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Editorial: Welcome to issue one 
Welcome to the inaugural edition of the Oxford Review. I hope you enjoy this 
edition but most importantly I hope that you find it interesting and useful in 
your professional life.  

2016 

2016 has got off to a research bang with thousands of paper being published 
in this month. Many I suspect to get the (2016) publication label! We have 
chosen 10 of the best papers for the review and as a subscriber you will be 
getting a series of other studies direct via email throughout the coming month. 

In this issue 

We have chosen some particularly interesting studies for you this month. 
Each of which has been specifically chosen to be thought-provoking and 
useful.  

The articles range from a very useful and thought provoking study of the 
Zappos success story, the online shoe shop that went from 0 - $1.2bn in 10 
years! The findings from this study have mirrored others on the success of 
Google for example. There are some very powerful messages to be learned 
from this case study for all organisations. In particular the step-by-step 
approach to developing culture.  

One of the problems many organisations have when they think about culture 
is that they talk about performance without thinking about what will inspire 
ever-increasing levels of performance. What I term ‘strive and drive’.  

Interestingly next month I will be reviewing a book by one of the Google Vice-
Presidents which has many parallels with this study. Zappos and Google have 
similar ideas about the development of a performance culture. Ideas we can 
all learn from. 

Reading through this month’s articles there are tendrils of underlying thinking 
about how to treat employees, how to inspire great performance and increase 
core attributes like adaptability and creativity.    

An idea – or two  

If you have anything you would like to see in the review please let me know 
personally. My direct email is david.wilkinson@oxford-review.com and I will 
see what we can do. We have already had a number of requests all of which 
we have already been able to accommodate.  

Also if you know anyone who you think would benefit from getting the review 
please let them know about us and then me know. If someone you know 
subscribes, I will load an extra month on to your subscription – free! Sign up 
12 people and the next years worth of research intelligence is on me and I’ll 
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throw in the audio version of the review as well, so you can listen to the latest 
research from your phone or ipod etc. whilst out walking (my favourite time to 
listen to books), driving, jogging or commuting.  

Have a productive and enjoyable month. The next review will be published on 
the 20th February. 

Best wishes and I hope your 2016 is rewarding. 

 
 

 

Dr. David Wilkinson 

Editor-in-chief 

Oxford  
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The connections between organisational 
culture, leadership style, organisational 
learning and innovation capability
An interesting and fairly large-
scale study has just been 
published in the Chinese 
Language Journal of Quality 
that conducts a form of factor 
analysis called Structural 
Equation Modelling (SEM) on 
data from 398 organisations.  

 

The study looked at the level 
of influence the following 
factors have on each other: 

• Organisational culture  

• Leadership style and  

• Organisational learning, 

and how they affect innovation 
capability and performance 
within organisations. 

Findings 

The study found that: 

The culture of an organisation 
significantly impacts on and 
predicts its performance.  

The culture of an organisation 
has a positive impact on 
performance when it promotes 
and rewards innovation and 
creativity. 

Leadership style has no direct 
impact on an organisation’s 
innovation capability. 

There is a significant link 
between the ability of the 
organisation to learn and 
unlearn (reversal learning) 
and its performance. 

That the link between an 
organisation’s ability to learn 
and unlearn and the 
performance of the 
organisation is strongly 
associated with its innovation 
capability. 

Close connections 

In effect what this study is 
showing are the close 
connections between having a 
learning culture, a concern 
with creativity and innovation 
capability and the 
performance of the 
organisation. This is strongly 
suggesting that efforts to 
promote and develop a 
learning (and unlearning) 
culture and develop 
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innovation capability will 
enhance the performance of 
the organisation.  

Learning cultures 

So what are we talking about 
by a learning culture and 
innovation capability? 

A learning culture is one 
where there is an alignment 
between the organisation’s 
values (both the espoused 
values and the values in 
action), its conventions, 
processes, systems and 
practices that genuinely aspire 
to increase its own current 
knowledge, ability and 
performance. This means that 
it is adapting to change 
through learning and has the 
ability to recognise and shift 
knowledge and practice that is 
no longer relevant (reversal 
learning or unlearning).  

Innovation 

Papers published in the 
Journal of Technology 
Management and Innovation 
in 2012 and the Journal of 
Economics, Finance, and 
Administrative Science in 
2013 argued that innovation 
within an organisation occurs 
in four different areas, all of 
which need to be addressed 
to develop an innovation 
culture: 

1. Technological 
development 

2. Operations innovation 

3. Management 
development and 
learning and what is 
known as  

4. Transaction capability.  

Transaction capability 

Transaction capability is 
defined as a range of abilities, 
processes, experiences, skills, 
knowledge and routines that 
the organisation uses to 
increase its efficiency and 
reduce waste. 

Going back a moment, people 
are often surprised that 
leadership style doesn’t 
predict outcome in studies like 
this. There are an increasing 
number of studies suggesting 
this, however when you look 
closely you often find, as in 
this study, that there are three 
issues.  

The first is that the studies are 
looking for a direct impact of 
the leadership style on 
something like organisational 
performance; they rarely look 
at indirect effects. A significant 
number of studies now show 
that there is no direct impact 
of leadership style. This does 
not take into account the 
actual decisions made. 

Leadership style 

The second issue is that 
rarely do organisations 
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encapsulate just one 
leadership style. Usually there 
are as many styles as there 
are departments so it is 
almost impossible to ascribe 
one style to the performance 
of an organisation, so it is not 
really surprising that no such 
correlations are discovered. 

Lastly leadership style is 
rarely fixed. People tend to 
lead in different ways in 
different situations where 
there aredifferent levels of 
stress and pressure, and 
levels of uncertainty for 
example. 

The main point of this paper, 
for me, is that a genuine 
learning culture and an 
emphasis on innovation is 
linked to enhanced 
organisational performance.  

Another unrelated paper just 
published (January 2016) 
found that there is a positive 
and strong correlation 
between having in a genuine 
learning culture and job 
satisfaction. 
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Developing organisational ambidexterity – 
the implications for HR, L&D and OD
One of the big themes 
emerging from the 
management and 
organisational development 
literature at the moment is that 
of organisational 
ambidexterity.  

How to do both 

A problem that has dogged 
many organisations is how to 
continue to exploit its existing 
capabilities whilst at the same 
time developing and exploring 
new ones. One of the most 
famous failures in this respect 
must be Kodak who invented 
the digital camera and yet this 
technology was the very thing 
that brought Kodak down.  

 

Organisational ambidexterity 
refers to the ability to be able 
to do both things successfully 
at the same time, continue to 
successfully exploit and 
develop its existing products 

and capabilities whilst at the 
same time changing, adapting 
to new market conditions and 
developing new products and 
capabilities some of which 
may take the organisation in a 
completely new direction. 

Over the last 15 to 20 years 
there has been a growing 
body of research, thinking and 
literature on how to create 
successful ambidexterity. In a 
paper just published in the 
journal Human Resource 
Management, a team of 
researchers has carried out a 
very useful review of the 
research and literature to date. 
The interesting thing about 
this paper is that it focuses on 
the contribution and  role that 
human resources and 
organisational development 
functions has to play in the 
creation and maintenance of 
organisational ambidexterity. 

41 research studies 

The paper reviews 41 
empirical studies which relate 
specifically to this subject and 
the role that human resources 
and organisational 
development functions such 
as learning and development 
for example should be playing 
in the development and 
maintenance of the 
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organisational ambidexterity. 
The paper is both wide-
ranging and detailed. If you’re 
interested in this topic you can 
find a link to the full 28 page 
article in the references 
section. 

 

In particular the paper focuses 
on the following areas in the 
organisational ambidexterity 
literature: 

1. Employee 
characteristics 

2. Leader characteristics 

3. Organisational structure 

4. Culture 

5. Social relationships and 

6. Organisational 
environment 

 

and makes recommendations 
specifically for human 
resources and organisational 
development functions. 

 

 

 

Employee characteristics 

The first area of focus is how 
employee characteristics 
influence organisational 
ambidexterity. 

The first finding was that 
employees with backgrounds 
in topics like finance and 
accounting are less willing, 
generally, then employees 
working in areas such as 
marketing and human 
resources to adapt to change. 

Another study discovered that 
employees who had spent 
less time in the organisation 
and the industry and had less 
senior positions tended to 
have outputs that were more 
in-line with the outcomes of 
ambidexterity than people 
who were more time served 
and more senior. However 
studies have also shown that 
experience in a specific task, 
as opposed to general time 
served did help with 
ambidextrous outcomes. 

It has also been found, some 
might think counter-intuitively, 
that employees who have a 
preference for an ‘away from’ 
orientation to the current 
situation within the 
organisation tended to have 
the biggest positive effect on 
the development of 
organisational ambidexterity. 

Not only that but, employees 
who make critical 
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comparisons of situations and 
states within the organisation, 
and have an ‘away from’ 
orientation have an even 
greater positive effect all 
organisational ambidexterity. 

One of the biggest employee 
characteristics, what is known 
as ‘learning goal orientation’, 
which is the willingness to 
acquire new thinking, new 
abilities and the capability to 
adjust rapidly to new 
situations is also strongly 
correlated with ambidextrous 
positive attributes. 

The problem with high 
performance individuals 

You may be amazed to 
discover that it has been 
found that employees who are 
oriented toward high-
performance often engage in 
activities that are counter-
productive when promoting 
organisational ambidexterity. 
The explanation for this is that 
these individuals tend to avoid 
new and challenging tasks in 
order to avoid potential failure 
and disruption of their 
productive and high 
performance stream. 

Additionally, employees who 
identify strongly with their 
team or enjoy the application 
of rules and procedures and 
following routines, or who 
favour the status quo also 
tend to have outcomes that 

are counter-productive for 
ambidexterity outcome s. 

Further, role stress, role 
conflict and role ambiguity is 
also strongly associated with 
a reduction in ambidexterity. 
This strongly suggests that 
individuals and teams who are 
more intolerant to uncertainty 
tend to reduce the level of 
ambidexterity of the 
organisation. 

The authors also comment 
about the positive role of 
employee emotional resilience 
on the development and 
maintenance of organisational 
ambidexterity. 

 

Clearly, the development of 
employees in the areas of:  

• learning orientation,  

• tolerance for ambiguity 
and uncertainty,  

• the development of 
critical thinking,  

• the ability to deal 
positively with mistakes 
and failure  
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• being able to 
disambiguate role stress 
and conflict, and,  

• the development of 
emotional resilience / 
emotion regulation  

are central human resource, 
and learning and development 
issues that can contribute 
greatly to the development of 
organisational ambidexterity. 

Leadership characteristics 

A raft of academic studies 
have shown that leadership is 
critical to the development 
and maintenance of 
organisational ambidexterity. 
Leaders who are not focused 
on developing and 
maintaining ambidexterity 
within their organisation tend 
to reduce the organisation’s 
ambidexterity. 

 

The authors also found that 
when leaders have similar 
backgrounds, experiences 
and orientation the 
organisation tends to focus 
more on exploitation of the 
existing capabilities to the 
detriment of the development 

of new directions and 
capabilities.  On the other 
hand leadership teams with 
diverse backgrounds and 
experiences tend to focus on 
exploring new directions and 
capabilities. It has been found 
that leadership teams that 
have a mix of a founding team 
with common company 
affiliations and leaders from a 
diverse mix of backgrounds 
tend to do better at developing 
organisational ambidexterity. 

Additionally it has been found 
that leaders who have 
extended experience in a 
functional area tended to be 
less likely to be oriented 
towards developing 
ambidexterity. 

Tolerance for uncertainty 

Remembering that 
ambidexterity refers to both 
developing new capabilities 
and exploiting existing 
capabilities at the same time, 
it has been discovered that 
leaders with greater 
adaptability and tolerance for 
uncertainty and ambiguity 
tend to have better outcomes 
in terms of ambidexterity. 

One study from 2009 
discovered the 
transformational leaders tend 
to focus on the development 
of ambidexterity and 
consequently have better 
outcomes in this arena. 
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Additionally it has been found 
that leaders who promote a 
knowledge sharing culture 
and innovation also tend to 
promote ambidexterity. 
Further leaders who can hold 
paradoxes tend also to have 
better outcomes in this area. 

In essence, leaders who are 
good at evaluating risk in 
complex situations and are 
tolerant to uncertainty, failure, 
tension and who are 
adaptable and agile tend to 
have better outcomes in terms 
of the development and 
maintenance of the 
organisational ambidexterity. 

Leadership development 

Again the development of 
leaders in these areas is 
crucial in helping 
organisations develop and 
maintain ambidexterity. 
Additionally recruiting and 
selecting leaders who have a 
range of backgrounds and 
preferably broad educational 
experiences and work 
backgrounds and have the 
characteristics mentioned 
above will have a significant 
impact on an organisation’s 
level of ambidexterity. It is 
also worth considering what 
attributes an organisation’s 
performance review and 
reward structures promote. 
For example, the authors 
highlight the development of 

emotional intelligence and 
resilience. 

HR practices 

The paper goes on to 
examine the role of HR 
practices and systems and 
how they impact on the 
development of organisational 
ambidexterity. Things like 
aligning senior team 
incentives, such as bonuses 
and profit-sharing to overall 
organisational success has a 
positive effect on 
organisational ambidexterity. 
Additionally, measuring and 
rewarding creativity and 
innovation is also positively 
correlated with ambidexterity 
as is employee perceptions of 
fairness within the 
organisation. 

 

One study found that direct 
training does have a positive 
impact. In particular training 
on topics like intellectual 
property rights for example 
also has a positive impact. 

A number of studies have 
pointed to the focus of the HR 
function in creating and 
maintaining ambidexterity as a 
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particular success factor in the 
development of organisational 
ambidexterity. This means 
that the concept of 
ambidexterity needs to be part 
of the general HR strategy. 

Organisational structure 

A significant number of 
research studies have shown 
that separating out the current 
operational capability of the 
organisation from the 
explorative research and 
development functions that 
are required to develop new 
directions, products and 
capabilities is essential for 
organisational ambidexterity. 

Trying to integrate the 
functions or give the 
operational functions 
responsibility for new 
capability development tends 
not to work and reduces 
overall organisational 
ambidexterity. 

Other issues reported in this 
paper, which is worth reading, 
include the fact that employee 
empowerment to solve 
problems, set goals and 
change policies and 
procedures is closely 
correlated with both employee 
and management 
contributions towards 
ambidexterity. 

Culture 

Organisational culture is seen 
as a critical issue in the 
development of organisational 
ambidexterity. Cultural factors 
which enhance levels of 
ambidexterity include things 
like: 

1. Having a shared vision 

2. Promoting creativity 

3. Encouraging tolerance 
of uncertainty and 
interpersonal differences 

4. Organisational  diversity 

5. Cultural cohesiveness 

6. The development of a 
learning culture and 
orientation 

7. Openness 

8. Participative decision-
making and 

9. Openness to challenge 

for example all contribute to 
the development of 
organisational ambidexterity. 

The full paper is well worth 
reading and contains many 
insights for HR, L&D and OD 
functions.  

References 
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Introduction: The Role of 
Human Resources and 
Organizational Factors in 
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Why professionals agree to things that go 
against their professional beliefs 
A really interesting paper that 
is due to be published in the 
Journal of Organizational 
Change Management 
questions why professionals 
agree to things that go against 
their professional beliefs. 

Professional values 

It is a familiar assertion that 
professionals are notoriously 
difficult to manage. The 
assumption is that they have 
minds of their own, 
professional values, value 
their professional autonomy.  

However this view of the 
primacy of professional values 
and beliefs and doing the right 
thing as opposed to doing 
things right, according to the 
rules of the organisation as 
Peter Drucker highlighted, 
may not be wholly correct. 

 

There is significant evidence 
that professionals frequently 
give up their autonomy and 
professional values and 
beliefs in the face of conflict 
with management edict, 

bureaucracy, systems and 
organisational agendas.  The 
question this paper attempts 
to answer is why they do this.  

Surrender of values 

Previous authors have 
suggested that this surrender 
of professional values is done 
in order to progress within the 
organisation they need to 
comply with bureaucratic 
systems and that they 
‘maintain a fantasy’ of 
autonomy in an attempt to 
maintain the consistency of 
their professional identity. In 
other words they surrender 
their professional values and 
beliefs to the organisation 
whilst in denial that this is 
what they are doing, in order 
to progress within the 
organisation, or even maintain 
their position. 

The paper looks particularly at 
the example of university 
professors in business 
schools who are famed for 
their autonomy and values 
promotion. Yet it discovers 
that they are just as likely to 
fail to fight for their beliefs 
within the organisation, whilst 
outwardly maintaining the 
illusion of autonomy and 
sticking to their beliefs. 
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What they argue is that 
professionals find themselves 
in ‘(over) managed’ 
organisations, which are in 
effect professional 
bureaucracies that demand 
compliance in exchange for 
progression and often just to 
keep their job. This 
widespread use of managerial 
systems, polices and 
procedures and the demand 
for compliance, they argue, is 
on the one hand reaching for 
increasing efficiency and on 
the other hand forcing reliance 
on compliance, systems and 
procedures rather than 
professional values and 
challenge.   

 

This, the paper suggests, 
results in ‘an embrace 
characterised by perceived 
managerial stupidity on the 
one hand and professional 
cynicism on the other.’ 

What they found was that 
professionals often not only 
frequently comply with the 
advance of managerialism 
and compliance, but often 
collude with it by helping 
devise such systems or 

getting involved with 
bureaucratic ‘working parties’.  

Protest isn’t worth the 
hassle  

One of the reasons this 
occurs the author suggests is 
the feeling that protest will 
have little, if any, effect. This 
kind of protest I would suggest 
takes energy, effort and time; 
time, energy and effort that 
detracts immediately from the 
focus of their daily presenting 
professional work. So the 
professional focuses on their 
work whilst maintaining a 
pretence of professional 
autonomy. 

The problem is that without 
this protest, the control often 
severely constrains their 
professional outcomes and 
promotes cynicism as 
professional beliefs often have 
to change to accommodate 
the ‘system’. This gives rise to 
‘cynical complicity’ with the 
system.  

In effect professionals are 
faced with a conflict between 
the professional ideals of 
reason, argument, critique, 
creativity, experimentation 
and innovation for example 
and the organisational 
requirements for compliance, 
standardisation, oversight and 
loyalty for instance. Promotion 
and reward are often given for 
acquiescence and observance 
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with the latter, rather than the 
fulfilment of their professional 
values and beliefs.  

 
4 Reasons 

The paper goes on to explain 
the four reasons for what they 
term as ‘over-compliance’ by 
professionals. These reasons 
include: 

1. Coercion through 
hierarchy. What this 
means is that there is 
often an institutionalised 
myth that managers and 
bosses are there to 
issue edicts to be 
carried out and not 
challenged. The higher 
up a decision-maker is 
the harder it is to 
challenge their 
judgements. Part of the 
reason for this is the 
growth of bureaucracy 
and administration in 
organisations, which 
promotes control.  
Secondly there are 
rarely structures set up 
where people can 
actively voice concern 
and challenge decisions. 

2. Turning performance 
into a formulaic activity 
and making this the 
agenda within the 
organisation. 

3. Domination of 
professionals via 
measurement and 
assessment of 
performance.  

4. Adopting the use of the 
measurement and 
assessment systems by 
the professionals 
themselves to create a 
sense of self-worth. In 
other words comparing 
your worth and ability as 
a professional via the 
management 
measurements rather 
than the values and 
beliefs of the profession.  

The four faces of power 

These, the authors call ‘the 
four faces of power’ that are 
exerted on professionals, 
which can frequently lead to a 
situation of professional 
compliance. They also argue 
that they create a situation of 
selective professional neglect 
whereby the professionals 
focus on the measurable as 
defined by the organisations 
management and ignore their 
professional values and 
beliefs, and produces ‘bland’ 
outcomes.  
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As the authors point out 
‘Relentless compliance can 
turn you into a clone’. Many 
professionals tend however to 
flop between compliance and 
complaint but never get 
themselves out of this trap.  

Many professionals get 
caught in playing the game 
rather than challenging the 
situation. Asking good 
questions of the management 

about the real effect some of 
the practices and helping the 
organisation really examine 
their values and beliefs. In 
effect without doing this and 
by ‘playing-the-game’, most 
professionals are colluding 
with the anti-professional 
practices growing in most 
organisations and by doing so 
are trading their professional 
beliefs and values for a quiet 
life. 
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How you cope with uncertainty predicts 
how see the world 
Researchers looking at many 
issues from decision-making 
to anxiety are starting to focus 
on the intolerance of 
uncertainty as primary factor 
in how people see or interpret 
things. 

 

How we process information 
is central to how we perceive 
the world, make decisions, 
judgements, come to 
conclusions and make plans 
and how we behave. The 
issue here is how an 
individual interprets 
information and how close to 
reality or how biased any 
interpretation is. Previous 
research has found that 
interpretation bias is centrally 
involved in issues like anxiety 
and negative thinking. What 
this means is that there is a 
feedback loop between how 
we perceive things and our 
emotions. So that if we 
interpret something, say an 
object like a spider or a face 

or a situation as negative or 
as a problem, this sets up an 
emotion say anxiety for 
example, and that emotion 
then reinforces the 
interpretation.  

Interpretation bias 

Indeed the very definition of 
interpretation bias is the 
tendency to interpret novel 
information from the 
environment as negative. So 
even if the individual hasn’t 
come across the situation 
before, their first reaction is 
likely to be negative.  

There is a significant amount 
of evidence now to show that 
interpretation bias is a primary 
cause of anxiety disorders.  

Recently studies have also 
shown that intolerance to 
uncertainty is a major 
contributory factor to 
interpretation bias and hence 
to anxiety. We are not just 
talking spiders here. What this 
means is that people with 
levels of intolerance to 
uncertainty are significantly 
more likely to ascribe a 
negative emotion to 
ambiguous or uncertain 
situations at work for example. 
As a result their 
interpretations of the situation 
and other things whilst they 
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are in this state are very likely 
to be biased.  

Very recent research has 
shown that intolerance to 
uncertainty is implicated in a 
whole range of issues from 
social anxiety, to post-
traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD), and a propensity to 
panic, for example. In fact a 
legion of evidence is now 
amassing to show that 
intolerance to uncertainty 
underpins many cognitive 
biases. Previous studies have 
shown that people with an 
elevated intolerance to 
uncertainty display increased 
concern about the possibility 
of negative outcomes in an 
uncertain or ambiguous 
situation and that they also 
process information differently 
when things are uncertain or 
ambiguous. In effect they 
actually perceive or see and 
hear things differently when 
uncertainty is apparent. 

This study 

What the researchers in this 
study did was to examine 76 
subjects (72.4% female) 
between 18 and 35 years old 
with a variety of racial 
backgrounds. They first tested 
them on a standard 
intolerance to uncertainty test, 
frequently used in such 
studies called the IUS-12 or 
Intolerance of Uncertainty 
Scale, Short Form. This 

assesses an individual's ability 
to tolerate the uncertainty of 
vague or ambiguous 
situations, and I use it with 
coaching clients and in 
organisations. It is generally 
considered to be valid and 
reliable measure of 
intolerance to uncertainty. It 
does require a trained and 
qualified analyst to make the 
correct diagnosis. 

 

They used an instrument 
called the PANAS or Positive 
and Negative Affect Schedule 
to assess the individual’s 
reactions during the study. 

They presented the subjects 
with 55 scenarios, which each 
had varying degrees of 
vagueness, ambiguousness 
and uncertainty contained 
within them. The scenarios 
comprised of situations across 
things like, work scenarios, 
personal relationships, finance, 
occupational competence, 
health etc. 

They then looked at what 
interpretation the individuals 
placed on each of the 
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scenarios they had been 
faced with.  

Results 

What they discovered was 
that people with higher levels 
of intolerance to uncertainty 
are significantly more likely to 
misinterpret or bias their 
interpretations in ambiguous 
or uncertain situations 
compared to more certain 
situations. Not only that, but 
they found that intolerance to 
uncertainty predicts 
interpretation bias and that the 
bias is usually negative. 

The greater the intolerance to 
uncertainty the greater the 
propensity for interpretation 
bias there is. What this shows 
is that it is people’s tolerance 
or otherwise of uncertainty, 
vagueness and ambiguity 
which predicts how they will 
view and interpret situations 
and how far  from the reality of 
the situation those 
interpretations will be. This 
research also suggests 
intolerance to uncertainty 
changes how we perceive the 
world, make decisions, 
judgements, come to 
conclusions, make plans and 
strategies, and how we 
behave. 
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Does the reputation of your organisation 
make any practical difference to anything? 
An interesting study has just been published that looks at the 
effects of corporate reputation on the people who work inside the 
organisation and the organisation’s performance in the market. 

The researchers used 263 data points and a process called 
structural equation modelling, which is a whole set of computer 
modelling and factor analyses processes to discover relationships 
between variables. 

 

They looked at things like how employees felt, how motivated they 
were, their behaviour, intention to leave etc., as well as the 
performance of the organisation in the market, compared to other 
organisations in their industry. 

They also looked at indicators of the organisations current 
reputation externally. Corporate reputation is considered to be an 
asset much like any other asset that either adds to or subtracts 
from the value of the organisation. Corporate reputation is really 
the sum of the dominant set of perceptions about the organisation 
and the value it provides in a wider, non-economic, social context. 
In effect is it useful to society, the industry, market etc. or is it 
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driven by self-interest and provides little or no intrinsic external 
value beyond profit?  

They discovered a number of things: 

1. That the culture in the organisation is a strong predictor of 
the reputation the organisation eventually gets. 

2. That communication with external stakeholders is a vital 
ingredient in the perception they have of the organisation. In 
effect the communication can help to scaffold the reputation 
of the organisation as long as what comes out of the 
organisation is aligned with its communications. 

3. Reputation depends on five areas of performance: 

a. The reliability of the management, particularly 
financially. Good financial controls and management 
helps to build trust. 

b. Consistency of the perceived quality of the products 
and services offered. This includes the service people 
get at all points of contact with the organisation. 

c. Environmental responsibility, this includes the wider 
environment and health of the globe and local 
environment. It also includes social environment, for 
example, whether it looks after the community its 
workers come from. 

d. Customer orientation. Does the organisation or 
company, and its people, focus on helping their 
customers meet their long-term needs and wants. 

e. How it treats its employees.  

4. That the reputation of the company significantly predicts 
employee and customer loyalty towards the organisation. 

5. That the reputation of the organisation also predicts the 
longer-term performance of the organisation. 

Your organisation’s reputation is more than image. Reputation is 
based on the solid foundations of financial management, the 
quality of its products and/or services, whether it takes its 
environmental responsibilities seriously, and how it treats its 
employees. 
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The reputation an organisation builds and will strongly predict how 
it does over the long term and how loyal its employees and 
customers are.  

It matters. 
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When employees get p*$$ed off. What the 
manager does next makes a difference 
It is estimated that 
somewhere between 50 and 
70% of employees, will, at 
some point in their 
employment feel that the 
organisation has wronged, 
mistreated or let them down in 
some way.  

 

These issues are referred to 
as psychological contract 
breaches. This is where an 
employee feels that the 
organisation has failed to fulfil 
its obligations to them. Over 
the years there has been a 
considerable amount of 
research attention looking at 
these psychological contract 
breaches and their effect. 

Previous research 

Previous research has found 
that psychological contract 
breaches are a major trigger 
for employee dissent. What 
this means is that an 

employee perceives some 
form of inconsistency between 
what is happening right now 
and what they think should be 
happening. Psychologically 
people perceive this as a 
breakdown in their 
relationship with the 
organisation because the 
organisation has not met its 
obligations to them. 

Research published in 2002  
found that almost 70% of 
employees felt that their 
organisation had committed a 
psychological contract breach 
in the last 10 days by not 
meeting one of its promised 
obligations. Many research 
studies have found that 
psychological contract 
breaches link directly to 
negative employee attitudes 
and behaviours and, in 
situations where these 
contract breaches continue 
over a period of time, lead to 
heightened intention to leave. 
Psychological contract 
breaches also lead to 
cynicism, pessimism, and 
suspicion about the motives of 
the organisation, its leaders 
and its managers. 

This study 

A study has just been 
published in the journal, 
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Management Communication 
Quarterly by researchers from 
universities in the Netherlands 
and South Africa in which they 
have looked at this issue, 
focusing particularly on the 
issue of employee dissent as 
a result of psychological 
contract breaches by 
organisations. 

 

Previous research has 
identified three different types 
of employee dissent: 

1. Personal advantage 
dissent 

2. Principled dissent, and 

3. Other focused dissent. 

Personal advantage dissent 
refers to a situation where an 
individual feels that an action 
or decision by the 
organisation has put them 
personally at a disadvantage, 
for example, having to work 
extra hours or perform extra 
duties. This form of dissent is 
focused solely on improving 
his or her situation rather than 
that of fellow workers, which 
would be referred to as other 
focused dissent, or to make 
an improvement to the 

organisation generally, known 
as principled dissent. 

A number of research studies 
have found that psychological 
contract breaches decrease 
job satisfaction, organisational 
commitment and reduce 
performance. 

The nature of dissent within 
organisations is considered to 
take one of three forms: 

1. Articulated dissent, 
where an employee 
vocalises their 
disagreement or 
unhappiness with their 
supervisors or manager. 
This may be done 
constructively as 
feedback or 
destructively as 
complaint. 

2. Latent dissent involves 
an employee vocalising 
their disagreement or 
unhappiness with the 
situation to their co-
workers or others who 
can have no 
ameliorating impact on 
the situation. 

3. Displaced dissent where 
an employee vocalises 
their unhappiness with 
external entities such as 
their family, friends or 
even in extreme cases 
the press for example. 
These days obviously, a 
common channel for 
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displaced dissent tends 
to be social media. 

Obviously dissent can also be 
voiced silently by passive 
aggressive behaviours, 
withdrawal, absenteeism and 
even retaliation. 

Issues that surround the 
development of a 
psychological contract can 
range from pay and reward 
through to the expectation of 
fairness, open and honest 
communication, respect and 
flexibility. These expectations 
can be formed not only with 
the organisation as an entity 
but also with their own 
manager or supervisor for 
example. 

It is typical for psychological 
contract breaches to be 
perceived particularly during 
organisational change 
situations. 

Obviously organisations may 
commit such a breach either 
knowingly or unknowingly. A 
common situation where an 
organisation decides to 
renege on an obligation is 
during a downturn in the 
market where the organisation 
finds itself unable to fulfil the 
promises it made to its 
employees during better times. 
How this is handled by the 
organisation will either give 
rise to feeling of a 
psychological contract breach 

and thus spark dissent, or will 
be understood by the 
employees and the change in 
situation will be accepted. 

5 different dissent 
strategies 

 

Previous research has 
identified five different upward 
dissent strategies (ways of 
dissenting to the management 
structure). These are: 

1. Direct factual appeal, 
where the employee 
uses observable data to 
back that argument and 
refrains from abuse and 
personalising their 
dissent. 

2. Repetition. As the title 
suggests this is where 
an employee brings up 
their complaint in a 
number of different 
situations and different 
people over a length of 
time. Research 
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suggests that the most 
likely cause for a 
repetition dissent 
strategy is that they 
don’t feel that they are 
being listened to. 

3. Solution presentation 
strategy. This is 
considered to be 
constructive strategy 
whereby the employee 
suggests solutions to 
the issue whether or not 
the issue has merit. 

4. Circumvention 
strategies. This is where 
an employee chooses to 
escalate their complaint 
above the level of their 
immediate manager. 

5. Threatening strategies. 
Usually this takes the 
form of threatening 
resignation but can take 
other less drastic forms 
of threat. 

These strategies can be used 
either in isolation or they can 
be used in series. The final 
strategies, the circumvention 
strategy and threatening 
strategy are generally 
considered to be escalation 
strategies, which are usually 
brought about because the 
individual does not feel that 
they are being listened to. The 
five strategies together 
represent what is known as an 
escalation spiral. Usually most 

employees, but not all, will 
base their dissent level on the 
amount and nature of 
negative emotion they feel in 
the situation. 

 

3 management responses 

The researchers found that 
there are largely three 
management responses that 
can either deal with the 
dissent or escalate it. 

1. Showing concern 

2. Provide justification or 
explanation 

3. Taking action to deal 
with the situation 

Managers who fail to engage 
in each of these three 
responses are highly likely to 
be considered by the 
employee not to have 
responded adequately to the 
situation, and it is highly 
possible that the employee 
will elevate the situation up 
the five level escalation spiral. 

 All three of these 
management responses 
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appear to be required in order 
to prevent escalation. This is 
likely to be associated with 
increasingly negative 
emotional responses such as 
anger and resentment, which 
in turn will influence the 
manner in which the 
employee escalates the 
situation. 

The problem here is that the 
very emotions that spur an 
employee to voice their 
dissent or escalate the 
situation are also the very 
emotions that are most likely 
to undermine their capacity to 
dissent in a constructive 
manner. 

The response of management 
is key therefore as to whether 
the employee engages in 
escalation behaviours or not. 

How to deal with 
psychological contract 
breaches 

The paper emphasises two 
issues from the employee’s 
point of view that can help 
them deal with perceptions of 
psychological contract 
breaches successfully. 

 

The first is their ability to 
regulate their own emotions, 
in other words having a level 
of emotional resilience.  
Studies have shown that 
employees who are able to 
identify and regulate their 
emotions successfully are 
much more likely to engage 
and to maintain engagement 
in constructive dissent 
strategies than those who 
have less emotion regulation 
ability. 

The second factor which 
contributes to whether an 
individual will escalate dissent 
is the quality of the 
relationship that they have 
with management. 

From the manager’s point of 
view their own emotion 
regulation and their own 
quality of relationship, also 
underpins their ability to 
respond appropriately to 
perceived psychological 
contract breaches and any 
resultant dissent. 

What this means in effect is 
that if both the employee and 
the manager is able to identify 
and regulate their emotions, ti 
is unlikely that any dissent to 
psychological contract 
breaches will spiral very far. 
Further where the relationship 
between the management and 
employees is a good one, this 
again is most likely to result in 
faster resolution to 
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psychological contract breach 
situations. 

What the researchers have 
discovered is that people with 
better levels of emotional 
intelligence and emotion 
regulation capability are 
significantly less likely to 
engage in strategies that 
attack an individual, such as 
blaming, rather than just focus 
on the situation and a solution. 

Recommendations 

The researchers recommend: 

1. That both employees 
and managers are 
trained in both emotional 
intelligence and emotion 
regulation techniques,  

2. That managers focus on 
developing quality 
relationships and 

3. That managers are 
taught to understand the 
nature of psychological 
contract breaches, their 
effects and the nature of 
dissent spiral escalation. 

Reference: 

De Ruiter, M., Schalk, R., & 
Blomme, R. J. (2015). 
Manager Responses to 
Employee Dissent About 
Psychological Contract 
Breach A Dyadic Process 
Approach. Management 
Communication Quarterly, 
0893318915623238. 

Link to paper: 
http://mcq.sagepub.com/conte
nt/early/2015/12/29/08933189
15623238.abstract	

 

 

 



	 36	

Being adaptable at work – its all about job 
satisfaction, performance and this… 
I was in a local Chinese take-away last night and asked if a certain 
dish could be done without the chicken being in batter. The answer 
was “no”.  So I asked if the next dish down contained chicken 
without batter. The answer was “yes”. So I then asked why, as 
they cooked everything fresh (it is actually cooked in front of you) I 
couldn’t have the chicken without the batter in the sauce from the 
first dish. The response was “No it’s not possible”. When I asked 
why that answer was, “Because this dish has chicken with batter. 
Chicken without the batter is not possible in this dish!”.  One of the 
chefs then came over and asked what the problem was. When I 
told him he said “Yes that’s not a problem”. 

Adaptability 

Adaptability is the ability of an 
individual, team or organisation 
to adjust or change itself to best 
meet the needs of the situation or 
environment. So that if change 
occurs, an adaptable person or 
team will adjust and find how 
best to perform in the new 

situation themselves, as opposed to having to be retrained. 
Adaptable staff, particularly frontline staff can make all the 
difference to changing customer needs and the profitability of a 
company for instance. 

A research paper due to be published in May (yes, we are that on 
top of the research!) in the Journal of Retailing and Consumer 
Services reports on a study that looks at what it is that helps create 
adaptability in employees, particularly frontline staff. 

The researchers looked at a large sample of 711 frontline staff and 
measured their level of adaptability, their level of job satisfaction, 
performance and emotional intelligence.  

Findings 

What they discovered was: 
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1. People with higher levels of emotional intelligence and 
emotional resilience are significantly more likely to be able to 
adapt to new and changing situations.  

a. It is thought this is because people with higher levels of 
emotional intelligence are more likely to be able to 
empathise (to show sensitivity to others’ perspective 
and feelings), and are more likely to be able to regulate 
their own emotions (emotional resilience) in the face of 
change and shifting requirements of the job.  

b. There is also a lot of evidence to show that people with 
better emotional resilience (emotion regulation skills) 
tend to be able to reappraise situations more quickly 
and change their view and appreciation of the situation 
as things change. 

c. Both emotional intelligence and emotion regulation 
skills have also been shown to help people deal better 
with conflict, both interpersonal conflict and things like 
conflicting demands. 

d. That people with better levels of emotional resilience 
(emotional intelligence) and emotion regulation skills 
tend to be better both verbal and non-verbal (body 
language) communicators. 

2. That people who are more adaptable tend to have greater 
job satisfaction. This confirms a number of other studies 
showing similar results. 

3. Lastly, that there is a link between job performance and 
adaptability over the long term. This they think is linked to 
role flexibility and the ability to understand the context the job 
sits in. 

  

So if you want more flexible employees, developing emotional 
intelligence and emotional resilience (emotion regulation skills) is 
the way to go. And you will get happier workers who perform better.  
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How our view of our social status impacts 
on how we work in teams  
The status and stability of the 
social groups we are part of 
tends to dictate the way in 
which we communicate with 
people who are considered to 
be in a lower social group, 
whether you like it or not! 

A new study just published 
has shown that coming from a 
higher status social group will 
predict how you interact with 
people from a lower status 
one, often without knowing 
about it.  

In a study of psychology and 
social work students just 
published in the Journal of 
Experimental Social 
Psychology researchers 
discovered something 
interesting in the way people 
interact at an often, 
unconscious level, that can 
aid better interdepartmental 
relations and encourage 
better inter team working for 
example.  

In Israel, psychologists are 
commonly perceived to have 
higher status within the mental 
health practitioners’ world 
than that of social workers. To 
that extent, the researchers 
set up a group of scenarios 
designed to look at the way 
the two student groups 

interacted during a set of 
tasks.  

Where psychology students 
did not feel that their social 
status was under threat, they 
were more likely to ask for 
help from a social worker. 
Conversely where they 
perceived that their position 
was under any form of threat, 
they were more likely to try to 
complete the task by 
accessing a website designed 
to coach social workers than 
ask the students in question 
themselves. This reinforces 
established thought that 
suggests cooperation is more 
likely between two groups of 
different status where the 
individuals from the higher 
status group (like a manager 
for example) feels 
unthreatened. However the 
researchers also found that 
where a common identity is 
emphasised the research 
found that the psychologists 
were just as happy to seek 
direct help from the social 
workers.   

During the second part of the 
study, it was emphasised to 
one group that they were all 
working in a healthcare setting 
but doing substantially 
different roles (the Separate 
Identity Scenario), and in the 
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other group that they were 
doing very similar roles (the 
Common Identity Scenario).  

The research found that in the 
conditions in which common 
identity and common goal was 
emphasized, there was no 
significant difference in the 
way the participants interacted 
with each other regardless of 
whether the relationship 
between the high status and 
low status groups were stable 
or not.  

What does this mean? 

In a wider context, this 
research suggests that an 
excessively competitive 
culture within an organisation 
could impede the level of 
cooperation between teams of 
different statuses. Should 
management feel under 
pressure from their employees 
due to a culture where they 
could be threatened for under 
performance, this could 
impact the team as a whole.  

Where greater cooperation is 
needed between teams of 
different statuses who have 
separate roles, working 
together to achieve a common 
outcome will tend to ensure 
that people are more likely to 
consult one another from 
different groups irrespective of 
their status. A psychologist 
will ask a social worker to help 

them with a case rather than 
seek to do the social worker’s 
job, or know more than the 
social workers. 

Comfortable teams work 
together better? 

The research concluded, “It is 
possible that seeking help, 
particularly dependency-
oriented assistance, when a 
common identity is salient 
may represent an effort to 
communicate solidarity and to 
reaffirm and reinforce the 
perception of positive 
interdependence between the 
groups”. Such inter-team 
working can tackle issues 
such as departmental silo-ing 
and help the organisation 
achieve better aims by taking 
away status instability thus 
promoting a more 
interdependent working 
culture by reducing the 
perception of threat.  
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Getting people to be creative, take 
responsibility for their own and the groups 
learning and develop new ideas. It’s a 
balancing act 

 

One of the things that I often 
bang on about in 
organisations is the 
development of communities 
of practice or COPS as a tool 
for getting people to take 
responsibility for their own 
learning and developing 
creativity and innovation. 
Communities of practice are 
groups of people within an 
organisation who get together 
in order to develop their 
mutual understanding about 
an issue or topic. Ideally a 
community of practice will be 
an informal network of 
individuals who are committed 
to developing their 
understanding in practice by 
sharing knowledge, research 
and feedback from the 
practical application of the 
shared knowledge. 

Over the years I have set up 
communities practice in a 
range of organisations from 
universities through to banks, 

government departments, 
police departments, and a 
range of industries. My 
particular experience has 
shown me that successful 
communities of practice need 
to be seeded correctly and 
facilitated, at least in their 
initial stages, until the group 
can take over responsibility 
and run the community 
themselves, which is one of 
the aims of a CoP. 

Why do some groups find 
CoPs more difficult than 
other groups? 

I have often wondered why 
some communities of practice 
are easier to get going than 
others, And why some groups 
will readily take control of their 
own community and self 
organise in order to learn 
together, and other groups 
find it harder or almost 
impossible to manage their 
own communities and keep 
the learning going. 

In a paper published this 
month in the Journal of 
Business Strategy 
researchers from two 
business schools in France 
have looked at this very 
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problem and come up with 
some interesting findings. 

The research, which was 
conducted in a large Western 
European airport, looked at a 
series of communities of 
practice involving over 130 
middle managers. 

What they discovered was a 
story of autonomy and control. 
The point of a community 
practice is to give its members 
autonomy in both running and 
managing the community, and 
the direction and content of 
the topics it focuses on. The 
intention being, that the 
members of the community 
know best which topics have 
most currency and where their 
problems lie. Additionally 
being in control of their own 
learning should increase the 
motivation of the members.  

Issues of autonomy 

What the research found was 
that in terms of autonomy, 
community members had both 
positive and negative 
experiences of being in 
charge of their own group and 
being able to choose what 
topics to focus on. 

On the positive side the 
researchers found that when 
the community members are 
motivated and interested and 
are happy to be autonomous, 
then the experience is both 
positive, motivational and 

develops a cohesive group 
spirit. They also found that 
communities of practice were 
excellent at developing cross-
functional thinking and 
practices under these 
conditions. 

The effect of not 
understanding what the CoP 
is for 

On the other hand they found 
that when a community 
contained some members 
who didn’t understand what 
the community of practice was 
really for, or who didn’t know 
what they were really talking 
about, or who weren’t 
prepared to be open and 
honest, these members often 
had a negative impact on their 
more motivated colleagues. 

Additionally when no one took 
an active role in managing the 
community these less 
engaged individuals would not 
deliver their part of the 
learning or positively engage 
in the process. Further the 
involvement of such 
individuals often leads to the 
development of subgroups 
with only a small proportion of 
the community actually doing 
any work. This includes the 
work of thinking. 

Another issue that meant that 
the autonomy became a 
negative experience was 
when members of the 
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community were not used to 
having any level of autonomy 
at work. Often these 
individuals would not engage 
without direction from 
someone whom they 
considered to be senior to 
them. In effect their lack of 
autonomy within the 
organisation had created a 
serious level of dependency 
or learned helplessness, 
which transferred itself into 
the community of practice. 
The researchers found, 
particularly in hierarchical 
organisations, that a 
significant number of people, 
when given autonomy to drive 
their own interests, would fail 
to do so as they found it 
destabilising.  This effect 
tended to become more 
exacerbated the longer the 
community operated. Many 
people reported that the level 
of autonomy given in a 
community of practice was 
unsettling and that they 
quickly lost their own 
‘landmarks’. 

Challenging normal levels 
of autonomy  

The last issue that the 
research discovered around 
the fact that they had 
autonomy was that it 
challenged their normal ways 
of working where a manager 
or supervisor would be driving 
and directing their work. There 
was a feeling of being 

exposed in case they said or 
wanted to examine something 
that they felt that their 
manager might not agree with. 
Conversely, the fact that  the 
community members have 
control over the group and its 
direction as a self organising 
team meant to some that they 
found additional interests and 
motivations that they haven’t 
realised were there. 

 

What the research quickly 
realised was that community 
of practice members initially 
need coaches in order for 
many people to drive the 
direction of the community of 
practice. Once members felt 
comfortable with having this 
level of control it had a 
positive effect on both the 
motivation and their practical 
work within the airport. In 
effect the group was a catalyst 
in developing better working 
practices. 

The trick 

The trick the researchers 
discovered, was that the 
coaches need to understand 
when to pull back, stop 
coaching and give full control 
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to the community. When this 
wasn’t done it created 
frustrations to the community 
members. 

Control issues 

One of the biggest problems 
turned out to be control over 
output. For example if the 
community came up with an 
idea for developing their 
working practices, the idea 
first had to be accepted by the 
management. Within the 
research sample this became 
a serious problem, as 
managers who were not part 
of the communities of practice 
tended to be more risk averse 
than the community members.  

As a result ideas generated by 
the community were 
frequently turn down by the 
management. This one issue 
proved to be almost fatal to 
the continuance of the 
communities of practice. The 
members of the community 
quickly started to realise that 
there were very clear limits on 
what they could and could not 
do. Unfortunately the 
management had not 
articulated these limitations 
before the communities of 
practice were set up. This 
became a serious de-
motivational issue. 

 

 

The researchers 
conclusions 

The researchers concluded by 
recommending that individuals 
are coached in the initial 
stages of the development of 
a community of practice, that 
the coaches are experienced 
enough to understand when to 
intervene and when not to get 
involved, that any limitations 
from the management 
perspective are explicitly  
articulated before a 
community of practice starts 
to develop ideas and that the 
community of practice has 
specific strategic objectives. 

Communities of practice are 
excellent tools for developing 
groups to take responsibility 
for their own learning and 
practice development. They 
can be very powerful learning 
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and work development 
instruments if handled 
correctly. A significant part of 
this is in the acculturation of 
the group members into taking 
responsibility and control of 
their own learning. The 
second major issue is the 
preparation of the leadership 
and management for handling 
the outputs of the community 
of practice. It is vital that the 
management does not end up 
stifling the very tool, which 
can bring real performance 
improvements, as well as 
gaining employee 
engagement in organisational 
development. 
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How Zappos went from 0 - $1.2bn in 10 
years 
Zappos.com is the online shoe and clothing shop based in Las 
Vegas that was founded by Nick Swinmurn in 1999 and sold to 
Amazon ten years later for a cool $1.2bn! The firm, run by Tony 
Hsieh, has become an icon of contemporary business success. 
When you look at how Zappos managed to grow so fast in what is 
a highly competitive and well established market and with biggest 
financial downturn in history punctuating its journey, there are 
some interesting new lessons about success today.  

A paper by three professors from the University of Colorado, Don 
Warrick a Professor of Management 
and Organisation Change, John F. Milliman a professor of 
Management, and Jeffery M. Ferguson a Professor of Service 

Management and Marketing visited 
Zappos to unpick what led to 
such meteoric success. Sales went 
from $8million to over $1billion in 
less than 8 years.   

The paper is due to be published later in the year in the journal 
Science Direct.   

The researchers found that there were two overarching principles 
that drove Zappos success:  

 1. Culture and 

 2. High performing teams 

From the outset employees are specifically trained for the culture 
in a manner reminiscent of Google’s practices. Their staff turnover 
is around 7% whilst the industry average is over 150%.    

The saying (attributed to Peter Drucker) that culture eats strategy 
for breakfast may have some truth in it. However it is much better 
that the strategy and culture are aligned. As the authors point out: 
this isn’t about trying to replicate a culture of Zappos rather than 
aligning the style of the leaders, with the mission, strategy, and 
what the employees actually do. It’s a whole package. You can’t 
just implant a culture. Having said that Zappos very deliberately 
and step-by-step built a culture that was and is hugely successful. 
They also focussed on developing high performing teams. An 
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approach I am very much in favour of. It is the lessons from these 
two developments the paper addresses.   

Culture culture culture 

The researcher’s definition of culture should be tattooed on every 
leader’s eyelids. It is useful and critical.  

"...organizational culture is basically a term used to 
describe the environment in which people work and 
the influence it has on how they think, act, and 
experience work"  
Dysfunctional cultures can 
develop stress, distrust, low 
morale, a lack of sense of 
‘team’, a feeling that they 
aren’t supported or cared for, 
a lack of listening, minimise 
learning, or make the learning 
either a negative experience 
or dysfunctional itself and 
resist change. A productive 
culture on the other hand inspires, helps to develop openness, 
builds trust, enhances performance, fosters developmental 
feedback, gets people to push themselves to be better and do 
better, boosts self-esteem, inspires a willingness to learn, flex, 
innovate and be genuine.   

Hsieh became Zappos CEO in 2001 and deliberately set about 
creating a culture that was focussed on three principles:  

 1. Employee happiness, 

 2. Exceptional customer service, and  

 3. High performance. 

The researchers suggest that there are five ‘drivers’ that shaped 
Zappos culture:  

 1. Committed leaders 

 2. Practiced core values 

 3. Customer focused strategy 
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 4. HR practices aligned with the core values 

 5. Management practices aligned with the core values 

Committed leaders 

The leaders need to be zealot like about creating a culture that will 
energise the employees to fulfil the mission of the organisation and 
that the mission needs to be customer centric. These three things  

 1. Leadership passion and focus 

 2. Energised happy workers, and a 

 3. Genuine focus on exceeding the needs of the 
customer create purpose. 

People need to be aligned behind a common purpose that they 
believe in before they will drive and strive to fulfil it. And for Zappos 
that common purpose was making the customer happy. Underlying 
this is highly personable and exceptional customer service, 
offering a wide selection of products; and fast, accurate product 
delivery.  

As the IBM CEO Lou Gerstner put it - “Culture is everything”. The 
underlying understanding Tony Hsieh had was that if you get the 
culture right the rest will follow.  

The job of the leaders at Zappos 
is to think about the culture, to 
support it and maintain or 
improve it. Culture isn’t 
something that just happens at 
Zappos. They actively develop it. 
In fact it is the focus of the 
leadership. Get the culture right 
and it will create happy 
employees who strive and drive 

to deliver the exceptional customer service required.   

Openness, honesty and feedback 

Part of the culture is honesty in all directions. They spend a lot of 
effort communication with (not to) the employees, their suppliers 
and their customers, so everyone knows exactly and truthfully 
what is going on at all times. Previous research and practice has 
shown that high performing teams are founded on feedback, 
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continual ‘at the time' and 'in the moment’ feedback. Everyone is 
expected to provide this level of feedback on performance. There 
is no hiding from giving or receiving performance feedback for 
anyone in a high performance team. The focus is on performance, 
which in turn, in Zappos is focussed on the service to the customer.  

Culture inquiry 

The leaders lead what is known as a 
continual culture inquiry. This means 
monitoring and nudging the culture and 
working practices in the right direction 
using insight from all the stakeholders; 
the employees, customers, suppliers 
and anyone else who has sight of the 
company. The primary question here 
is: ‘is this helping or hindering our 
mission?'  

This means that the organisation is continually adapting, learning 
and getting better.  

Core values 

In 2010 Zappos codified its ten core values:  

 1. Deliver WOW through service 

 2. Embrace and drive change 

 3. Create fun and a little weirdness 

 4. Be adventurous, creative, and open-minded 

 5. Pursue growth and learning 

 6. Build open and honest relationships with 
communication 

 7. Build a positive team and family spirit 

 8. Do more with less 

 9. Be passionate and determined 

 10. Be humble 

The two values the researchers pull out as the ones Zappos 
mainly focus on, is: Deliver WOW through service and Create fun 
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and a little weirdness. These align perfectly with the two arms of 
their strategy; happy employees and happy customers.  

The customer centric strategy  

Zappos customer focussed strategy is:  

 1. Customer service should be a priority for everyone 

 2. Enable Service Reps to solve customer issues without 
involving a supervisor 

 3. Don’t keep customers who are overly demanding or 
disrespectful to employees 

 4. Don’t restrict Service Reps regarding call time, scripts, 
or sales pitches 

 5. Connect directly with customers and make contact 
information available on every web page 

 6. See customer service as an investment, not a cost 

 7. Reinforce the culture by sharing great service stories 

HR Practices 

Zappos spend a lot of time and effort recruiting and selecting the 
right people for the culture and training extensively to meet the 
requirements of the culture and of their job.   

Key here is that new employees go through an extensive cultural 
orientation programme. The orientation programme lasts for 4 
weeks following which all employees, regardless of role or 
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seniority will then complete two weeks in the call centre dealing 
with customers directly and learning how to deliver exceptional 
customer service. Interestingly during the orientation period every 
employee is offered $3000 to leave because they feel they don’t fit 
with the culture, which is a very clever tactic when you think about 
it.  

The Management 

The manager’s role is to help to create the conditions where the 
employees are happy and can deliver exceptional customer 
service. This involves the creation and maintenance of a fun 
working environment, high social engagement, lots of recognition, 
celebrations, rewards and personalising, for example having 
birthday celebrations and parties for events.    

Additionally the management are there as custodians of the culture 
and to look after the employees. Personal life coaches are 
available to every employee and everyone has access to free or 
low cost healthy food onsite and health advice for example.  

Reference  

Warrick, D. D., Milliman, J. F., & Ferguson, J. M. (2016). Lessons 
learned from Zappos on what it takes to build high performance 
cultures. Organizational Dynamics.  
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If you want to read 
Zappos founding story 
you will find it here: 

http://www.zappos.com/
d/about-zappos 
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Other interesting papers this month 

Li, C. H., & Su, K. S. (2015). The impacts of team learning on the 
development of a learning organisation: a cultural perspective. International 
Journal of Learning and Change, 8(2), 178-191. 

Basically this paper questions the applicability of developing a learning 
organisation in multicultural organisations. They cite for example cultural 
differences like the cultural face-saving strategies particularly in far eastern 
cultures for example which go against the learning organisation ethos. They 
suggest breaking this down to what they term team learning in order to get 
over such issues. Paper here: 
http://www.inderscienceonline.com/doi/abs/10.1504/IJLC.2015.074066 
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http://content.iospress.com/articles/journal-of-vocational-rehabilitation/jvr778 

Li, C. H., & Su, K. S. (2015). The impacts of team learning on the 
development of a learning organisation: a cultural perspective. International 
Journal of Learning and Change, 8(2), 178-191. 

http://www.inderscienceonline.com/doi/abs/10.1504/IJLC.2015.074066 

 

Hurley, J., Hutchinson, M., Bradbury, J., & Browne, G. (2016). Nexus between 
preventive policy inadequacies, workplace bullying, and mental health: 
Qualitative findings from the experiences of Australian public sector 
employees. International journal of mental health nursing. 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/inm.12190/abstract?userIsAuthentic
ated=false&deniedAccessCustomisedMessage= 

 

Wu, M. S. F. (2015). Effects of Female Managers’ Leadership on Teamwork 
and Organizational Performance in Catering Industry. Acta Oeconomica, 
65(s2), 325-337. 

http://www.akademiai.com/doi/abs/10.1556/032.65.2015.S2.24 

Nawaz, M., & Pangil, F. (2016). The relationship between human resource 
development factors, career growth and turnover intention: The mediating role 
of organizational commitment. Management Science Letters, 6(2), 157-176. 

http://growingscience.com/beta/msl/2202-the-relationship-between-human-
resource-development-factors-career-growth-and-turnover-intention-the-
mediating-role-of-organizational-commitment.html 
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New books this month 
You Will Meet a Tall, Dark Stranger:	Executive Coaching 
Challenges by Manfred F. R. Kets de Vries. Insead Business 
Press 
Manfred F. R. Kets de Vries is probably one of the top 
management thinkers in the world today.  

In this interesting book Kets de Vries examines the 
challenges faced by executive coaches dealing with senior 
executives. He starts by reviewing the general challenges 
faced by executive coaches. He then looks at the eight 
‘problem’ psychological executive profiles or characters 
that coaches are likely to encounter. 

The eight types of executives he profiles are: 

1. The Narcissistic Executive 

2. The Detached Executive 

3. The Paranoid Executive 

4. The “Bipolar” Executive 

5. The Psychopathic Executive 

6. The “Autistic” Executive 

7. The Passive-Aggressive Executive 

8. The Obsessive-Compulsive Executive 

Certainly as you read the profiles, if you have experience of executive 
coaching, you will quickly start to identify the styles in your previous and 
current clients. All eight of the executive profiles get a chapter to explore their 
perspective and to help you to see into their world, how they think and see 
things. This is an immensely useful approach from a coach’s point of view and 
really gets you inside their heads.  

He finishes with an exposé on the nature of the organisation and the effects it 
has on executives. 

Personally you don't have to be an executive coach to gain value from this 
book. Anyone working in an organisation will find this a useful, fascinating and 
thought provoking book, particularly in senior management positions Give it to 
your boss! 

If you go to http://oxford-review.com/book-reviews you will find a link direct to 
this book on Amazon.  
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Winners: And How They Succeed by Alastair Campbell. 
Hutchinson. 
Regardless of what you think about the author and his role in the Blair 
governments, it is worth giving this book a look. The aim of the book is to 
examine what makes a winner. A topic that is both useful to our professional 
and personal lives. If you are in L&D, are a coach, in HR or have any dealings 
with organisational development or just want to be a winner, you will find 
material and examples in this book that are illuminating, useful and in part 
quite inspiring.  

Using many real life examples from politics, sport and business, Campbell 
carries out a wide ranging examination of what it takes to produce and be a 
winner in any area of life. 

Having said that, the book at times rambles and could have 
been more tightly focused. It tends to go over topics a few 
times in different guises and feels more like a conversation 
rather than a focused series of lessons. It also has a tendency 
to feel at times like a massive name dropping exercise of all 
the greats Campbell has met over the years. If you can get 
over who wrote the book and the self-aggrandisement there 
are some real nuggets in here about being a winner and a 
leader. I also found that it provided a really interesting insight 

into incidents and areas you don't often get insight into. 

There are a couple of issues that may grate, which I found somewhat 
detracted both from the book and my feelings towards Campbell.  

The first is the complete denial of any problems around the weapons of mass 
destruction issue, from which he distances himself a few times in the book. 
Secondly later in the book he refers to confirmation bias, one of the biggest 
and most impactive examples of which was the fiasco over the rationale for 
going to war with Iraq in the first place. However he studiously stays away 
from this and gives a couple of fairly facile examples instead. Indeed that 
whole issue was a failure of many of the points he refers to in the book, but 
fails to acknowledge this. 

Lastly he has a whole chapter dedicated to the Royal Family which reads 
somewhat like a grovelling call for recognition in the honours list. He defends 
the inclusion of the Royal Family but then completely fails to mention them in 
the conclusion, which I think speaks for itself.  

Beyond these issues the book has at its heart some very important lessons 
and extremely useful examples for anyone in a development role and for your 
own personal development. My copy is littered with notes and 'stickies'.  

 

Certainly worth reading or listening to the audio book. I would keep a 
notebook handy. If you go to http://oxford-review.com/book-reviews you will 
find a link direct to this book on Amazon.  
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