisations hostile hotbeds of bigotry before 
the diversity manager came along? Some of the horror 
stories from Silicon Valley suggest so; there are tales of 
investors forcing Chief Diversity Officers upon the hottest 
tech unicorns, to rein in the worst behaviours of the 
founders. That’s as far as many organisations go. They’ve 
ticked the boxes, whether that be public sector legal 
duties or private sector shareholder requirements. 
They’ve allocated a diversity manager’s salary and now 
they wait for the results to roll in. But the diversity 
manager is set up to fail. The outcome of diversity and 
inclusion isn’t down to disability networks, BAME 
development programmes and gender-neutral toilets. 
These are practices and initiatives implemented by 
organisations, but they are not measurable outcomes. 
The outcome must be positive change to the working 
culture, employee behaviours and access to 
opportunities. The diversity manager has neither the 
power nor prestige required to change organisational 
culture. Organisational culture either emulates the 
behaviours of senior leaders or is allowed to flourish with 
their implied consent. They control the informal aspects 
just as much as their direct areas of responsibility.

The point of diversity and inclusion is to effect change 
in workforce demographics, leadership behaviours, how 
work is delivered and that change affects everyone, with 
the positive and negative reactions that change generates. 
There are winners and losers; some will be empowered, 
others disenfranchised. Delivering organisational culture 
change can’t be achieved by diversity managers. It only 
happens when those with influence change their own 
behaviours. Inclusive behaviours don’t require seismic 
changes to organisations or people - a list of inclusive 
leadership competencies which resulted from research by 
Bucks New University in 2016 includes basic traits such 
as; empathy, inspirational motivation and foresight. This is 
where the roles of diversity managers and senior leaders 
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diverge. The diversity manager is responsible for 
developing the diversity strategy and plan, aligned to the 
business plan. The strategy recognises the benefits of 
employing a diverse workforce, supported by research 
evidence, that shows this improves creativity, innovation, 
productivity and customer service. It ensures employees 
have access to opportunities and fair treatment. Senior 
leaders are required to mandate the activities required 
and hold their management teams to account for  
delivery and progress against agreed KPI’s.

The biggest challenge facing the diversity manager  
is the leader who says all the right things, whilst doing the 
opposite. Their behaviours ripple through, influencing 
culture without a word spoken publicly. With no authority 
over leaders, the diversity manager’s work is irrelevant to 
anyone below the leader’s hierarchy. Senior leaders have 
the power and influence to challenge peers both 
internally and externally. All-too often, we are only looking 
at inclusion through the lens of what happens in our own 
workplace. A diversity manager cannot unilaterally create 
D&I performance metrics for the executive team, only 
consent from the leaders can drive change. We already 
know that the incentive of remuneration is one of the 
most powerful drivers of behavioural change and leaders 
behavioural change trickles down into organisational 
change. We must remember that a diversity manager is 
an organisational spur, jutting out of the hierarchy of 
middle management, a silo which ostensibly reports into 
HR, but doesn’t do useful stuff like sorting out pay, 
pensions or quarrels. Does this make them an expensive 
irrelevance to the organisation; someone who drives 
initiatives that can be ignored? A diversity manager has 
the tools and skills to trigger change and it’s the 
responsibility of leaders to embed and inspire change.  
A fantastic initiative means nothing if it’s ignored in 
practice. The diversity manager can only create change  
if senior leaders are prepared to change too.•

As leaders, it’s easy to see the role of a diversity manager as the panacea to the problem.  
We’re able to wrap up all that diversity and inclusion stuff, tie a bow on it and give it to our diversity  

person to sort out. An excellent example of delegation and empowerment and it leaves us plenty of  
time to sort out the important things.

ARTICLE BY DENISE KEATING, CHIEF EXECUTIVE - EMPLOYERS NETWORK FOR EQUALITY & INCLUSION (ENEI)
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insight | EQUALITY, DIVERSITY & INCLUSION

Employers can be under no illusion now, as to 
their duties to provide and promote equal and 
diverse workplaces and, particularly since 
#MeToo, employees are also more aware of  
their rights. Legislative measures have also 
been introduced, including gender pay gap 
reporting, which has been mandatory for larger 
employers since 2017. More recently, there 
have been several high-profile Employment 
Tribunal cases that have further placed  
a spotlight on the issue of  workplace culture 
and question how far employers’ attitudes have 
actually changed beyond “ticking the boxes”  
in relation to new legislative measures? We 
have seen Stacey Macken succeed in her claim 
against BNP Paribas for sexual harassment and 
unequal pay, Samira Ahmed bring a successful 
equal pay claim against the BBC and, more 
recently, Adrienne Liebenberg has claimed that 
her previous employer (DS Smith) unfairly 
dismissed her and subjected her to sex 
discrimination. These relatively high-profile 
examples may well mean that both employees 
and employers reconsider the impact of  the 
culture of  their workplace, and whether 
potentially discriminatory practices remain.

Whilst a successful Employment Tribunal 
claim provides a reactive remedy for those 
who have suffered discrimination in the 
workplace, for real change to take place, 
employers need to prevent discriminatory 
practices before they arise. To do so, 
employers need to better understand the root 
cause of  toxic cultures and instil measures to 
reduce the risk of  claims arising in the first 
place. Employers potentially have the benefit 
of  the statutory defence against claims of  
discrimination within the Equality Act if  they 
can demonstrate they took “reasonable steps” 
to prevent the discrimination arising in the 
first place. This means that, whilst broadly 
employers will be liable for the acts of  their 
employees in the course of  employment, an 
employer would not be vicariously liable for 
the acts of  an employee, who goes against the 
reasonable steps the employer has taken to 
stop employees from discriminating against 
one another. This means it is in an employer’s 
interests to address issues head on that may 
arise from its workplace culture and to 
anticipate the potential risks that could arise 
from its particular working culture.

Ms Macken was found to have been subjected 
to direct sex discrimination and victimisation 

For years, the discussions surrounding workplace 
culture followed similar lines, whereby Boards would 

nod sagely at directives for greater diversity and 
inclusion and then a token improvement would result 
and they would all congratulate themselves heartily 
for a job well done. The fact that these marshals of  
change were probably all white, middle-aged men 
typified the ignorance. But high impact movements 
such as #MeToo could not fail to gain attention.

“ S O 
G E N T L E M E N … 

&  L A DY … 
H O W ’ S  T H E 
D I V E R S I T Y 

E F F O R T 
G O I N G ? ”

ARTICLE BY REBECCA BERRY, SENIOR ASSOCIATE - STEVENS & BOLTON 
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by her employer, BNP Paribas. In particular, 
Ms Macken was often belittled by managers 
responding with “not now Stacey”, so 
frequently it became a catchphrase. There was 
also a culture of  crude remarks and, when Ms 
Macken complained, a witch’s hat was left on 
her desk. With the benefit of  hindsight, such 
remarks and behaviour may seem an obvious 
environment in which discriminatory acts can 
breed and if  BNP Paribas had turned its mind 
to the situation proactively, it may have been 
able to take preventative “reasonable steps”. 
Whilst it is fair to say that there have been very 
significant changes to the gender demographic 
of  the working population in the past 50 years, 
the pace in which the cultures of  some 
workplaces are catching up with that shift 
remains slow. As the recent cases demonstrate, 
some employers are still not doing enough to 
proactively take those reasonable steps, in 
order to prevent claims from arising in the 
workplace, particularly in those workplaces 
that remain male-dominated.

A central issue for many employers is the 
context of  comments and behaviour as many 
describe comments as simply being “office 
banter”. For example, Ms Liebenberg claims 
that she was subjected to sex discrimination 
and dismissed because she did not engage in 
football-related conversations and did not 
attend drinks after work. DS Smith, on the 
other hand, states that Ms Liebenberg’s 
dismissal was due to poor performance. There 
is a fine line between, on the one hand, 
encouraging a collegiate atmosphere that 
boosts staff morale and therefore productivity 
and, on the other hand, facilitating an 
environment in which certain sections of  the 
workforce feel excluded, by reason of  any 
protected characteristic (not just sex). Whilst 
we await the publication of  the Tribunal’s 
judgment in Ms Liebenberg’s claim, her 
witness evidence states that her football fan 
manager often had football matches on in the 

background during meetings and would carry 
out “football chat”, leaving Ms Liebenberg  
(a non-football fan) feeling isolated. Whilst the 
Tribunal has yet to publish its finding, the case 
brings workplace culture into question and 
how far “office banter” may still be a barrier 
to equality.

A lack of  diversity in management structures 
(not just relating to gender, but all other 
protected characteristics) may also 
inadvertently lead to a culture in which one 
category of  employee feels more 
uncomfortable than others. To further 
encourage diversity, a proactive employer 
should consider the demographic of  senior 
management, to ensure that the diversity of   
its workforce are adequately represented.  
Or, where that is not possible, to introduce 
workplace forums or other opportunities for 
employees from minority groups, to raise 
issues in a manner that provides them with 
confidence that such complaints will not have 

negative repercussions. Employers are often 
surprised by the difficulties that employees 
face - for example, perhaps Ms Macken’s 
employer would have been able to address her 
concerns if  it was aware that some of  the 
language used by the male-dominated 
management team was causing her to feel 
uncomfortable. Equal pay remains a key issue 
and Ms Ahmed’s recent claim may mean that 
more female employees feel able to challenge 
their employer’s decision making in relation to 
their pay. Ms Ahmed was found to have been 
doing “like work” in her presentation of  the 
BBC’s Newswatch programme, compared to 
Jeremy Vine’s presentation of  Points of  View. 
However, she was paid approximately £400 
per episode, compared to Mr Vine’s £3,000 
per episode. The BBC was unable to 
demonstrate a “material factor” other than 
gender, to explain the difference in pay.
It is now three years since the #MeToo 

movement and, whilst there have been some 
changes for the better in many workplaces to 
encourage gender equality, more needs to be 
done. There have been a number of  recent 
Employment Tribunal cases that address the 
issue of  gender equality and that perhaps give 
employees the courage to bring more claims. 
It’s likely that more women now feel better 
empowered to challenge workplace culture, 
and it follows that employers should also take 
this issue seriously. It’s therefore crucial that 
employers take proactive steps to reduce the 
risk of  successful claims being brought against 
them and to be an example of  a workplace 
that gets the balance right. To benefit from the 
reasonable steps approach in the Equality Act, 
what will be regarded as ‘reasonable’ will 
depend on the individual circumstances of  
each employer. For many, an example would 
be a comprehensive Equality and Diversity 
policy, which is communicated to employees 
by way of  training and regular reminders and 
breaches of  which are actively enforced by 
taking disciplinary action.

Where a workplace has a more entrenched 
culture, where certain behaviours and 
“banter” have previously been acceptable, the 
employer will need to send a clear message of  
what standards are now expected and 
acceptable, alongside the introduction of  a 
comprehensive policy. Employees should be 
trained on that policy and disciplinary action 
taken against those who do not comply with 
these standards. If  such action is needed, it 
would serve as a warning to others. It is of  
note that, despite their legal claims, both Ms 
Macken and Ms Ahmed continue to work for 
their respective employers. This may be an 
indication of  a newfound faith that genuine 
change in workplace cultures is yet possible.  
It is fair to say that public attitudes have also 
changed and the negative publicity that 
successful discrimination claims from 
employees brings to employers, like the BBC 
or BNP Paribas, could mean that taking steps 
to prevent such claims becomes increasingly 
critical for businesses.•

FOR FURTHER INFO
www.stevens-bolton.com

MS MACKEN WAS OFTEN BELITTLED BY MANAGERS 

RESPONDING WITH “NOT NOW STACEY” , SO FREQUENTLY  

IT BEC AME A C ATCHPHRASE. THERE WAS ALSO A CULTURE 

OF CRUDE REMARKS AND, WHEN MS MACKEN COMPLAINED, 

A WITCH’S HAT WAS LEFT ON HER DESK
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As lockdown happened and 
most firms moved what 
benefits they could online, 
you could almost hear the 
collective gasp, as they 
took an inventory and 
realised the true scale of 
their offering and the cost.

LOVE OVER 
LOCKDOWN

FOR FURTHER INFO
www.innovecs.com

TO THE POINT

Article by Anastasiia Osypova,  
Head of People, Engagement & 
Culture - Innovecs

utting costs could be  
an inevitability if the 

pandemic holds its grip and, 
when money is tight, we need 
to care even more about what 
people need and understand 
their motivations. Whilst many 
of us have worked digitally for 
some time, it has been a total 
revelation at how the transfer 
to remote working has engaged 
people and that it is the little 
things that don’t cost anything, 
which have really bonded  
teams in ways that “normality” 
failed to. Consequently, under 
these conditions, it is well  
worth considering options that 
don’t cost money, but can  
really inform and support,  
such as; engaging webinars, 
online courses, podcasts on 
healthy eating, meditation 
applications, back exercises  
and so much more.

At the end of lockdown, in our 
firm, we had a transition 

phase, when employees could 
go to the office voluntarily. 
With public transport in 
disarray, it was going to be too 
problematic for people to 
commute effectively, so we 
launched Route Sharing, an 
internal platform where people 
discuss the ability to drive 
somebody to work. It cost us 
almost nothing, but the 
employees felt that the 
company was caring about 
them and it has worked well 
and our colleagues have 
managed to minimise the time 
they wasted on daily routines.

Lockdown has really proved 
that flexible and remote 
working can be a boon for 
both wellbeing and 
productivity and when this 
crisis is finally over, it would  
be a great shame to just 
recalibrate back to normality 
and forget all those gains. In 
fact, any employer that doesn’t 
step up to the plate of the new 
normal, will be significantly 
disadvantaged on the 
attraction stakes. There’s also  
a new appetite for innovative 
and fun flexibility such as; 
Patagonia, the outdoor 
clothing and gear business, 
which allows employees to  
“go surf”, anytime, or BitSol 
Systems, the business software 
developer, which offers 
“pawternity leave”, a paid 
week off when an employee 
has a new cat or dog.

For most during this protracted 
period of veritable limbo, many 
people are having to put off 
L&D, reskilling and upskilling. 
But this need not stagnate as 
mentoring provides an 
excellent digital platform to 
keep L&D alive, and mentor 
and mentee, invariably gain 
something positive from 
sessions. Above all, in these 
trying and testing times, 
communication and 
transparency are essential. Yes, 
it’s likely that you will have to 
deliver some bad news to 
people, but if there is a culture 
of authenticity and care, these 

messages are so much easier to 
convey. At every opportunity, 
tell the teams what is going 
on, the rationale behind 
decisions, how the business is 
being impacted and what the 
possible scenarios and 
outcomes could be. There is no 
point in sugar-coating the pill, 
tell it how it is. If there is 
openness without caveats,  
100 percent of the employees 
will understanding if any tough 
decisions have to be made and 
will feel loyalty and 
responsibility for helping to 
solve any difficulties. In the 
past, I’ve known team 
members that saved the job  
of a colleague who was at risk 
of being made redundant, by 
refusing their bonuses. That is 
team loyalty that money just 
can’t buy.

It’s important to maintain  
the competitive spirit, however, 
because many people thrive on 
competition. We have a unique 
project called "InnovateIT", 
which aims to find the best 
ideas for improving office life 
and we make a determined 
effort to bring to life the best 
ones, which is a real crowd 
pleaser. However, you 
shouldn't go overboard when 
dealing with such initiatives,  
if your employees endlessly 
compete with each other,  
they will stop being a powerful 
and cohesive team. I know of  
a case where a company 
introduced a rating system of 
employees by the number of 
"likes" from colleagues and 
not everyone appreciated this 
idea. Of course, there are many 
other ways to motivate people, 
but just remember, don't be 
too extreme with your 
techniques and don't  
push people.•
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Joe Parkes, Chief HR Officer - 
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THE HR VALUE 
PROPOSITION

Where HR should be 
positioned, what it represents 

and what it serves are 
existential questions for the 

profession to tackle.

LEARNING & 
DEVELOPMENT

Time for L&D to thrive - 
people, rendered time poor 
and unable to balance work 
and life, hopelessly chasing 
deadlines and targets, are 
now plunged into inertia.

THE CHANGING 
ORGANISATIONAL 

FRAMEWORK
Vision and coherent strategy 

are key, giving people the 
clear indicators for step 

changes towards a return to 
normal. Change is not the 

goal, it is a means to an end.

MANAGING THE 
DIVERSE WORKFORCE

With social, cultural and 
infrastructural elements of 

normal life in a state of limbo, 
there has never been a 

greater need for empathy  
and thought leadership.



Helping people with cancer back to work 
Each year, more than an estimated 125,000 
people of working age are diagnosed with 
cancer in the UK.1 That’s why Macmillan Cancer 
Support has developed workplace training, 
guidance and resources to help managers and 
HR professionals feel confident and equipped 
to support employees affected by cancer. For 
people with cancer, staying in or returning 
to work can be hugely positive. But it can be 
difficult to know how to support someone  
with cancer at work. 
Reasonable adjustments 
Cancer is classed as a disability under 
the Equality Act 2010 and the Disability 
Discrimination Act 1995. That means 
employers are required to make reasonable 
adjustments to make it easier for someone 
with cancer to work if their location, working 
arrangements or a lack of extra support puts 
them at a substantial disadvantage. Cancer 
and some cancer treatments can leave some 
people with long-term side effects. Fatigue, 
pain and depression are common ones, so 
reasonable adjustments such as flexible 
working and giving time off to attend medical 
appointments can make a big difference to 
someone affected by cancer. It’s important 
to remember that every person may need 
different support. So how can employers  
equip HR professionals and line managers  
to provide the best individual support for  
staff they manage, while following 
organisational policies?

Keep the conversation going 
Often one of the biggest concerns can 
be starting the initial conversation with 
someone who has been diagnosed with 
cancer. Starting conversations and keeping 
communication channels open are key steps 
to help managers gain an understanding of 
their individual needs and the support they 
need in the workplace. It’s also important to 
discuss arrangements for keeping in touch 
with an employee before their absence, and to 
maintain appropriate contact with them during 
periods of sick leave. 
Support for employers 
Our support can help you understand the 
impact of cancer on work, your legal obligations 
to employees living with cancer and how to 
start a conversation with someone affected 
by cancer. It’s designed to help workplaces 
support employees with a cancer diagnosis,  
or those caring for someone with cancer. 
Getting back to work during or after treatment 
can mean so much to someone living with 
cancer. Find out more about how Macmillan  
at Work can prepare your staff to support them.

1 Based on the number of newly diagnosed cases of all cancers per year (excluding non-melanoma skin cancer) in people 
aged 15 to 64, using the most recently available incidence data for England, Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales. 
England: 2017 (Office for National Statistics), Scotland: 2017 (Information Services Division Scotland), Northern Ireland: 
2013-2017 (Northern Ireland Cancer Registry), Wales: 2016 (Welsh Cancer Intelligence and Surveillance Unit.). 

Sign up at macmillan.org.uk/atwork 
Email us at workandcancer@macmillan.org.uk  
Or call us on 020 7840 4725

Macmillan Cancer Support, registered charity in England and Wales (261017), Scotland (SC039907) and the Isle of Man (604).  
Also operating in Northern Ireland. Please recycle. MAC15903_032019

MAC15903 MAW ad_297x210_Advert_2.indd   3 03/10/2019   17:00
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WELCOME TO ‘THE BLOG’ FROM THEHRDIRECTOR, WHERE WE OFFER UP OPINIONS AND VIEWPOINTS FROM THE  
VERY BEST BLOGGERS IN HR. HERE, WE SUMMARISE THREE OF THE BEST BLOGS FROM THIS MONTH ON THE KEY ISSUES WHICH 

AFFECT OUR SENIOR HR READERSHIP. LET US KNOW IF YOU AGREE OR DISAGREE WITH OUR GUEST BLOGGERS VIEWS,  
AS WE WANT TO HEAR FROM YOU.

THE BLOG

I N T R O D U C I N G  T H E  B L O G

W W W. T H E H R D I R E C TO R . C O M / B L O G

why and how hr should 
own both ethical 

working and corporate 
responsibility

One thing is clear, we are working at a time 
when the world needs ‘ethical working’ and 

‘corporate responsibility’ to be lived out 
meaningfully. The luxury, if  there ever was 

one, of  relating to these terms in merely 
academic ways simply does not exist anymore. 
This is true, of  course, for reasons pertaining 

to internal and external comms - if  your 
brand is not seen to be ethical and responsible, 
your relevance wains. But it is also important, 
and more intrinsically so, because of  reasons 
surrounding the well-being of  your people.

...

D R . B R E N N A N  J AC O B Y

Dr. Brennan Jacoby is a philosopher and the  
founder of  Philosophy at Work, an organisation helping 
businesses and their people think their best. He delivers 
learning and development training sessions that teach 
sharp thinking skills, delivers talks that spark curiosity, 

and helps teams ask their best questions through 
facilitated sessions. 

how vulnerable are  
you to self-deception as 

a corporate leader?
The demands on corporate leaders to  

produce results in the shortest possible time is 
increasingly fuelling the phenomenon of  

finding shortcuts to healthy profitability in  
a bullishly competitive business landscape 

prone to disruption from savvy contenders. 
Success in the corporate world is routinely 

measured in terms of  avoiding failures, rather 
than, learning from missteps and consolidating 
gains on a long-term basis. Such an approach 

conventionalises risk aversion as top 
management gets markedly sensitised to 

gauging success in quarterly gains.

...

M U R A D  S . M I R Z A

Murad is an innovative thinker and an astute 
practitioner of  areas within and associated with the field 
of  Organisational Development. Talent Management  
& Business Transformation. He has a rich history of  

delivering desired results for progressive organisations. 
His scholastic accomplishments have been affirmed by 

induction into Beta Gamma Sigma.

hr in the pandemic:  
one step forward two 

steps back?
I’m applauding the phenomenal response of  
the HR community to the current pandemic; 
but at the same time I have grave concerns 

about the ‘new normal’ to which we may be 
heading. For many employees, the past weeks 
have been an experience of  ‘one step forward, 

two steps back’. The remote working that 
employers had been so firmly resisting 
suddenly became not only possible but 

essential. Commentators are suggesting there 
will be no retreat. Post pandemic employees 
will expect to continue working flexibly. One 

step forward.

...

A N N A  M E L L E R

For 25 years Anna has specialised in work life  
balance issues and their impact on women’s careers.  

Her consultancy and coaching work supports employers 
to improve work-life balance provision for staff. Anna 

was an accredited consultant to the government’s 
Work-Life Balance Challenge Fund. She is  

a Chartered Fellow of  the CIPD.
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More than 77% 
of FTSE 100 
companies have 
sponsored staff 
on our courses.

We have a strong pedigree and proven track record of helping employers  
address learning and development challenges through high-quality  
educational programmes.
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