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Editorial 
	

This month we have some exciting and useful research reviews for you. The 
first review is what I believe will turn out to be a seminal paper in the area of 
organisational, leadership and management development. Researchers from 
Finland’s Aalto University and INSEAD in Singapore just happened to be 
studying Nokia just at the time of the first smart-phone wars. What they were 
able to observe first hand and their analysis of why Nokia failed to innovate 
their way forward is eye-opening to say the least and a warning for any 
company that values innovation and it’s longevity. I am already using the 
study with my students in the School of Business. 

Staying on the subject raised in the Nokia paper, the research is really piling 
up about the underpinning role of emotional intelligence and emotional 
resilience (emotion regulation) in things like adaptability, tolerance for 
uncertainty and better performance. The second paper looks at these issues 
with staff in organisations. 

Next there is a paper that ties the actions of senior managers to the actions of 
staff around brand propagation and performance. Too often we find senior 
managers engaged in a ‘do as I say not do as I do’ approach to leadership 
and management. This paper shows direct links between brand performance 
and the actions of senior managers.  

Have you ever tried to get agreement between a disparate group of 
stakeholders? The fourth paper reviewed looks at why stakeholders are 
typically difficult to deal with and how to break things down to arrive at a 
consensus. This paper has important messages about how to gain support for 
organisational change initiatives. 

People who know me probably wonder why I keep going on about 
Communities of Practice in organisational development scenarios. Knowledge 
management is or should be a core theme for anyone engaged in any form of 
development practice. There are many tools to use, like communities of 
practice, and the next paper looks at how they can deployed to help cultural 
change in organisations. 

Mergers and acquisitions are fraught with danger. I heard a figure quoted by a 
colleague who is a professor of M&A’s recently that about 75% of M&A’s 
reduce organisational performance in the short and medium term and rarely 
become force multipliers. A paper published in the British Journal of 
Management this months looks at this issue and why and how subcultures are 
often behind the problem. 

Following on the theme of cultural change the next paper examine culture 
change in organisations through the lens of a comparatively new set of 
theories called the Mosaic Theory, which is a very useful way to think about 
your organisational culture. Importantly the study highlights just how much 
people switch into the work culture and the impact that can have. 



Lots of organisations I work with engage in evidence based practice. The next 
paper from a series of universities in Norway and Canada, including 
the Centre for Evidence-Based Practice at Bergen University College in 
Norway looks at what makes evidence based practice work. They come up 
with two very practical and useful observations, which form my perspective 
make a lot of sense.  

The last two papers this month is a study dear to my heart. The first from a 
team of researchers in the US looks at sow organisations cope (or don’t cope) 
with the dilemmas faced when trying to deal with a crises or complex problem. 
These are the kind of problem that one unit, organization or department can’t 
solve on their own. The paper looks at what tends happens during these 
issues and what to do about it.  

This is closely tied to the last paper about the importance of scenario planning. 
I have used a particular type of scenario planning with banks, governments, 
military, the emergency services, postal services, embassies, and a range of 
other organisations and companies to great effect. It still surprises me that 
scenario planning is not a mainstream activity as it really prepares people and 
the organization for the difficult moments.  

I hope you enjoy this month’s Oxford Review and find it useful.  

March is just around the corner. I hope you have a great month. 

 

David Wilkinson 

The Oxford Review 

  



Why Nokia lost the smartphone war and what your 
organisation urgently needs to know before it’s too 
late. 
	

Introduction 
 
The foundation of many businesses’ 
success, particularly in heavily 
competitive, fast moving markets 
such as tech industries for example 
is the ability to innovate. It is often 
assumed that innovation is chiefly 
the result of creative processes. 
However in organisations it is 
usually the result of numerous 
disparate but connected operations 
and the combined and integrated 
focus and effort of a succession of 
individuals and functions.   
Take something like the 
development of a smartphone for 
example.  
All of this activity needs to be 
planned, led, managed, 
coordinated and carried out in the 
right sequence.  
 
New research 
 
A novel study by researchers from 
Finland’s Aalto University and 
INSEAD in Singapore examined 
what happened inside Nokia that 
led to its rapid downfall between 
2005 and 2010, in what has been 
described as a failure of innovation. 
This study reveals why Nokia 
couldn’t innovate fast enough.  
 
As the authors point out from the 
start, innovation at this level of 

complexity is the product of ‘highly 
effective information sharing 
between organisational groups’ as 
well as high levels of organisation, 
leadership and management. 
Critically with such highly 
coordinated and organised 
endeavours it is essential that all 
the elements of the organisation 
engage in what is known as ‘the 
integration of attention’.  
 

 
What this means is that in order for 
complex innovation to occur, things 
are organised in such a way that 
the right people and teams are 
focusing on the right things at the 
right time and in the right sequence 
and are communicating effectively. 
Everyone’s collective and 
specialised attention and effort 
must mesh together to create the 
flow of information and action 
required to produce complicated 
new products (to innovate).   
 
 
 
 
What you need to know about 
'The integration of attention' 



 
The integration of attention is what 
makes the difference between an 
efficient and effective organisation 
and one that is limping along from 
crisis to crisis. The integration of 
attention is based on effective 
communication both up and down 
the line of management and across 
the various functions that have to 
coordinate their attention and 
effort.   
 
The question arising here is why 
are some organisations better at 
communicating up and down the 
line of management and across the 
various functions, and 
consequently better at innovating 
and producing the desired results?  
 
At this point focus usually shifts to 
the structure of the organisation as 
an explanation, in the ‘we just need 
to reorganise to get better’ kind of 
way. Whilst clearly this can have an 
effect, even organisations with 
similar or even cloned structures 
can perform at very different levels. 
So whilst the structure of the 
organisation has an effect, it does 
not account for the entire picture.  
 
In their search for an explanation 
as to why some organisations are 
better at innovation and even just 
day-to-day operations and 
production than others, the 
researchers examined a whole 
range of factors. One factor kept on 
cropping up in their analysis. 

Emotion.  
 
Emotion 
 
There is ample evidence that 
people in organisations experience 
the gamut of emotions from 
happiness, joy, and contentedness 
through to frustration, anger and 
resignation. It is also well 
documented that people's emotions 
have a profound effect on their 
perception, thinking, behaviour, 
decision-making, attitude, beliefs, 
social performance (such as levels 
of engagement with others) and 
action as examples.  
 

 
 
Not only that, but people tend to 
attach emotions to events and 
objects like a spider or ‘the 
government’, or an individual like a 
manager for example and these 
attached or ‘situationally embedded 
emotions’ become the drivers of 
attitudes towards these objects and 
events. Additionally people ‘catch’ 
and share emotions within and 



between groups.   
 
One of the things about emotions is 
that they invariably have a target, 
particularly in situations like work. 
So, as mentioned above, an 
emotion becomes attached to an 
event such as a task for example.  
 

 
 
There are tasks we hate doing and 
tasks we enjoy, and these 
emotions significantly affect how 
we perceive, approach and carry 
out the task, or even avoid it. 
Similarly the same can occur with 
objects and people. There are 
people and objects which give rise 
to positive emotions and those that 
promote negative emotions, even 
extreme emotions like hate and 
love for instance.   
 
The object or event does not even 
have to be present to evoke the 
emotion. Someone just mentioning 
or our just thinking about a 
particular person or meeting for 
example can bring the emotion to 
the fore, with all the previously 
noted consequences of action, 
inaction, attitudes, beliefs etc.   
 

Innovation and emotion 
 
Innovation is not just a cognitive 
exercise; it is laden with uncertainty, 
ambiguity and risk, for example. As 
a consequence innovation also 
produces the range of emotions 
from the highs of success and 
discovery to the lows of failure and 
frustration.  
 
Alongside the processes of 
innovation comes the context. The 
context in which the innovation is 
taking place; the market, 
competition and pressure from 
shareholders and the management 
all contribute to the emotional 
landscape within with the 
innovation or organisational 
practices are occurring. Obviously 
some emotional terrains are more 
conducive to innovation, good 
communications, honesty, 
relationships, and positive action 
than others.  
 
The researchers conducted a field 
study within Nokia just at a time 
when they, as an organisation, 
were under intense pressure from 
the market, the competition, most 
notably Apple with their iPhone. 
This led to pressure from 
shareholders, the senior leadership 
and the management to ‘come up 
with the goods’.   
 
 
 
 
Under pressure 
 



Different people and groups react 
very differently to pressure. This 
difference in reaction to pressure 
has the effect of creating differing 
perceptions of reality. This in turn 
often leads to stress and frustration 
between people and groups 
because of these differences in 
perception. 
 
This then negatively affects 
perceptions of such things as 
relationships, communication, 
urgency and the priority of issues. 
Additionally people often tend to 
feel that the uncertainty of the 
situation and any perceived 
external or internal threat is also a 
direct threat to their status and the 
currency and usefulness of their 
knowledge and ability.   
 
The researchers examined the 
performance, key events, structure,  
integration of attention and 
emotional terrain of eight 
organisations over the period of 
2006-2010:  
 
• Nokia 
• Apple 
• Samsung 
• RIM (Blackberry) 
• Sony Ericsson 
• Motorola 
• HTC and 
• LG 
 
All of whom were phone producers 
at the time. It needs to be 
remembered that this was the time 

when the very first touchscreen 
phones started to appear and the 
smartphone was born.  
 
Different appraisals  
 

 
 
What the researchers discovered 
was that the top management and 
the middle management had very 
different appraisals of the situation 
and consequently different 
emotional reactions to the situation. 
The senior managers were focused 
on the external threats to the 
business from competitors and in 
particular, the then about to be 
released iPhone. The middle 
managers however were focused 
on internal threats to their teams 
and themselves.  
 
There was also considerable 
uncertainty within Nokia. The top 
managers were uncertain about 
their organisation’s capability to be 
able to step up and deliver what 
was required and the middle 
managers were concerned with the 
uncertainty of the ever-shifting 
priorities and focus. This was 
exacerbated by Nokia’s habit of 
frequently restructuring in the face 
of change. Restructuring creates 
uncertainty. 



 
Aggressive action 
 
On top of this there was a history of 
aggression, belligerence and 
temperamental behaviour from the 
senior management towards the 
middle managers, which increased 
the fears of the middle 
management. Every middle 
manager had a story of direct 
aggression, animosity or criticism 
towards them personally or could 
repeat stories of this having 
happened to other middle 
managers. The chairman was 
feared and considered to be ‘cold’ 
and only interested in results.  
 
In effect both levels of 
management were operating under 
the conditions of fear. The senior 
managers had fear that was 
focused first externally to the 
company and then internally about 
the ability of the organisation to 
deliver. The middle managers’ fear 
was largely internal and often 
resulted from criticism and 
pressure from the senior 
management. This often resulted in 
the middle managers fearing for 
their own positions. The 
researchers were able to show the 
fear spreading around the 
organisation. A phenomenon 
known as mass-psychogenic 
anxiety.   
 
Indeed two employees published 
books about the experience of 

working at Nokia during this time 
and both described the atmosphere 
of fear gripping the organisation.   
 
Management decoupling  
 
The effect of these differing 
perspectives and the resultant 
emotions between the senior and 
middle managers resulted in what 
the researchers refer to as a 
‘decoupling’, not just of perceptions, 
but also of expectations of what 
could be achieved. This led to a 
breakdown of communication 
because the middle managers 
just acquiesced to the views of the 
senior managers and failed to give 
the senior management accurate 
feedback about what was actually 
going on in the company. It should 
be noted that this is typical of many 
organisations.   
 

 
The more this decoupling 
progressed the greater the 
pressure the senior managers piled 
onto the middle managers; this just 
accelerated the process. Senior 
managers started filtering for and 
going after ‘good news’ and also 
favouring 'new blood’ who usually 
displayed a ‘can-do’ attitude. Thus 
a spiral was set up which led to the 



middle management reporting over 
optimistic results and projections 
for which they were rewarded by 
the senior management regardless 
whether or not they were grounded 
in reality. Over-optimistic reporting 
led to an increase in resourcing 
from the senior management, in 
effect, rewarding the lie.   
 
Culture of acquiesce 
 
Further the internal pressure forced 
many middle managers not to 
speak up and a culture of ‘don’t 
challenge’ grew. Then when 
problems started to show and 
deadlines started to be missed, the 
middle managers covered it up for 
fear of the reaction from the senior 
managers. This then led to a 
complete underperformance in 
terms of innovation.  
 
In effect the emotions rife in Nokia 
at that time diverted people’s 
attention away from the task and 
towards self-preservation. 
Additionally the fear all but killed 
any chance of open levels of 
communication and therefore 
destroyed the integration of 
attention across the organisation.  
 
In other words it was the underlying 
emotions (largely fear) and the 
consequent inability to regulate 
them that killed Nokia.  
 
In the second quarter of 2013, 
Nokia made an operating loss of 
€115m (£98.8m), with revenues 

falling 24%. On the 25th April 2014 
Microsoft bought Nokia and 3 
months later, on 17th July 2014, 
Microsoft reported that a major 
round of layoffs, a total of over 
18,000 across the entire company 
would take place. In actual fact the 
majority of these layoffs came from 
Nokia's former staff.   
 
Conversely during the same period 
Apple posted quarterly revenue of 
$43.6 billion and quarterly net profit 
of $9.5 billion. It is interesting to 
see that very similar things 
happened at Kodak and Polaroid.  
 
Conclusion 
 
The researchers conclude that 
Nokia lost the smartphone war 
before they had even produced 
their first smartphone, because the 
managers, particularly the senior 
managers, failed to manage the 
emotional estate of the 
organisation.  
 
Reference 
Vuori, T. O., & Huy, Q. N. (2016). 
Distributed Attention and Shared 
Emotions in the Innovation Process 
How Nokia Lost the Smartphone 
Battle. Administrative Science 
Quarterly, 0001839215606951.  
 

Link to paper: 
http://asq.sagepub.com/content/ear
ly/2015/09/16/0001839215606951.
abstract 
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New study: How emotional intelligence and emotional 
resilience breed adaptability, better performance and 
greater job satisfaction.  
 

Frontline employees have to bring 
a range of human facets to improve 
and foster customer relationships 
within any organisation. Research 
published in the Journal of 
Retailing and Consumer Services 
shows that emotional intelligence is 
a key strength to be looked for in 
new employees, and where 
possible trained as part of their 
induction packages.  

 

Emotional Intelligence 

Good emotional intelligence and 
resilience can for example, reduce 
the stress load for a customer 
services operative by enabling 
them to recover quickly (emotional 
resilience) after a particularly 
stressful call. During a stressful call, 
the customer is likely to have their 
overall impression of the company 
altered or solidified based on the 
response of the person they are 
talking to, and that response is 
founded on that employee’s level of 
emotional intelligence and 
resilience.  

Many large businesses have a 
terrible reputation for customer 
service. This we know influences 
customer buying preferences. In 
this day of social media 
proliferation the old adage that a 
customer getting terrible customer 

service will tell 7 friends is out of 
date. With tools like Facebook, Trip 
Advisor and myriad other ratings 
sites readily available to everyone, 
one fed up customer can instantly 
reach out to thousands and even 
millions of people in seconds. 
Emotional intelligence is core to the 
ability of frontline employees to 
manage the balance between 
organisational/management goals 
and objectives and giving the best 
possible customer experience.  

Not everyone has high levels of 
emotional intelligence, but, as the 
researchers note, it can be taught: 

“… emotional competencies can be 
developed with motivation, practice, 
feedback, and support. They 
enhance the emotional intelligence 
of a given individual.” 

The researchers suggest that 
emotional intelligence / resilience 
should be encouraged and 
developed through the induction 
and training phase for all new 
starters.  

6 Findings 

The research tested six theories, all 
of which have been confirmed. 

 

1. Self-emotional appraisal 
(the ability to be able to 
know how you are feeling) 
has a positive effect on 
frontline employees’ 
adaptability. What this 
means is that frontline 
employees who are able to 



sense and understand their 
own emotions tend to do 
better than those that don’t 
or don’t do this very 
accurately. 

2. The ability to be able to 
appraise other people’s 
emotional state has a 
positive effect on frontline 
employees’ adaptability. 
Not only does this make the 
frontline employee much 
more sensitive to the 
feelings of others but it 
means they are more likely 
to be able to predict where 
things are going and what 
the customer will want. In 
effect they will be able to 
‘read the minds’ of the 
customer. 

3. Emotion Regulation 
capability has a positive 
effect on frontline 
employees’ adaptability.  
Those with the ability to 
regulate their own emotions 
will be able to recover more 
quickly after a particularly 
stressful interaction with a 
customer and are 
significantly more likely to be 
able to adapt their approach 
appropriately during the 
interaction, thus bringing 
about a better resolution to 
the situation. 

4. The use of emotions has a 
positive effect on frontline 
employees’ adaptability. 
Rather than trying to remove, 
suppress or ignore emotions, 
frontline employees who use 
their emotions to direct 
positive effect tend to also 
enhance their personal 
performance at work. 

5. Frontline employees’ 
adaptability is positively 
related and correlated to 

job satisfaction. There 
have been a few studies that 
show that adaptable flexible 
people tend to have greater 
job satisfaction. 

6. The adaptability of the 
frontline employees is 
positively related to on-
the-job performance. 
People who enjoy their work 
tend to do better generally 
than those who are neutral, 
ambivalent or even hate 
their job.  

 
Applications 

In almost every area of business 
emotional intelligence and 
emotional resilience are being 
shown to be critical areas to focus 
on for developing staff. These 
emotional acuity attributes 
significantly improve employee 
adaptability and flexibility, enhance 
performance and job satisfaction.  

 

Whether managing their own 
feelings in the workplace, being 
mindful of others or being able to 
manage the emotions and stress 
levels for those around them, 
emotional intelligence and 
emotional resilience are core 
attributes to develop in staff.  

Reference 

Sony, M, Mekoth, N, The 
relationship between emotional 
intelligence, frontline employee 
adaptability, job satisfaction and job 
performance (2015) Journal of 
Retailing and Consumer Services   

Link to the paper: 
http://www.sciencedirect.com/scien
ce/article/pii/S0969698915301909 
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How does the senior management of a company affect 
the brand? Let me count the ways…. 
 

It has been pretty much accepted 
that senior management can have 
a major impact on the delivery to 
the customer of a brand’s values 
and vision. However, very little 
work has been done to look at 
exactly what that impact is.  

 

For this study, a team of 
researchers surveyed 226 staff in 
the hospitality industry to see not 
only what impact senior managers 
have on their organisation’s brand 
but also how this occurs. 

Findings 

What the researchers found was: 

1. The knowledge employees 
have of the brand is directly 
related to their commitment 
to the brand 

2. That knowledge employees 
have of the brand and 
products is directly related to 
senior management’s focus 
and orientation towards the 
brand. In other words the 
commitment the senior 
management has towards 
the brand (of the 
organisation and its products 
and services) significantly 

affects the employees’ 
commitment towards and 
knowledge of the brand. 

3. Perceived fulfilment of the 
psychological contract 
mediates the relationship 
between top management’s 
brand-oriented leadership 
and employees’ brand 
commitment. What this 
means is that the employees 
feel that the senior 
management is committed 
to the brand and is 
supporting and helping the 
employees to fulfil their 
roles. 

4. Lastly the researchers found 
that the employees really 
need to believe in the 
brand(s) and agree with the 
service’s or product’s 
benefits. This is known as 
brand-employee fit. 

 

What this means in practice 

Management and the employees 
need to be engaged with the brand, 
supporting the organisational goals 
and delivering on the expectation of 
customers.  Any failures to do this 
can drive customers away and in 
the hospitality industry, get bad 
reviews on Trip Advisor and other 
forums for example. This frequently 
has a direct effect on the 
profitability of the company.  

Transformational Leadership 

Transformational leadership from 
the very top of an organisation is 



core to achieving the brand vision 
where it most counts – at the 
interface between employee and 
customer. In the hospitality industry, 
this needs to be from the Chief 
Executive down.  

The paper defined transformational 
leadership as: “Leaders’ approach 
that motivates employees to act 
according to the brand by 
appealing to their values and 
emotions. These leaders display 
the following behaviours: acting as 
a role model and authentically 
“living” the brand values, 
communicating brand identity to 
employee, and demonstrating 
personal pride in the brand” 

 

It isn’t just a case of speaking the 
brand identity either – management 
should “live” the brand identity or 
‘walk the talk’. The paper 
suggested that most of the 
motivation and drive that is shown 
to the staff at the frontline is in the 
non-verbal sphere of 
communication. The authors said 
that this can be done in three ways: 

- Demonstrating commitment 

- Living brand values 

- Exercising trust in the 
employees.  

 

This means there needs to be 
congruence between what the 
senior management say and do.  

Not just the hospitality industry 

The paper looked at the hospitality 
industry as an area where the 
interface between staff and 
customers has one of the greatest 
effects on profitability. However this 
also applies to any organisation 
that has customer facing staff, for 
example the retail sector, any 
dedicated customer service team 
such as a call centre, as well as 
transport such as airlines and 
ferries – most of the service sector 
in short. In these sectors the staff 
on the ground are generally paid 
quite poorly by comparison to the 
leadership and yet they are the 
face (and the basis of the 
customers’ perceptions) of the 
organisation.  

One example of the high profile, 
motivated brand leader is Richard 
Branson of the Virgin Group. 
Though no longer Chief Executive 
of Virgin Airways he is very much 
the face of the airline, and the 
person everyone associates with 
the brand. He lives and breathes 
the ethos of the brand and helps 
drive the airline with this brand 
identity.  

Reference 

Terglav, K et al, (2016) Internal 
branding process: Exploring the 
role of mediators in top 
management’s leadership–
commitment  relationship. 
International journal of hospitality 
management 
http://www.sciencedirect.com/scien
ce/article/pii/S0278431915001917 
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Organisational change: building support across 
different stakeholders 
 

Research published this month by 
researchers from Louisiana State 
University, and Colorado State 
University in the US shows how it is 
possible to achieve goals at an 
organisational level by a process 
called ‘frame decoupling’. 

Framing 

When people are putting 
arguments forward for an idea or to 
promote an action they tend to 
‘frame’ the argument by simplifying 
reality and developing a set of 
mental representations and 
interpretations about the issue. 
Usually this is done through story 
and anecdote telling and 
stereotyping activities that simplify 
complex concepts. 

 

For example, this has been used 
where social movements have 
attempted to get their views 
accepted by the wider population. 
The environmentalist movement is 
classic in this regard. The position 
taken by environmentalists has 
long been that the current period of 
global warming has been heavily 
influenced by mankind, with 
representations like ‘saving the 
planet’ for instance. This has met 
opposition from some quarters – 
you just need to hear Jeremy 

Clarkson refer to ‘ecomentalists’ 
(another frame) for example.  

In effect a frame is a mental 
template that individuals impose on 
information to give it form and 
meaning.  

 

This research paper looked at how 
frames are used during 
organisational change and what 
effect they have.   

Previous research has shown how 
leaders’ cognitive frames are 
formed and how these frames are 
negotiated in internal political 
processes to become the collective 
frame of the organisation.  

Framing contests 

However, research in 2008 found 
that a variety of frames usually 
abound in organisations, 
particularly in times of change.  
These arise from the range of 
stakeholders in and outside the 
organisation who end up in what 
are termed ‘framing contests’ as 
the stakeholders attempt to make 
their frames dominant. 

Stakeholders tend to chain frames 
together to form an explanatory 
narrative over time. This leaves 
people in the organisation trying to 



workout which ‘frame’ or rhetoric to 
adopt.  

Much of the literature up until now 
has focussed on how leaders do 
two things during times of change: 

1. Make sense of the situation 
themselves (sense-making) 
and then 

2. Construct frames in order to 
influence the sense-making 
of others (sense-giving). 

 

This is done through four 
processes: 

1. Frame-bridging which 
means connecting frames to 
sets of beliefs or ideology to 
make the frame more 
attractive to those with 
similar beliefs. 

2. Frame-amplification which 
involves identifying and 
highlighting particular issues 
or values as having more 
importance over others.  

3. Frame-extension which is a 
process of expanding a 
problem or the solution to a 
problem to fit within the 
concerns of the people you 
are trying to influence, to 
make it more relevant to 
them. 

4. Frame-transformation which 
is a process of changing 
pre-existing frames to suit 
the needs of the sense 
giver.  

 

Inside organisations, leaders often 
use coercion in order to get people 
to accept their frames of the 
situation. 

 

 

Resistance? 

Using a series of real life case 
studies the authors realised that 
anyone who sets up and provides 
frames that are not the same as the 
leadership’s frames will frequently 
be seen as resistors to change, 
even though they are in fact just 
contributing ideas and innovations 
to the situation.  

This frequent frame contestation 
came from different stakeholders 
using and focussing on different 
frames. When analysed, the 
researchers found that often the 
frames were not in actual fact in 
competition with each other. Rather 
the methods used for frame-
bridging, amplification, extension or 
transformation were different, as 
opposed to the actual direction of 
the arguments.  

Focus 

The researchers found that people 
tend to focus on the frames rather 
than the direction of the arguments.  

For example if one stakeholder 
used a frame about environmental 
issues that was not used by 
another stakeholder there was an 
automatic assumption that the 
arguments were in conflict. In this 
way certain phrases or words can 
end up becoming totems for the 
frames and then become sticking 
points. So labelling something as 
‘green’ can bring along with it a 
whole set of expectations about 
socialist leanings for example that 
are being read into what that frame 
stands for. 

Chains of frames 

In effect people chain frames into 
larger collectives of meaning or 
ideology which ‘taint’ the original 



frames. You can see this 
happening in politics where trigger 
words or phrases become icons for 
entire sets of frames whether or not 
the individual frames are actually 
challenging the other perspective. 

 

The researchers realised that 
frame decoupling or separating and 
delineating frames in organisational 
contexts can often have the effect 
of reducing framing contests. The 
researchers define frame 
decoupling as “process of 
identifying how stakeholders 
cognitively couple existing frames, 
then separating and identifying 
each frame as its own 
organizational concern.” 

In this way the individual ideas and 
frames can be re-examined and re-
aligned in the organisation to 
reduce frame conflicts. This means 

breaking down chains of frames 
and decoupling them from their 
ideological or political meaning and 
then examining what the original 
frame’s intent is. This they found 
reduces conflict and the perception 
of frame conflict and increases 
understanding, particularly in 
change situations. It also reduces 
the perception of resistance to 
change and helps with a negotiated 
set of conclusions where the 
different range concerns of 
stakeholders can be addressed 
without many of the assumptions 
as to what has priority.  
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Can knowledge management really change 
organisational culture? 
 

The old saying, knowledge is 
power, has been shown to have 
real effect when looking at 
organisations. Research just 
published in the Journal of 
Knowledge Management shows 
that the discipline of knowledge 
management (KM) can help to 
bring about changes in 
organisational culture.  

 

Principles of knowledge 
management 

People often perceive that 
knowledge management in 
organisations has to occur through 
complex and expensive software. 
Whilst this can be the case, there 
are many other ways of developing 
a knowledge management 
programme. All knowledge 
management is a structured 
approach to capturing, developing, 
sharing and effectively using 
organisational knowledge and 
practice. 

Knowledge management 
examples 

Examples include  

 

• Knowledge Sharing 
(fostering a culture that 
encourages the sharing of 
information, based on the 
concept that knowledge is 
not irrevocable and should 
be shared and updated to 
remain relevant) 

• Storytelling (as a means of 
transferring tacit knowledge) 

• Debriefing 
• After event reviews 
• Communities of practice 
• Expert directories (to enable 

knowledge seeker to reach 
to the experts) 

• Knowledge fairs 
• Work practice poster 

sessions 
• Wikis 
• Blogs etc.  

     

The research in question was an 
eight-year longitudinal study that 
followed three organisations based 
in the UK but with offices abroad. 
The authors note that there is no 
‘magic bullet solution’ to 
organisational change. They do 
point out that this research follows 
a number of similar studies in a 
number of sectors that show it is 
possible to promote culture change 
using knowledge management 
programmes.  

6 key findings 

The six key findings from the study 
are: 

1. Leaders can use knowledge 
management programmes and 
tools to promote a specific culture 
change, but this requires 



persistence, as well as the use of a 
wide variety of tools and 
approaches, backed by a clear and 
sustained vision and rationale. 

2. It is important to promote 
knowledge management and 
support the people who have the 
right attitudes and aptitude to act 
as champions across the 
organisation. This helps to enhance 
local adoption of knowledge 
management as a tool.. 

3. Technology seduction (popular 
software tools) can support culture 
adaptation but the researchers 
found this approach will not work in 
isolation. Software and technology 
based methods must be 
accompanied by training and the 
promotion of related activity to 
ensure that people can absorb the 
new behaviours into everyday work 
practices. 

4. One problem is that knowledge 
management programmes on their 
own often promote  simplistic 
notions of culture change. It is 
important to remove barriers to 
improved performance and think 
about how to change long-term 
assumptions, approaches and 
norms. Knowledge management on 
its own rarely does this. 

5. If the organisational culture is 
identified as needing to be changed, 
an assessment of what those 
cultural aspects are that need 
change is important, as is an 
understanding  of why it is no 
longer appropriate. This can be 
part of the knowledge management 
programme. 

6. The use of short-term activities 
and exhortation to alter deep-
seated values and assumptions 
does not work and is often counter-

productive. 

Conclusions 

 

The research essentially says that 
where the culture is open to new 
ways of working, knowledge 
management can facilitate change. 
One of the biggest obstacles is 
where management opposes it to 
retain power in their fiefdoms. This 
is where the authors felt that “The 
rhetoric was stronger than the 
practical support for the knowledge 
management teams, when 
structural change was required.” As 
such, where knowledge 
management is seen as a threat, 
management will oppose that 
change and it will not occur.  

Again this highlights the strategic 
role of management in any change 
event. 

 

Change is necessary in order for 
any organisation to adapt to the 
environment around it. Any 
knowledge management 
programme should include 
substantive elements whereby 



people are required to identify and 
understand the environment within 
which the organisation works. This 
will help to ensure that the 
organisation changes to suit the 
new environment as opposed to 
change and hope for the best. 
Knowledge management can thus 
be responsive to the world outside 
and to that extent knowledge 
management gives any 
organisation the ability to respond 
to outside factors. No person is an 
island – nor can an organisation 
work in isolation! 
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12 Years and they still haven’t merged! Conflicting 
subcultures in mergers and acquisitions 
 

A longitudinal study just published 
in the British Journal of 
Management looked at how a 
‘radical’ internet company was 
absorbed culturally into a 
‘bureaucratic’ telecommunications 
business in The Netherlands. That 
the process took 12 years to 
complete at a cultural level shows 
just how hard it is to absorb a 
smaller organisation with a 
completely different outlook into 
another (parent) company. The job 
isn’t over once a merger or 
acquisition is paid for and signed.  

Contrasting cultural identities 

 

The contrasting cultural identities of 
iPioneer, the innovative Internet 
company, and the parent company, 
Telecom, caused cultural fit 
problems for over 12 years after 
the acquisition. iPioneer was a 
business where creativity and 
thinking out of the box was the 
norm and where the eccentricities 
of the staff helped make the 
company a go-getting, radical 
business that strove for brilliance. 
Equally, the established 
bureaucratic and very large 
Telecom had its ways and means 
of going about business that 
clashed considerably with the 
radicals at iPioneer. Where staff at 
the smaller company may have 
been used to a fast decision 

making process from vision to 
completion of a project, they found 
it really frustrating to navigate the 
slower and more political 
processes involved to get the same 
things done as part of a large 
bureaucracy.  

In order to merge with the larger 
company at a cultural level, staff at 
the smaller went through a process 
of ‘revitalisation’ that is defined by 
the authors as, “employees actively 
recreate and re-form a (sub)culture 
by resynthesizing elements of their 
cultural framework with those 
needed to adapt to the domestic 
M&A process.” In short, in order to 
adapt to the new cultural 
framework, staff at the smaller 
company had to create a sub-
culture to survive in their new 
environment. In effect they re-
forged their identity so that they 
could work within the new cultural 
framework whilst still retaining a 
sense of their own identity and 
values.  

Implications for other 
acquisitions 

One of the ways large businesses 
access new markets or broaden 
their reach is through acquisitions. 
For example Royal Mail, with a 
turnover in excess of £4bn a year, 
has been carrying out a series of 
acquisitions to help it gain a 
stronger footing in the e-commerce 
market and will be facing very 
similar headaches at a cultural 
level to those that Telecom face, as 
the former government business 
meets the young, vibrant and highly 
creative cultures of the up and 
coming e-commerce software 



companies. Other larger 
companies are making similar 
acquisitions to access new market 
segments.  

The authors of the study said of the 
iPioneer / Telecom merger, that “In 
a revitalization strategy, employees 
seek to restore the cultural values 
of the past and eliminate cultural 
elements that do not ‘fit’. Therefore, 
revitalization is much more than 
resistance”. In morphing their own 
culture to that of the bureaucracy 
they are trying to retain the parts 
that enable their creativity to 
flourish while eliminating the 
elements that noticeably clash with 
the new parent company. Direct 
and overt resistance to the culture 
of the new parent company is 
usually rare in such cases and in 
this case would have made an 
already very long process far, far 
longer and harder to achieve.  

These cultural fit issues need 
addressing overtly in order for the 
partners in an acquisition to get 
past the process of change and 
into what the parent company 

envisaged for the acquisition – 
tapping into the attributes which 
first attracted the parent company 
in the first place.  
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Culture change and organisational cultural identity 
 
A really interesting paper has just 
been published in the European 
Management Journal looking at 
culture in organisations and the 
implications for culture change and 
management in organisations.  
 
New understanding about 
culture 
In the last few years our 
understanding of culture and how 
we take on cultural attributes has 
shifted away from the idea that 
culture is a homogenous solid 
entity to the understanding that:  
 

• Cultures are dynamic, ever 
changing entities  

• Cultures don’t exist nor can 
be defined on their own. All 
cultures are in fact made up 
of a mosaic of different sets 
of behaviours, thinking and 
beliefs from a wide range of 
sources.  

• Individuals navigate the 
range of cultures they 
encounter and learn to 'fit in’. 
So for example our family 
will have a culture that most 
likely is very different from 
the culture at work or from a 
social group.  

• From an individual’s 
perspective cultures are 
made up of identifiable 
layers or tiles which are 
shared or not shared 
between the various cultures 
they encounter on a daily 
basis. 

 
Mosaic Theory 
 

 
 
This understanding is called the 
Mosaic Theory. The clear 
multicultural example the authors of 
the paper give is:  
 
"Nadia, an Iranian businesswoman, 
is negotiating with a prospective 
alliance partner from Germany. 
When she enters the room her 
counterpart, Peter, extends his 
hand for her to shake as a first 
gesture of goodwill. Nadia hesitates 
but takes his hand briefly. While 
Peter is impressed by her apparent 
cultural openness, her Iranian 
colleagues are shocked, seeing as 
it is neither customary nor 
appropriate for Iranian women to 
touch unfamiliar men. But Nadia 
has studied in the United States, 
and worked with European firms 
throughout her career. She has 
learned to switch among styles of 
working when necessary."  
 



However even non-multicultural 
culture shifting takes place for most 
of us on a daily basis as we move 
from one culture to another, from 
home to work for example. We 
navigate these multiple cultures by 
bringing or sliding in a different 
selection of learnt cultural tiles in 
order to be able to operate in the 
various cultures we live with.   
 
Organisational culture 
 
The researchers, from the 
University of Durham in the UK and 
the Jacobs University Bremen, 
Germany wanted to understand 
how these mosaics and tiles 
worked, particularly in 
organisational settings.  
 
What they found was that tiles from 
different cultural background 
settings tend to have different 
weighting or a hierarchy of 
importance in different settings.  
 
Findings 
 
The researchers found that in an 
organisational setting most people 
take their cultural cues for 
behaviour and beliefs from the 
following areas of their life, in order:  
1. The culture of the organisation 
2. The culture of their profession 
3. Experience (Age) 
4. Their family values 
5. Their nationality and ethnicity 

equally 
6. Whether they come from an 

urban or rural area, so rural 
or urban cultural values 

7. Hobbies 
8. Religion 
 
This however differs considerably 
from their non-work lives. The 
influence of the differing cultural 
values looks more like this:  
 
1. Family values 
2. Their nationality 
3. Rural v urban cultural values 
4. Ethnicity 
5. Their age / experience 
6. Hobbies and pastimes 
7. The organisation they work for 
8. Their profession 
9. Religion 

10. Political affiliation, which did not 
appear in the organisational 
cultural ranking. 

 
Conclusions 
 
There are a few things to note from 
this.  
 
The first thing is just how situational 
our behaviour and thinking can be. 
That we can behave in very 
different ways in different situations 
based on the culture. 
 
Secondly this study shows just how 
much of a cultural shift people are 
making at work. This explains why 
people can behave so very 
differently in a work environment to 
how they would otherwise.  
 
Thirdly,  just how dominant the 
organisational culture is at work 
and the impact it has on our 
thinking and behaviour. This 



weighting of the organisational 
culture and the professional culture 
together accounts for almost 
⅔ (61.33%) of all of the possible 
cultural influences on behaviour at 
work.  
 

 
 
These finding show that many 
people are able to switch from one 
cultural setting to another and 
change their behaviours more or 
less to fit in with the operating 
culture of the moment. Also that 
variations in behaviour and thinking 
within organisations can be 
explained by membership of 
external cultures. Interestingly, this 
shows that just over one third of 
people are less influenced by the 
predominant organisational culture 
for their behavioural cues than say 
family or national cultural 
background.   
 
Implications for culture change  
 
Given the ability of people to switch 
to fit the predominant 

organisational culture, any thoughts 
that a poor organisational culture 
will fix itself, doesn’t look very likely. 
Just running workshops on culture 
to raise awareness is unlikely to 
make much difference for example. 
Culture changes through 
behaviour.   
Incremental culture change is hard. 
As noted here, culture is about 
behaviour. The leaders really need 
to start and lead any culture 
change initiative, but it’s not what 
they say it’s what they do that will 
make the difference.   
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Making evidence-based practice work: Two solutions 
 
Many professions have moved 
towards evidence-based practice 
over the years. The real pioneers 
here have been the various 
medical and health services around 
the world, but as a concept it is 
being increasingly used in just 
about every industry in the world to 
some extent. Indeed The Oxford 
Review has at its heart the support 
of evidence based practice by 
providing the current thinking, 
research and best practice across 
all industries for better 
organisational practice and 
decision-making.  
 
What is evidence-based 
practice? 
 

 
 
Evidence based practice is 
the  “Conscientious, conscious and 
judicious use of current best 
evidence in making decisions”. In 
other words using the best and 
latest evidence from systematic 
and valid research integrated with 
experience from practice. This 
means that practitioners are up-to-
date with and use the latest 
research evidence and practice 
from around the world to make 
better decisions and implement 

better solutions.  This sentence is 
too long! 
 
New research 
A paper just released yesterday by 
a team of practitioners and 
researchers from a series of 
universities in Norway and Canada, 
including the Centre for Evidence-
Based Practice at Bergen 
University College in Norway, 
reports on a study they conducted 
looking at a wide range of 
strategies for the implementation 
of evidence based practice to see 
what are the critical factors for 
success.  
 
The key challenges 
The researchers identified a series 
of core or key challenges for 
anyone who wants to implement 
and make a success of evidence 
based practice:  
 

• The first and main key 
challenge they identified was 
creating an interest in 
evidence-based practice in 
the organisation. This 
usually happens when 
people realise there is good 
evidence out there to help 
them make better decisions 
and then experience the 
benefit of this.   

• The second issue is 
developing a practical and 
working understanding of 



how to go about evidence 
based practice. This is often 
a training then coaching 
then mentoring exercise. 
The TCM (Train, Coach, 
then Mentor) approach 
works for many issues and 
really helps to embed 
practice. 

• The third challenge is 
supporting evidence-based 
practice on an ongoing basis. 

 
Solutions 
 
The researchers discovered that 
there are two primary pre-requisites 
for successful implementation 
of evidence-based practice:  
 
The first is management 
involvement in the whole process. 
This is in line with a whole slew of 
studies highlighting the key role 
middle managers play in innovation 
and change in organisations. 
Where organisations have failed 
(Kodak, Polaroid, Nokia, etc.) time 
and time again it has been shown 
that the perspective and lack of 
agility and ability of the middle 
managers have been central to the 
failure. Aligned managers, 
particularly middle managers hold 
the key to successful 
implementation.  
 
Secondly, the researchers found 
that providing access to relevant 
and understandable evidence 
(research) about practice and 
findings that inform decisions was a 
major pre-requisite for success. 

 
This second issue of 
providing relevant and 
understandable evidence is easier 
in clinical situations where practice, 
in hospitals and healthcare for 
example, is usually closely 
associated with universities and 
academics. Outside of this it is 
important to find a reliable source 
that makes the latest thinking and 
research accessible and practically 
relevant.   
 
The Oxford Review is an example 
of one of those sources of reliable, 
up-to-date, relevant, actionable and 
understandable evidence for 
consultants, coaches, leaders, 
managers, L&D, OD and HR 
practitioners. Indeed The Oxford 
Review is aimed at just this -
enhancing evidence based 
practice; the foundation of every 
professionals work.   
 
References 
 
Aasekjær, K., Waehle, H. V., 
Ciliska, D., Nordtvedt, M. W., & 
Hjälmhult, E. (2016). Management 
Involvement—A Decisive Condition 
When Implementing Evidence‐
Based Practice. Worldviews on 
Evidence‐Based Nursing.  
Link to paper: 
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10
.1111/wvn.12141/abstract?system
Message=Wiley+Online+Library+wi
ll+be+unavailable+on+Saturday+27
th+February+from+09%3A00-
14%3A00+GMT+%2F+04%3A00-



09%3A00+EST+%2F+17%3A00-
22%3A00+SGT+for+essential+mai
ntenance.++Apologies+for+the+inc
onvenience.&userIsAuthenticated=f
alse&deniedAccessCustomisedMe
ssage= 
 
 

Sackett, D. L., Rosenberg, W. M., 
Gray, J. A., Haynes, R. B., & 
Richardson, W. S. (1996). 
Evidence based medicine: what it 
is and what it isn't. BMJ: British 
Medical Journal, 312(7023), 71.  
  



 

 

 

 

 

Leadership and management 
development and coaching like no 

other 

 
Discover what these organisations rely on: 

  

	

Email: inspire@centre.org 

Call: 020 8938 3590 

Web: www.centrei.org 



Organisational responses to dilemmas in 
emergencies 
 

An interesting and useful large-scale research study examining how the 
emergency services cope with difficult incidents in Europe has just been 
published by researchers from Central Michigan University and the University 
of Illinois. The study is particularly interesting because it looks at the 
organisational responses to dilemmas, rather than the individual responses on 
the ground. 

Dilemmas 

Part of the dilemma organisations face with difficult and complex situations 
that require a novel response is that they have to bring together different 
elements of the organisation that each have different perspectives, cultures 
and aims. Additionally, to make the situation more complex they also often 
have to work with outside agencies, professionals and others to solve these 
new and difficult situations. This doesn’t just apply to the emergency services, 
a lot of the organisations I work for also often have to combine with and 
collaborate with departments and outsiders like consultants and clients in 
order to solve the more intractable problems and dilemmas.  

Multi-agency / multi-departmental 

Once this form of ‘multi-agency’ approach is needed to solve a problem a 
secondary set of issues arises such as competing or conflicting goals, 
demands and perspectives. Even just inside an organisation the cross-
organisational differences of perception and response to situations create 
tensions, paradoxes and secondary order dilemmas. 

 

This study looked at how organisations deal with these secondary order 
tensions, paradoxes and dilemmas created by the need to respond to the 
original, more complex and pressing situations they are trying to solve. These 
types of situations are rife in the emergency services, especially when dealing 
with problems that one service on their own can’t solve. An example would be 
abuse cases where a range of agencies like social services, housing, charities, 
police, medical services etc. all need to have a unified response.  



6 ways organisations deal with dilemmas 

It has previously been found that there are six main ways organisations deal 
with these secondary order tensions, paradoxes and dilemmas: 

 

1. Denial, the organisation just doesn't recognise or see the secondary 
order tensions, paradoxes and dilemmas and operates as if they don't 
exist. 

2. Cosmetic responses. This is where organisations take action that 
appears to deal with them, but don’t. For example where they hold a 
meeting with all the concerned departments and agencies to talk about 
and agree a set of actions to deal with the issues, without executing the 
actions required.  

3. Selection. This is where the organisation selects which secondary 
order tensions, paradoxes and dilemmas to deal with and either 
ignores those that are just too hard  to deal with or those that they 
haven’t got a ready solution to.  

4. Alternation. This is where the organisation flops from dealing with one 
issue or pole of a dilemma to another, but doesn't actually deal with 
them together. In effect the organisation keeps switching its focus and 
swinging between the issues without seeing them as a whole picture. 
As a result they often fail to see the connections between issues. 

5. Segmentation. This is where different departments or units are dealing 
with and trying to solve different secondary order tensions, paradoxes 
and dilemmas without coordination. 

6. Transcendence. The authors note that this occurs when “when 
organizations openly acknowledge the dilemma and tensions 
confronting them, accept it as a paradox, and attempt to work out 
creative responses. Organizations adopting this approach would 
emphasize continuous vigilance, adaptability, learning, creativity, 
improvisation, and “going with the flow.” These organizations would 
have flexible structures, communication-intensive processes, and 
experimental approaches to problem solving.” 

 

Usually, because transcendence responses require constant and consistent 
vigilance and management, they are always in danger of degenerating into 

one of the other types of responses. 

Additionally because denial, selection 
and cosmetic responses appear to be 
the least costly, especially in terms of 
effort, creativity and time, they are the 
most frequent responses in most 
organisations. However, as previous 
research has shown, these three 
strategies lie at the heart of the failure of 
most complex inter-agency/inter-
departmental responses.  



 

This table shows the properties of each response type: 

 

 

Transcendence responses appear to be the most costly initially because it 
necessitates co-operative problem solving and consensus building, which 
takes time and high levels of engagement.  

Press and balance 

The researchers found that there are two primary issues organisations face in 
such situations. Press and balance: 

1. Press. This is the pressure or level of urgency the secondary order 
tensions, paradoxes and dilemmas places on the organisation to 
respond. 

2. Balance. This is how equal or not the various secondary order tensions, 
paradoxes and dilemmas are. If one is more prominent or pressing it 
can draw the response at the expense of the other issues.   

 

What the researchers found was that different levels of press and balance 
tended to result in different types of response: 

 

 

The study looked at the response of the emergency services, police, fire, 
medical, hospitals, military, government and other agencies and charities to 
complex situations that required multi-agency solutions to see how they fared.  

 



What they discovered was that the emergency service infrastructures are 
actually pretty good at designing transcendence responses to these situations. 
Indeed over 40% of these services’ initial response to such situations is a 
transcendence response. Selection, segmentation and alternation type 
responses account for about 50% of the responses to complex situations and 
a small number of responses were denial (2.26%) and cosmetic (4.84%). 

How does your organisation compare to this? 

The researchers found that transcendence responses in organisations were 
significantly more likely when both press and balance were high. Where there 
was a combination of less press or less balance organisations appear to find 
this more ambiguous and, as a consequence, were much more likely to 
formulate an answer to these secondary order tensions, paradoxes and 
dilemmas with a less than ideal strategic response. 
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Why most business strategies fail - eventually 
 

A paper just published by 
colleagues at the Saïd Business 
School at the University of Oxford 
argues that business planning by 
organisations needs to involve 
‘scenario research’. Scenario 
research involves looking at how 
the business would benefit or fail 
from a range situations.  

Turbulent times 

 

One of the exciting things about 
business is that it can be a 
rollercoaster as the organisation 
adapts to new situations and as a 
unit, stands and falls according to 
decisions made at different times. 
There will be quieter times, 
perhaps as the business grows 
steadily in a good economy – but 
there will also be difficult and 
turbulent times according to the 
vagaries of one’s market and 
environment. There are always ups 
and downs in business. Planning 
and working out a response for the 
range of circumstances is important 
for business continuity.  

Despite the UK national economy 
as a whole showing steady growth 
at present, things are tough for high 
street retailers that don’t have a 
good internet retail presence for 
example. Those high street 
retailers who haven’t developed a 
strong web presence are seeing 

footfall through their shops 
plummet as more customers elect 
to shop online rather than take time 
out to go shopping. Current growth 
for the UK high street remains flat 
at between 0-1% annually, with 
many businesses losing out 
altogether – you just need to see 
the boarded up shop-fronts in your 
home town to see this first hand. 

For a well managed online only 
retailer they could be seeing an 
average growth of 11% - the speed 
e-commerce is growing in the UK 
at present. Even those undergoing 
massive growth will, like the high 
street retailer, experience turbulent 
times, partially because they need 
to meet demand without 
overcooking it and being left with 
over stock issues or poor feedback 
for not meeting demand and the 
fact that everything is temporary. 
So today’s growth in internet sales 
may not always be there. There are 
always threats and disrupters 
lurking in the shadows. 

Scenario planning needs to be a 
normal part of day-to-day strategic 
planning.  

To quote the paper “The 
authors propose that scenario 
research …  should not be one-
off exceptions but examples of 
strategy in practice which 
turbulent times could well make 
more common.” 
 

What is scenario research? 

As the name suggests, it is about 
planning by working through a 
range of different scenarios likely to 
face the organisation and to assess 
what may come up. In the case of 



the online only retailer seeing a 
surge in demand, this would be to 
ask what would happen, for 
example, if a container of goods 
are a week late from China or is 
destroyed? In working out how to 
tackle these scenarios one can 
face the eventualities when it does 
occur, or make allowances in 
advance with greater confidence 
and not trying to make decisions 
whilst emotions are high. 

 

A live example is that of Argos who 
clearly didn’t run scenarios of the 
likely effects of e-commerce and 
competitors like Amazon on their 
business. 

This is “an approach to research 
that is substantially rational in the 
sense that its practitioners develop 
a capacity to observe and question 
what they are doing and to take 

responsibility for making intelligent 
choices about the means they 
adopt and the ends these serve… 
and actively examine the choices 
that are open … with active 
anticipation of the consequences of 
such engagement.” 

 

In being able to plan ahead 
through real world scenarios the 
organisation’s strategist will better 
be able to meet the real world 
situations as they emerge without 
having to plan and act on the hoof. 
This adds confidence within the 
organisation and externally to 
shareholders and other 
stakeholders. 
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Book reviews 

Work Rules by Laszlo Bock 
 

Laszlo Bock is the head of 
Google’s People Operations 
or what is known as Human 
Resources in most other 
organisations. Work Rules: 
Insights from inside Google 
that will transform how you 
live and lead.  
The book is really a collection 
of personal insights and 
comments on the way 
Google thinks about its entire 
HR process from selection, 
recruitment, reward and 
compensation, training, 
development, leadership and 
management. The book has 
thought provoking content 
for anyone with interest in 
any of these areas of 

organisational operations or development.  
I know many people in other organisations say things like “It’s all 
very well for Google, but in the real world…” however I do think 
there are lessons we can all take from one of the top two most 
profitable/valuable companies on the globe today. Unfortunately 
people often close their mind before even attempting to try new 
things.  
The book has 14 chapters each making a point about what he 
sees as the ‘rules’ of work in the modern day. One of the useful 
things about this book, apart from its breadth, is the fact that 
Bock talks about mistakes and failure as part of the process of 
growing. Many people and organisations are afraid of failure and 
mistakes and as a result are unwilling to try new stuff “in case it 
doesn’t work”. Bock shares a number of Google’s failures and 
mistakes and invites you in to see the workings of a ‘have a go’ 
culture.  
Part of the drive of Google is to create as much of a ‘high freedom’ 



environment as possible. One of the things you really get a sense 
for in the book is the central importance Google places on getting 
the right people in. Not just the right people for the job (skills, 
experience etc.) but critically the right people for the culture they 
are continually developing (attitude, beliefs, behaviour etc). Many 
organisations have no cultural goals and so just recruit and 
develop people for the job and fail to think about what culture 
they want and how to get it.  
There are lots of real life examples and anecdotes from both 
inside Google and from other organisations. One of the things I 
found, reading this book is that you really get a feeling for the 
diversity of people who work in Google. Given that they employ 
over 50,000 people that’s no mean feat.   
 
Some of the rules or lessons include:  
• Give work meaning. As Bock comments “everyone wants their 

work to have purpose.” 
• Trust your people. You employed them for a purpose, let them 

get on and fulfil that purpose. 
• Only hire people who are better than you.  
• Pay unfairly. 80% of the value usually comes from the top 10% 

of performers. Pay them accordingly. 
• Learn from failure and mistakes rather than trying to make sure 

it doesn’t happen again. 
• Help people to be better. 
 
Bock goes into some detail about their performance management 
systems. At times this was way too much detail for me, but it 
might be just right for you.   
 
If there is one book you read this month make it this. There are 
lessons here for everyone who has anything to do with 
organisational development, HR and management and leadership. 
Some of it may challenge your beliefs. You just have to remember 
this isn’t theory. This stuff works in practice. Google is the living 
proof of that. And how!  
 
The book is available via kindle, hardcopy and audible. There is a 
direct link to Work Rules on the website http://oxford-
review.com/book-reviews.  
 



 
 
	

 


