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“Discover Your True North is the most robust 
and practical leadership book I have ever 
read, period." 

–TOM RATH, BEST-SELLING AUTHOR OF 
STRENGTHS FINDER 2.0 & ARE YOU FULLY CHARGED?

ARE YOU AN
AUTHENTIC LEADER? 

FREE FIELDBOOK
For a limited time, get the Fieldbook FREE with your purchase! 
Visit FindYourTrueNorth.org and enter code MYTRUENORTH
OFFER VALID THROUGH AUGUST 31, 2015

To be a great leader and set your organization up for success, you must know yourself. 

Why? Find out in this instant classic, updated and expanded for today’s professionals. 

In Discover Your True North, four-time best-selling author and Harvard Business School 

Professor Bill George guides you on a journey toward authenticity. On the way, he pro�les 

101 top business success stories from around the world, including Unilever’s Paul Polman, 

PepsiCo’s Indra Nooyi, Merck’s Ken Frazier, Alibaba’s Jack Ma and The Hu�ngton Post’s 

Arianna Hu�ngton. They’ve found their True North… and so can you.

“Discover Your True North bids to be a 
classic, standing alongside �e E�ective 
Executive by Peter Drucker and Becoming 
a Leader  by Warren Bennis. I salute Bill on 
his best book.”  

– FOREWORD BY DAVID GERGEN
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From the Executive Editor

HRPS is about Practice 
with a capital “P.” It 

is about practice 
informed through 

science, research, 
evidence, and insight 

and, ultimately, it is 
about what moves our 
organizations forward.

From Change to Transformation

This issue of People + Strategy began 
as a series of conversations held 
during the three-day HR People 

+ Strategy annual conference in April. 
A few hundred senior-level HR lead-
ers gathered in Miami to collectively 
explore the ways the world of work is 
undergoing transformation. The con-
ference was a resounding success, with 
as many conversations happening off 
the stage and after hours as during. 

In the end, it was agreed that we 
needed to capture some of the key 
dialogue, leading research, compelling 
presentations, and participants’ shared 
insights in the People + Strategy journal. 
And so this issue is dedicated entirely 
to the conference theme: Transforming 
the World of Work. James Papiano, 
the conference’s inspirational co-chair, 
joined us as guest editor to ensure that 
we preserved the spirit and impact of 
the conference within these pages.

Without doubt, the themes “change” 
and “managing change” have been 
featured in the journal before. With 
this issue, we are staying true to the 
HRPS “change matters” tradition while 
capturing the new world of change and 
its more transformative shape.

A lot has shifted in the workplace in 
recent years, but the real transforma-
tion has yet to occur. As one confer-
ence speaker noted, “Remember this 
moment. This is probably the slowest 
time in your life; everything else from 
now on is going to continue to accel-
erate.” The workplace of the future is 
being shaped right now, and we as HR 
leaders have a chance to make a real 
difference.

Our key focus will not change. HRPS 
is about Practice with a capital “P.” It 
is about practice informed through 
science, research, evidence, and insight 
and, ultimately, it is about what moves 
our organizations forward—what en-
gages people at work, what impacts our 
purpose and performance.  

This issue contains robust debate 
among thoughtful practice leaders and 

change agents in their own organi-
zations. In the lead Perspective, Eva 
Sage-Gavin of the Aspen Institute’s 
Skills for America’s Future and Kaye 
Foster-Cheek share their thoughts on 
whether HR should lead workplace 
transformation or follow. “This is an 
inflection point for our profession, and 
we have a choice.” The answer seems 
clear: HR must lead.  

Michael Arena, chief talent officer 
at GM, shares with readers in an In 
First Person interview the story of the 
evolving HR practices the auto giant 
is developing in response to emerging 
adaptive business models. Using GM 
as an example, Arena cautions that 
HR “needs to think about everything 
that [it does] in regards to enabling 
the broader business challenges and 
transformations.” 

The second installment of Executive 
Roundtable introduces multiple exec-
utive voices to ground us again in the 
practice of transformation. Lenny Com-
ma, chairman of the board and CEO 
of Jack in the Box, tells us, “We need 
to know how to grow” in the context of 
the ever-changing world we live in. 

The issue’s feature articles unfailing-
ly represent strong and ample research, 
best practices, and new models for 
doing business. To conclude, the book 
reviews round out the issue with a look 
at what top CEO advisors and thought 
leaders are saying about the transfor-
mation of the world of work. 

To us editors, every issue we publish 
is special in its own right. The summer 
edition arrives to readers in the wake of 
the conference to engage the broadest 
and, at times, most diverse group of 
contributors in the field of HR and 
business. Each reader will find some-
thing applicable to his or her own world 
of transformation at work. 

What are we waiting for? Vamos!  

Anna A. Tavis, Ph.D.

Is your organizational culture driving 
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agile-minded team to respond to events 
faster — and better — than the competition? 
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Welcome to the  
New World of Work

The transformation of the world 
of work has been underway for 
some time. What’s different now 

is that what is emerging has—at least 
for the moment—come into sharper 
focus. As you will see, this summer issue 
of the People + Strategy journal covers a 
wide swath of transformative develop-
ments—from how we think about and 
develop leaders to how we manage our-
selves in an increasingly complex work 
environment to how General Motors (at 
the impressive age of 107) is transform-
ing itself in anticipation of even more 
accelerated change as the 21st century 
unfolds.

Like every issue of People + Strategy, 
this one is full of forward-thinking lead-
ers sharing what’s new and what works.

In Linking Theory and Practice 
(p. 14), Bill Browning of Terrapin 
Bright Green demonstrates that there is 
a lot more to an effective workplace de-
sign than an open office plan. Research 
by Browning and others is giving new 
relevance to biophilia—a concept that 
has been around for more than 30 years 
but more recently has attracted the 
interest of leading businesses that are 
figuring out how to increase cognitive 
function and productivity by investing 
in smart design. 

Eva Sage-Gavin and Kaye Foster- 
Cheek reveal the need for transfor-
mational changes in the way we think 
about and practice HR. In Perspectives 
(p. 8), they pull the camera back and 
look at HR as part of an ecosystem that 

demands that we rework both our per-
spective and our operational roles. 

Our lead article, “The New Global 
Leaders” (p. 26), by Harvard Business 
School senior fellow Bill George, takes 
a holistic view of how today’s global 
leaders succeed and what we can do to 
support them and increase their ranks. 
George addresses matters of character, 
business sense, and cultural attunement 
in an integrated portrait of what makes 
a leader global. 

While this issue takes its inspiration 
from our annual conference, it is more 
than a reflection of the conversations 
we had in Miami—it is a deepening of 
that dialogue. Our authors don’t just 
help us see what is happening now, they 
raise questions that will shape what the 
transformation of the world of work will 
look like in the coming years.  

Welcome to it. 

James Papiano
Guest Editor

Letter from the Guest Editor

Change may be constant, but it is not uniform. Every 
now and then, we come upon a vantage point from 
which we can make sense of the wider world. We 
engage with ideas that crystalize rather than mystify, 
and our thinking takes a leap forward instead of a 
step to the side or backward. This is how we know 
that change is producing more than just churn.

HR [is] part of an 
ecosystem that demands 
that we rework both our 
perspective and our 
operational roles.
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Perspectives | POINT | COUNTERPOINT

The Future of Work
By Marc Sokol 

Perhaps you know the William 
Gibson saying, “The future is 
already here; it’s just not very 

evenly distributed.” Some people really 
do get to the future sooner than others, 
and we would be wise to learn from 
them.

In our lead Perspective, Eva 
Sage‑Gavin and Kaye Foster‑Cheek 
describe the future of work and human 
resources—a future that has arrived 
for some of us and, in time, will involve 
all of us. This is not just their opinion, 
but reflects a consensus of experts 
across our profession. They summarize 
five major trends that will increasingly 
impact all companies in the coming 
decade.

In the commentaries that follow, you 
can read examples of how the world of 
HR is evolving and how the future has 
indeed arrived. John Boudreau reminds 
us that the lead Perspective isn’t just 
forecasting trends; it’s about changing 
how we see and define the world of 
work—and that can fundamentally 
change everything we do in human 
resources.

Eric Severson reports how retail 
companies are already thinking big as 
they take the lead addressing the expec-
tations of Millennials. As employees and 
as customers, Millennials will have more 
and more impact on the workplace. 
Eric illustrates how human resources 
leaders and their companies can make a 
profound difference.

Tom Gaunt sees a different implica-
tion from the lead Perspective, alerting 
us to ways that networking increases 
the capacity of companies to form agile 
teams, while also advancing the careers 
of individuals.

Bob Black, a seasoned P&L execu-
tive, closes out the set of commentaries 
with an observation that the story here is 
not just about some aspirational future 
for human resources, but rather it’s also 
about running a business and should be 
a priority for every executive.

If you have been wondering how hu-
man resources can embrace the future, 
and even shape what work looks like in 
the coming decade, then this install-
ment of Perspectives is for you. After 
reading the lead Perspective and com-
mentaries that follow, you can contact 
any of the authors or me directly. Let us 
know how you and your company are 
shaping the future of your workplace 
and your community.

Marc Sokol is Perspectives Editor. He can 
be reached at Marc.Sokol@SageHRD.com.

POINT

The Transformation 
of Work: Will HR 
Lead or Follow?
By Eva Sage-Gavin and  
Kaye Foster-Cheek

The pace of change and demands 
of the workplace require traditional 
HR roles to proactively evolve and 
transform. An increasingly connected 
world—fueled by rapid advances in 
technology—is driving massive work-
place change. 

These changes present new challeng-
es and opportunities for HR leaders.  A 
unique collaboration of professionals,  
The Future of HR project was chartered 
to envision what work will look like in 
2025. This open-source project received 
sponsorship from the National Academy 
of HR, HR People + Strategy, Universi-
ty of Southern California’s Center for 

Perspectives | POINT | COUNTERPOINT

It’s about changing  
how we see and  

define the world of 
work–and that can 

fundamentally change 
everything we do in 

human resources.
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Effective Organizations, and Pricewa-
terhouseCoopers. Fortune 500 CHROs, 
Silicon Valley HR leaders, HR thought 
leaders, and academics have collabo-
rated virtually over the last year and 
identified five emerging roles for HR 
practitioners that, if embraced, will keep 
our profession at the helm of change.

Five Emerging Roles 
for HR Practitioners

1. Trend Forecasting and Change 
Leadership 
Business and HR leaders need to 
anticipate trends and then proactively 
lead change so organizations can thrive 
in the new world of work. One critical 
skill will be the ability to analyze diverse 
sources of data and develop insights, 
providing “sense making” with strate-
gic recommendations that can guide 
CEOs, boards, and organizations—in 
advance of a trend’s impact. As import-

ant, HR must shift its mindset from 
change management to change leadership 
and foster truly agile leadership. 

2. Talent Sourcing and Community 
Building 
Talent management will extend beyond 
our current view of company to include 
those who will come together to deliver 
work outside a regular employment rela-
tionship, such as e-lancers, contractors, 
and partners. Sourcing and recruiting 
must evolve to develop relationships 
over an extended period of time, le-
veraging global talent pools, and using 
crowdsourcing or technology-enabled 
channels. 

HR leaders have the opportunity 
to serve as connectors, orchestrators, 
and brokers of a constantly evolving 
talent marketplace, bringing unique 
and innovative solutions to best match 
the demand and supply of skills and 
capabilities.

3. Organization and Performance 
Architecture 
Diverse forms of “employment” and 
new ways of collaborating will chal-
lenge traditional approaches to how 
organizations have inspired and 
rewarded people to deliver results. 
Business practices will need to truly 
optimize talent and create less hierar-
chical, non-employment relationships. 
Organizations will need to apply a mar-
ket segmentation approach to develop 
highly personalized “deals” for individ-
uals that are still considered fair and 
equitable across a global framework.

4. Culture and Community Activism 
We will continue to shift away from 
legacy, company-centric views of the 
world and toward views that consider 
an ecosystem of stakeholders, including 
customers, vendors, and current and 
future “employees,” be they freelancers, 
partners, or shareholders. Company 
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brand and reputation management 
strategies will shift from being exter-
nally focused to engaging employees 
and the larger talent ecosystem, as 
companies realize that these employees 
and extended influencers are the best 
brand ambassadors. 

While corporate social responsibility 
will remain critically important, employ-
ees want to bring their whole selves to 
work in a very different way. They want 
to share their knowledge and skills be-
yond simply building houses or serving 
the less advantaged in limited volunteer 
engagements. They want their personal 
contributions outside and at work to 
serve a greater good, and they want to 
constantly experience personal growth. 
They want to craft employment to lever-
age their strengths, while also enabling 
them to have an impact on social capital 
priorities they consider important. In 
anticipation of this trend, HR needs to 
lead the shift of community activism fo-
cus from “nice to do” to being essential 
for talent attraction and retention.

5. Operational Excellence 
The influence of technology will 
increasingly present options for work 
to be deconstructed and delivered by 
diverse talent pools anywhere and any-
time. This will change the landscape of 
human capital contracting and service 
delivery as we contend with new practic-
es, regulations, and governance. Private 
and public partnerships will emerge to 
shape new global ways of working, with 
transparency and equity as key themes 
by which these efforts are evaluated. 
HR is positioned to navigate the estab-
lishment of new structures and policies 
that enable and ensure equity of access 
to opportunities across the globe. 

So Now What? 
Challenging times offer an opportu-
nity to flip our perspectives and throw 
away calcified assumptions. It is an 
understatement to say that we are on 
the precipice of a sustained period of 
change. This is an inflection point for 
our profession, and we have a choice: 
We can play it safe, making small 
adjustments to our own organizations. 
Or we can take up the real challenges 
and become leaders that leave a legacy, 
having made deep and significant 

changes to our profession and the glob-
al workplace. 

This is the time to think big. We 
need to understand the shifts ahead 

and respond with bold and proactive 
strategies. Providing leadership to this 
future workplace is not without risk, just 
like those that CEOs, CFOs, and other 
top executives bear. And if we do not 
provide leadership on the new world of 
work, who will? 

Eva Sage-Gavin is vice chairman of the 
Aspen Institute’s Skills for America’s Future 
Advisory Board and the former CHRO and 
head of corporate affairs at Gap Inc. She 
can be reached at eva@sage-gavin.com. 

Kaye Foster-Cheek is a senior advisor to the 
Boston Consulting Group (BCG) and for-
mer CHRO at Onyx Pharmaceuticals and 
Johnson & Johnson. She can be reached at 
kfoste2@gmail.com. 

COUNTERPOINT

Work and 
Community: Two 
Words That Change 
Everything
By John Boudreau

Eva Sage-Gavin and Kaye Foster-Cheek 
propose revolutionary ideas. What may 
be less apparent is how their model 
provides a bridge from today to to-
morrow, and through two simple word 
substitutions.

The outside words in their model 
look familiar enough: HR has long em-

braced the need to plan, attract, align, 
and engage workers, supported by HR 
service delivery. Yet, inside the circles, 
greater distinctions emerge, and two in 
particular illustrate just how much may 
change.

From Employment to Work
“Employment” is pervasive in HR. 
Our plans relieve employment gaps, 
we attract employment candidates, we 
align employee performance, and we in-
crease employee engagement. But what 
if you assumed that your work will not 
be done by your employees? The trend 
toward organization and performance 
architecture to include an extended 
workforce outside traditional company 
boundaries means just that. Can your 
HR operating models and strategies 
handle it? Most fall short. 

Sage-Gavin and Foster-Cheek’s frame-
work encompasses the work that will 
continue to be done by employees, but 
only as one option. The future work and 
workplace also reside beyond traditional 
employment, such as creative work done 
by volunteer gamers, or software devel-
opment done by freelancers on a cloud 
platform. Iconic organizations like Dis-
ney, Siemens, Apple, IBM, and Visa have 
avoided employment competition by 
loaning and borrowing employees from 
each other. Why shouldn’t you? 

Look again at their framework and 
you see that detaching work from em-
ployment fundamentally changes every 
HR concept. What does it mean to plan, 
attract, align, and engage volunteers, 
freelancers, or contractors? Put simply, 
winning organizations in the future will 
lead the work, not only the employees. 

From Organization 
to Community
Consider how ideas like organization 
design, accountability, effectiveness, 
change, and management evolve when 
you simply substitute the word “commu-
nity” for the word “organization.” Tra-
ditional organization and management 
now become agile and boundary- 
less community building. Sage-Gavin 
and Foster-Cheek’s framework reminds 
us that in a community transparency 
often trumps secrecy, democracy often 
trumps authority, and networks often 
trump hierarchies. 

HR is positioned 
to navigate the 

establishment of  
new structures and 
policies that enable  

and ensure equity of 
access to opportunities 

across the globe. 
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Indeed, even the Future of HR con-
sortium that they acknowledge is itself 
a model of getting work done beyond 
employment and organization. For 
more than two years, prominent and 
creative executives and other leaders 
have devoted hundreds of hours to this 
work. Why? Each of them is motivated 
to give back to a profession that has 
given them so much, and they know that 
this profession must accelerate to meet 
its future potential. So they work beyond 
their day jobs to design this “future of 
HR” community collectively. 

Two Simple Words 
With two simple words—work and com-
munity—Sage-Gavin and Foster-Cheek 
describe a future that can be either 
wonderful or awful, or even both. On 
one hand, it can devolve into a winner-
take-all and commoditized work world 
that serves few and exploits many. Or it 
can evolve into a sustainable ecosystem 
of empowerment across many varieties 
of work, of transparency and bound-
ary-less opportunities, and all freed 
from the exclusive reliance on tradi-

tional concepts of employment and 
organization. 

The ultimate path will depend on 
those who are willing to lead the trans-
formation of work, and the profession 
that supports them. As duly noted, it is 
time to think big.

John W. Boudreau is professor at the Mar-
shall School of Business and research direc-
tor of the Center for Effective Organizations, 
University of Southern California. He can be 
reached at john.boudreau@usc.edu.

Employers Can  
No Longer Stand on 
the Sidelines
By Eric Severson

It was a watershed moment. In March 
2015, nearly a dozen Fortune 500 
CEOs—including leaders of Apple, 
Salesforce.com, Gap Inc., and the 
world’s largest employer, Walmart—pub-

licly denounced legislation in Indiana 
and Arkansas that they believed dis-
criminated against the Lesbian, Gay, 
Bisexual, and Transgender (LGBT) 
community.

Such corporate activism on a 
controversial social issue would have 
been unthinkable a decade ago. Yet in 
a world where Millennials make up a 
growing percentage of the workforce, 
taking a stand on community issues 
is no longer taboo for companies; in 
fact, it’s fast becoming a necessity. As a 
generation, Millennials are social activ-
ists—and they expect their employers 
to be too. According to the 2013 Cone 
Communications Social Impact Study, a 
majority of Millennials make critical 
decisions, such as where to shop or 
which stocks to invest in, based on a 
company’s corporate social responsibil-
ity reputation. Of critical importance 
to HR leaders: 78 percent of Millenni-
als said company reputation for social 
responsibility influences where they 
choose to work. 

According to Deloitte’s 2014 Millen-
nial Survey, by 2025, 75 percent of the 

PHOTO: ©DAN HOLM / SHUTTERSTOCK.COM
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global workforce will be Millennial. 
That means “culture and community 
activism,” one of the five critical skills 
identified in the Future of HR Project, 
will be more important than ever

Leading from the Front
For Millennials, social activism isn’t 
something reserved for one’s personal 
life or an all-employee volunteer outing. 
It’s about how a company does business 
every day, Millennials expect business-
es, not government, to take the lead on 
social change. “The biggest ‘aha’ for us 

in the whole study,” said Scott Beau-
doin, author of the Cone report, “was 
that although trust in business is still 
low, Millennials see business as the only 
solution for a better future. They’ve 
given up on government.”

A poignant recent example of this 
phenomenon involves the minimum 
wage. After President Obama unsuc-
cessfully lobbied Congress to increase 
the federal minimum to $10.10, Gap 
Inc. decided to lead on the issue by 
announcing it was raising its minimum 
wage to $10.00. Walmart, IKEA, Tar-
get, TJX, and others soon followed, 
announcing their own minimum wage 
thresholds. This single issue illustrates 
the power of business to significantly 
improve the quality of life for millions 
of Americans—just by changing a single 
business practice. 

Co-Creating a Better 
Community
As the lead Perspectives authors 
observe, “employees want to share 
their knowledge and skills beyond 
simply building houses or serving the 
less advantaged in limited volunteer 
engagements. They want their personal 
contributions outside and at work to 

serve a greater good, and they want to 
constantly experience personal growth.” 

According to a 2014 study commis-
sioned by MSLGROUP, 69 percent 
of Millennials want business to make 
it easier for them to get involved in 
creating social change. One example 
of this co-creative approach was at Gap 
Inc., where we collaborated with our 
74 percent female workforce to advocate 
for pay equality. On Equal Pay Day 2015 
(April 14), while the company spoke out 
for pay equality at press conferences 
and in blogs, over 100,000 employees 
were encouraged to wear red to work 
(symbolic of women being “in the red” 
globally when their average earnings are 
compared with men’s) and to post pro-
pay equality messaging on social media. 

A World Without Borders
The Millennial world is getting  
smaller—and less siloed. Having grown 
up in a digital world where physical 
proximity was irrelevant and bound-
aries blurred, Millennials expect the 
workplace to be like their Facebook 
page—a mashup of all of the interests 
in their lives, including work, home, 
family, friends, hobbies, and causes. 

Demographers tell us that Millenni-
als don’t see the world in dichotomies 
the way their predecessors did (work vs. 
life, commerce vs. social responsibility, 
global vs. local). Instead, they focus on 
synergies and convergences, bringing 
together the diverse aspects of their 
lives. At Gap Inc. this meant we stopped 
focusing on work-life balance and instead 
focused on work-life integration. It’s also 
why we encouraged employees to join 
us in advocating for social change both 
globally (for example, worker safety in 
Bangladesh) and locally (for instance, 
a local breast cancer awareness walk for 
store employees in Minnesota). 

Who Better Than 
Human Resources? 
Corporations have enormous power to 
create positive change in the communi-
ties where they do business. Given their 
substantial brand equity, marketing savvy, 
and human and financial capital, they 
are poised to be the change agents of 
the 21st century. And Millennials, as the 
primary consumers of the future, will 
hold them accountable for doing so. But 

who will lead business into this largely 
unexplored territory? Who better than 
human resources—the ones with “hu-
man” right in our name? Let’s own it.

Eric Severson is former SVP, global 
talent solutions, at Gap Inc. He can be 
reached at ericseversonhr@gmail.com.

How Networking 
Transforms the 
Future of Work
By Tom Gaunt

The authors posit that in the future 
work is going to be done not by tradi-
tional employees alone, but rather by 
a workforce of employees, e-lancers, 
contractors, and partners. Implicit in 
this is the notion that teams will form, 
drawing from a diverse pool of talent for 
a particular purpose. Once that objective 
is met, the team will disband and others 
will form in its place. 

To succeed in this environment, 
companies must encourage their people 
to develop strong professional networks. 
These networks can be leveraged to 
identify changes in the market that rep-
resent opportunities or threats and can 
help rapidly identify talent necessary to 
accomplish their objectives. This leads 
to better performance for individuals 
and companies.

While this may seem to be intuitively 
obvious, this idea meets with a surprising 
amount of resistance.  I have been asked, 
“Why would I want to help someone 
build a network so they can get a new job 
outside of my company?” I view that as a 
“calcified assumption,” one that implies 
that networks pose only the downside 
risk of helping people find a new job. 
The real risk is an insular culture that 
is incapable of rapidly responding to 
changes in the market. As Reid Hoffman 
states in his book, The Alliance: Managing 
Talent in the Networked Age, “In a nutshell, 
network intelligence that leverages the 
individual networks of your organiza-
tion’s people is the most effective way for 
your organization to engage with and 
learn from the outside world.”

 Many companies would benefit by 

For Millennials, social 
activism isn’t something 

reserved for one’s 
personal life or an  

all-employee volunteer 
outing. It’s about  

how a company does 
business every day, 
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providing tools and support for all of 
their employees’ networking efforts. 
For example, my company is focused on 
helping others respond to a persistent 
issue that is impacting the culture 
of their companies. In far too many 
companies, women are woefully under-
represented on the executive team. We 
intend to help women harness the po-
tential of their networks to accelerate 
their careers. Doing so will help these 
women outperform peers who are not 
leveraging professional networks. It will 
also increase their visibility within their 
own firms, thus helping them acceler-
ate their career success as well.

 Most HR systems and practices were 
designed for a workplace that no longer 
exists. The new world of work is already 
being performed by loosely coupled 
teams. Networked relationships feed 
those teams, helping groups and indi-
viduals become optimized for the job at 
hand.  

Smart people recognize that their 
networks are critical for success in this 
environment. Smart companies will 
support their people in building these 
networks. Smart HR professionals see 
the potential.

How smart do you want your compa-
ny to be?

Tom Gaunt is CEO of NQuotient, as well as an 
angel investor in several startup companies. 
He can be reached at tom@nquotient.com.

Of course! It’s How 
You Run a Business
By Bob Black

As a business leader, often the question 
is not, “What would we like to do?” It’s, 
“Can we make it all the way through the 
journey without losing the support of 
our stakeholders—while simultaneous-
ly delivering increased profits at each 
footstep?”

The vision provided in the lead Per-
spective identifies the changes smart busi-
ness leaders and their organizations need 
to implement for longer-term success. 
We need to be significantly more talent 
centric, more flexible, more virtual—and 
we need strong HR leadership to get 

there. That is not just a set of aspirations; 
it’s how we need to run our businesses.

Focus not just on “what,” but on 
“how.” For a journey of this magnitude, 
strong HR leadership is a minimum 
prerequisite. There are at least four ad-
ditional requirements of how we must 
proceed:
• New mental models for how organiza-

tions really work. Most acknowledge 
that culture, processes, and relation-
ship networks are at the core of how 
groups of people work together. Yet 
most such constructs start with and 
focus on structure and organizational 
charts. Our people often struggle 
with “messiness,” even in simple 
matrix organizational designs. Signifi-
cant angst goes into detailed clarifica-
tion of solid, dotted, or duel report-
ing lines. Everyone wants to know 
who really “has the D”—the authority 
for decisions that must be made. 
 In contrast, the authors paint a 
much more biological and flexible 
organization of the future. This will 
require a new framing of how orga-
nizations really work in a way that 
all disparate members can be both 
comfortable and effective. 

• Supporting infrastructure. The 
implications of much larger pools 
of talent, with many willing to work 
more flexibly and virtually, include 
discovering answers to questions of 
how to access, evaluate, and incent 
them—and ensure economic and 
social continuity for them. This also 
has larger implications for change in 
labor legislation across many markets.

• Inclusive organizations. One byprod-
uct of business process outsourcing 
was the severing of many historically 
integrated organizational experienc-

es and networks. As organizations 
become more complex, diverse, and 
dispersed, there emerges a need to 
foster new dimensions of connectivity 
and inclusiveness. 
 Ironically, as an organization 
becomes more fluid, less hierarchical, 
and far-flung, it needs to become 
even tighter and more interwoven. 
This might look like numerous sepa-
rate nodes, work structures, and legal 
entities serving many companies but 
still operating as a single unit with a 
uniform culture exclusively integrat-
ed in your company—a challenging 
paradox!

• Bold business leaders. Leaders who 
display both the courage to pursue 
dramatic innovation and the wisdom 
to understand how to truly partner 
with HR professionals are critical. 
Major change entails risk and takes 
time. This takes courageous business 
leaders, but they can’t and shouldn’t 
expect to do this alone. They need 
partners who understand the com-
plexity and challenges and who can 
help develop solutions and guide 
them when the tough times inevita-
bly hit. 
Sage-Gavin, Foster-Cheek, and the 

members of Future of HR Project are on 
to something critical here. How can we 
help them get to this future state more 
quickly and across a wider field versus 
just seeing a few marginal experiments 
along the edges?

Bob Black, former group president at Kim-
berly-Clark International, currently serves 
on several corporate boards and as an advi-
sor to many companies on global business, 
organizational, and talent issues. He can 
be reached at blackrobertw@gmail.com
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Linking Theory + Practice

Incorporating Nature into the Built Environment

Healthier Workplaces, Happier Employees
By Bill Browning

Biophilia—the innate human at-
traction to nature—is a concept 
that has been recognized for 

several decades by the scientific and 
design communities, and intuitively for 
hundreds of years by the population 
at large. Biophilic design, design that 
brings nature into the built environ-
ment, has often been regarded as a 
luxury for employers that want the best 
possible workplace for their employees, 
or that want to showcase their efforts to 
be more environmentally responsible. 

Green building efforts traditionally 
focus on costs of energy, water, and 
healthy materials—all important topics. 
Yet, human costs are 112 times greater 
than energy costs in the workplace 
(Browning, et al., 2012). Incorporating 
nature into the built environment is 
not a luxury, but a sound economic 
investment in health and productivity. 
Biophilic design has been shown to 
improve employee well-being, increase 

productivity, and boost the bottom line. 

What is Biophilia?
Humans have evolved in the larger 
context of the natural environment, and 
we have developed to respond to these 
natural surroundings. As a result, we in-
nately favor specific sensory interactions 
with nature and spatial properties of var-
ious natural landscapes (Wilson, 1984). 
The term biophilia, stemming from the 
words bio (“life”) and the Greek word 
philía (“friendship, affinity”) means 
“love of life,” and it implies that humans 
hold a biological need for connection 
with nature on physical, mental, and 
social levels, and that this connection 
affects our personal well-being, produc-
tivity, and societal relationships. 

Whether one is engaging with nature 
by walking through a park, interacting 
with animals, or simply taking in a view 

of greenery from one’s place of work, 
biophilia has many applications that 
help transform mundane settings into 
stimulating environments.

The Growing Evidence
Recent advancement in our under-
standing of natural systems, coupled 
with a growing understanding of the 
subtle neurological and physiologi-
cal functions associated with contact 
with nature, has allowed us to identify 
biophilic design strategies that can in-
crease economic gains, improve produc-
tivity, and strengthen the social fabric 
of communities. For example, neuro-
science studies have demonstrated that 
experiencing nature improves cognitive 
focus (Lee, et. al, 2015). Monitoring 
cortisol levels indicate prolonged drops 
in stress hormones after experiences of 
nature (Park, et. al. 2009). Optical sci-
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entists also note that looking at distant 
pleasing views causes all the muscles 
in the eyes to relax (Lewis, 2012). This 
is an expanding field of research that 
is underscoring the value of biophilic 
design in the workplace. 

Studies conducted by neuroscien-
tists, psychologists, and endocrinolo-
gists have indicated the positive impact 
of nature interactions on productivity. 
For instance, neuroscientists have 
found that viewing complex, dynamic 
natural scenes is a pleasurable experi-
ence, whereas viewing scenes with less 
visual richness, such as a blank wall or 
a treeless street, trigger less pleasurable 
mental reactions (Biederman & Vessel, 
2006). 

Studies in Japan (Park, et.al. 2010) 
found that walking through forest 
atmospheres decreases stress hormone 
levels, blood pressure, and heart rate 
compared to walking through urban 
areas. These studies support Attention 
Restoration Theory (ART): that nature 
serves as a positive restorative environ-
ment for humans and is an effective 
platform for stress management, 
health promotion, and disease deter-
rence (Kaplan and Kaplan, 1989). 

An experiment at the University 
of Melbourne demonstrated that this 
can occur with just a 40-second view 
to nature. (Lee, et. al, 2015), indicat-
ing how easy it is to create impactful 

biophilic interventions. Biophilic office 
environments can also deeply affect our 
cognition and health. 

Researchers at the University of 
Oregon (Elzeyadi, 2011) found that 10 

percent of employee absences could 
be attributed to architectural elements 
that did not connect with nature, and 
that the quality of a person’s view was 
the primary predictor of absentee-
ism. These studies, along with others, 
demonstrate how biophilic environ-
ments can decrease illness and absen-
teeism, increase staff retention, and 
improve job performance through the 
reduction and prevention of mental 
stress and fatigue. In other words, bio-
philic design strategies not only create 
healthier workplaces and happier 
employees, but have a positive effect on 
the bottom line as well. 

How Cost-Effective Is 
Biophilic Design? 
An experiment undertaken in a call 
center for the Sacramento Municipal 
Utility District (SMUD) office building 
found that a simple biophilic interven-

tion saved three times the cost of its 
installation. The call center is located 
on an upper floor with large windows 
and trees just outside the windows. 
The building achieved a LEED Gold 

certification, with great daylighting, 
raised floors with vents that can be 
controlled at each workstation, good 
thermal performance, and high in-
door air quality. The workstations were 
situated perpendicular to the windows, 
and since the workers needed to focus 
on their computer monitors, seeing 
the view out the windows required 
them to turn their bodies.

By rotating the workstations a few 
degrees toward the windows, any 
movement in the trees outside became 
perceptible in the occupants’ periph-
eral vision. This caused the occupants 
to occasionally glance out the windows, 
which relaxed their eyes by changing 
visual focus and gave them brief mental 
pauses that restored cognitive focus. 
Moving the workstations cost about 
$1,000 per occupant. The call han-
dling capabilities of the staff increased 
by more than 6 percent, resulting in 
savings of approximately $3,000 per oc-
cupant. (Hechong 2003, Loftness 2008) 

Bringing Biophilia into the 
Workplace
Transforming an existing or new work-
space into a biophilic environment 
must be strategic. Certain biophilic 
strategies have specific cognitive or 
physiological outcomes. Business lead-
ers and designers must select interven-
tions that will have the specific effects 
their workplace and workforce require 
for the type of work performed there. 
Terrapin Bright Green’s paper “14 Pat-
terns of Biophilic Design” (Browning, 
et al., 2014) identifies patterns found 
in nature with proven health benefits 
to help guide designers in creating 
effective biophilic spaces. 

Biophilic design strategies fall un-
der three general categories: 
• Nature in the space 

Biophilic office environments can also deeply  
affect our cognition and health.

Irish Cafe in North Carolina Museum of Art, sculpture by Patrick Dougherty CREDIT: LARRY MILLER/FLICKR
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• Natural analogues
• Nature of the space. 

Nature in the space addresses the 

direct, physical, and ephemeral pres-
ence of nature in a space or place. For 
workplaces this can include plant life, 

water, and animals, as well as breez-
es, sounds, scents, and other natural 
elements. Common examples include 
potted plants, flower beds, bird feeders, 
butterfly gardens, water features, foun-
tains, aquariums, courtyard gardens, 
and green walls or vegetated roofs. 

Natural analogues address organic, 
non-living, and indirect evocations of 
nature. Such interventions can include 
objects, materials, colors, shapes, se-
quences, and patterns found in nature 
and manifest as artwork, ornamentation, 
furniture, décor, and textiles in the built 
environment. Mimicry of shells and 
leaves, furniture with organic shapes, 
and natural materials like wood planks 
and granite tabletops are all examples of 
natural analogue design interventions. 

Nature of the space addresses 
spatial configurations in nature. For 
office spaces in particular, a designer 
can incorporate refuge conditions for 
solitary work and places of prospect for 
surveying the space.

Several leading employers already 
use biophilic design to improve their of-
fice spaces. The Bank of America Tower 
at One Bryant Park in New York City is 
designed so that more than 80 percent 
of the occupants have a view to the out-
side, many of them with a view to Bryant 
Park. This visual connection to nature is 
enhanced by the use of natural mate-
rials like stone on the core walls with 
highly visible fossils, bamboo ceilings in 
the lobby, and perceivable wood grain 
on the handles of the entry doors. 

In Shanghai, Glumac Engineering’s 
new office is located in a renovated his-
toric building. The design uses patterns 
abstracted from nature, a living green 
wall, and dynamic lighting design to 
help connect their engineers to nature. 

Clif Bar & Company’s new industrial 
bakery in Idaho will have large pro-
jections of pictures of their customers 
in the outdoors to bring nature into 
spaces that are otherwise windowless 
and sterile by necessity. In the non-food 
production spaces, a more direct con-
nection to nature will be established by 
water features, stone walls, and views to 

Linking Theory + Practice 
Rethinking Governance
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the surrounding landscape. 
Google has metrics for the incorpo-

ration of biophilic elements into the 
design of their offices and campuses. 
As noted in the New York Times, Google 
officials, “… cited studies of ‘biophilia,’ 
or love of nature and its effects on eas-
ing stress levels. ‘We are after the holy 
grail for the knowledge industry—how 
to measure productivity,’ he said. ‘That 
isn’t just how quickly you can type 
words, or how well you made a line of 
code. It’s about how you felt about it, 
and whether you had enough energy 
to play with your kids when you got 
home.’” (Hardy, 2014).

However, this is not a new concept. 
Frank Lloyd Wright’s 1936 design 
for the S.C. Johnson Wax building is 
reminiscent of a savanna forest, with 
spreading shade tree columns and 
diffuse daylight overhead, a surround-
ing balcony that provides refuge, and 
a beautiful prospect view through the 
space. The design provides much of 
the same biophilic feeling that a real 
savanna would provide. The skillful 
use of nature in the space makes this 
building’s design particularly resonant, 
so much so that one employee when 
first moving into the building reported 
that, “Everyone he knew was very hap-
py with the building” (Lipman, 2003). 

The space today has remained 
largely unchanged for the past 79 
years and is still loved by the occu-
pants. How many workplaces can you 
think of that have continued to make 
employees happy and content for close 
to eight decades? 

Bill Browning, Hon. AIA, is cofounder of 
Terrapin Bright Green. He has coauthored 
several publications, including Green Devel-
opment, The Economics of Biophilia, and 14 Pat-
terns of Biophilic Design. Bill can be reached 
at bill@terrapinbg.com
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Executive Roundtable

The Future of the Workforce
David Reimer, CEO of Merryck & Co., 
talks about the future of leadership, 
innovation, and the role of failure in 
preparing for the future workforce 
with Brian Bohaty, executive vice 
president and chief operating officer 
of TIAA-CREF Asset Management, 
Dean Carter, vice president for human 
resources and shared services at Pa-
tagonia, Lenny Comma, chairman of 
the board and CEO of Jack in the Box, 
Susan LaMonica, director of human 
resources for Citizens Financial Group 

and RBS Americas, Joy Rothschild, 
CHRO, Omni Hotels & Resorts, and 
Scott Sherman, executive vice presi-
dent, HR, at Ingram Micro.

David Reimer: At a high level, how are 
you thinking about your workforce of 
the future? 

Brian Bohaty: We need to continuously 
question what we do at the executive 
level to develop internal leaders. We 
face external pressure because of 

dramatic changes in technology for 
how my industry delivers services. I 
have a strong conviction that financial 
services as an industry, five or 10 years 
out, will shift because of who is going 
to have the wealth—Boomers, GenX, 
and Millennials—and who’s going to 
have the best prepared workforce—
mostly GenX and Millennials by then. 
Our whole engagement model will 
change. I want to be prepared not 
only to be relevant in that market, but 
to ensure we’ve got the right leader-



VOLUME 38  |  ISSUE 3  |  SUMMER 2015 19

ship team to lead and execute in an 
environment that I think is going to be 
pretty different. 

Lenny Comma: Coming out of the 
recession, I need our internal conversa-
tions to change from restructuring to 
growing. One catalyst to this transition 
will be primarily through top-line sales 
versus cost reductions. This is a fun-
damental shift compared to our focus 
over the past seven years. 

I am basically sending a message that if 
we must create the processes or reallo-
cate people resources, then let’s get it 
done. We need to learn how to grow.

Dean Carter: One of the most useful 
things is to start thinking about not 
necessarily business strategy in three 
to five years—it’s tough to nail all that 
down—but to think about disruptors, 
including looking at things that aren’t 
disrupters yet, but will be if you multi-
ply them out and double their impact. 
Artificial intelligence, self-driving cars, 
data breach security—what can we do? 
How could we start thinking about this? 
I find that the most productive way to 
think is about three to five years out.

Joy Rothschild: We’ve expanded a 
lot. We are very selective during the 
hiring process with an eye to future 
growth. Our Senior Team philosophy 
is focused on talent mobility. “I’m not 
hiring you for this job, I am hiring you 
for the next job.” It’s a shift in think-
ing. To become a leader in our organi-
zation, you may have to move around, 
because we have all these different 
locations which creates new growth 
opportunities. It may be temporary; 
it may be to a place you never imag-
ined you would live for a time. For our 
executive and leadership development, 
the fastest career growth comes from 
moving around.

Susan LaMonica: Process isn’t going 
away—regulators and others need 
process—but it’s becoming more about 
“process-in-a-box.” HR has become 
more about asking the right questions. 
How do you solve business problems? 
When you make a strategy decision as 
the CEO, what are the structural impli-
cations, the talent implications? Where 
is that talent? For HR, the future is not 
about thinking how to protect turf. It’s 
about thinking holistically about the 
business.

Scott Sherman: As we think about 
competencies and complexity versus 
simplicity, we must be far more focused 
on simplicity. It is easy to say. It is not, 
however, simple. We’ve got to decide 
how complicated or uncomplicated we 
want to make this. And for today and 

for the future, I think the top HR offi-
cer in any company better be the CEO. 
His job is running a business, sure, but 
it really is about talent. 

Dean Carter: We spend a lot of time 
on the future of talent now. We look 
for experienced talent from the user 
pool, and we make social and digital 
connectedness a skill set for executive 
leadership. But we also need addition-
al savvy as a skill set at the retail store 
level. Retail associates selling washers 
and dryers have to have a level of 
competency in digital connectedness. 
We arm them with iPads, and we know 
that 70 percent of the people walking 
into the store have already done their 
research online. This has a huge im-
pact on our competencies. As mobile 
changes, as technology changes, we 
have to shift. 

David Reimer: What are the implica-
tions for future leadership? 

Sherman: We are hiring more for 
leadership, less for filling jobs. Right 
now that requires us to be able to 
assess leaders. And I think that’s a big 
deal—hiring more for leadership than 
for technical ability. 

Bohaty: I’m seeing the management 
of talent becoming a bigger priority in 
my role [as an operational leader]. Not 
just talent review, but organizational 
design, skills, and competencies as an 
organization, meeting with people 
across the industry. Millennials want 
to have a conversation about what is 
important to them. How do I have an 
affiliation with the organization? How 
do I connect with common values and 
beliefs? How can I do good at home 
and good in the community and do 
well at work? And how do I go at my 
own pace? It is really important to set 
the standards and the behaviors at the 
senior level, and those leaders more 
interested in developing people and 
letting them take risks will see the 
senior-level results we’re each account-
able for delivering. 

Comma: Historically, we had multi-
ple leadership competencies that we 
looked at when assessing leadership. 
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In my experience, I have found four 
attributes to be the best predictors 
of a successful leader: self-awareness, 
learning-agililty, drive, and humility. 
We look at the shorter-term oppor-
tunities to build perspective in our 
emerging leaders, as well as proj-
ect-based work that people can take 
on that helps them build technical 
proficiencies along the way.

Carter: We have to begin looking at 
leadership teams as organisms, not as 
individuals, because you are not going 
to be able to pack everything you need 
into the individual. 

Rothschild: The top leadership is in 
no rush to retire, but who will take 
over when we do? We have people, but 

we need to accelerate their develop-
ment and exposure. So our big chal-
lenge is replenishing the bench and 
getting the culture into a place that is 
used to building talent benches. 

Sherman: As a profession, we are not 
yet good at truly assessing leadership 
potential. Part of that is an inability 
to distinguish between performance 
and potential. And so you take the 
inability to understand what potential 
really is, you take an often-question-
able ability to understand what a CEO 
really does, and you take the fact that 
there’s a process-in-a-box that’s not 
visible to others, and you layer on the 
uncertainly of work, the changing 
nature of companies, and I just think 
we underappreciate the lottery-like 
nature of developing a C-suite of the 
future. Too many of us are single or 
double threaded around one future 
leader, and we need to have far more 
threads than that.

Comma: What I need over the long 

term is for my leaders to agree that 
for long-term success they will have to 
allow for peers to pluck their people 
and replant talent. That will be diffi-
cult for a while. But it’s the only way 
change is going to happen.

David Reimer: How do you innovate 
in a way to best create/prepare for 
that future?

Rothschild: We encourage our hotels 
to innovate. They have the freedom 
to do that, to create different mem-
orable experiences. And we have a 
responsibility to help them feel safe in 
their attempts. Some succeed. Some 
struggle. Even those that are doing 
well wouldn’t say they’ve arrived. Fi-
nancially, they’ve arrived, systems-wise 

they’ve arrived, but service-wise, we’re 
always raising the bar, which has cre-
ated our service legacy. 

Comma: I think most broadly, a lead-
er is responsible for creating a culture 
and a set of values that allow innova-
tion to be possible. And I think they 
are responsible for ensuring a place, 
a set of processes that encourage 
innovation and even reward innova-
tion and that celebrates failure along 
the way. And lastly, to have innovation 
over the long term, you need leaders 
that are willing to make short-term 
sacrifices to develop people to drive 
long-term success.

Sherman: We challenge ourselves con-
stantly. Are we empowering people to 
be innovative? Are we hiring peo-
ple that agitate in a thoughtful and 
productive way? That’s part of who 
we are. It’s part of our DNA. So we 
talk about it frequently. We are really 
focused on our processes remaining 
agile.

Carter: The culture makes a differ-
ence, the way you select talent makes 
a difference. There’s a level of predis-
position to innovation, and there’s a 
culture that can augment those things. 
You really have to have both in place. A 
big part of innovation is trying things, 
and trying things is necessarily linked 
to some degree of failure. How do you 
look at your high potentials in terms of 
when people try things and fail? How 
do you prep the board for that?

Comma: The innovation process I 
prefer is collaborative and inclusive in 
decision-making. When I look at Jack 
in the Box, this is about having rapid 
testing protocols that make us quick to 
fail, so that we don’t overinvest in the 
wrong things—essentially, inclusive 
structures and processes allow us to be 
agile. 

David Reimer: You’ve all spoken of 
failure. What role does failure play in 
preparing for the future?

Comma: Even where you do have 
strong processes in place, you often 
see leaders who don’t want to take 
risks. They don’t want failure on their 
record. They are slow to move to task, 
and things get dragged out because of 
this desire to make every effort success-
ful instead of looking at it through the 
lens of, “Let me just get basic market 
validation before going further, and 
I might find out that it’s not worth 
pursuing.” That’s a priority for us right 
now.

Carter: We have to include failed ef-
forts in a broad framework for execu-
tive selection and promotion. “Which 
units of business are under enormous 
pressure and need a transformational 
framework? How do I keep the core set 
of values and capabilities in sight, even 
when a department or business unit is 
struggling?” This kind of leadership 
requires a lot more customization.

Bohaty: As long as you’re failing in 
an intelligent way from an innovation 
perspective, I don’t think that just 
because you as a leader don’t get done 
what folks want, doesn’t mean you 
are not top talent. I don’t think top 

A big part of innovation is trying things,  
and trying things is necessarily linked  

to some degree of failure.
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talent should be dismissed because of 
“smart” failure. That’s how you learn. 
Sometimes, you learn less from your 
successes. 

Comma: I need leaders to take the 
type of risks that can lead to failures. 
It’s the only way to discover opportu-
nities. So you’ve got to go for it. It’s an 
interesting place for the organization 
to be. It’s not a place where you can 
build a career solely on the basis of 
successes.

David Reimer: What’s needed from 
HR to help ready leaders and the 
workforce for the future? 

LaMonica: The HR strategy is the 
business strategy. I’m not talking about 
a separate HR strategy anymore. The 
conversation is simply, “Do we have the 
talent and culture to produce our busi-
ness results?” Whole organizations—
the way we think about talent and 

business and leadership—are trans-
forming. HR is no exception to that 
rule. If you roll the clock forward 10 
years, HR people are going to come up 
through the system differently. They 
have to be grounded in the business.

Carter: If you understand the business 
model, but you don’t understand the 
talent model, that will catch up with 
you. When people pick the head of 
HR—especially in large or mid-cap 
companies—you want someone with 
board experience, because there’s not 
going to be someone there to teach 
them. And that’s a big challenge. We 
need to do a lot better job of teaching, 
growing, bringing HR professionals 
into board conversations. 

Bohaty: As a leader responsible for 
developing talent, I need from HR an 
up-to-date toolkit of opportunities, 
whether it is projects, classes, or more 
structured development training. But 
at the end of the day, I think a lot it is 
going to be tailoring these opportu-
nities and managing talent differently 
than the way we manage today. 

Carter: The challenge is getting skills 
and transformation right for the fu-
ture. I can tell you, someone who is not 
successful now might be wildly success-
ful in three years, or the opposite. And 

so we love to use data and analytics to 
predict performance. We have to look 
at early indicators. 

Comma: Getting HR folks and people 
to spend more time with business lead-
ers, to really make it a partnership with 
how talent moves in and out of the 
organization. We need to be able to 
manage talent across the whole entity, 
and I am not sure leaders are focused 

on that. We need more push from me. 

Bohaty: What are the leadership 
competencies, experiences, capabilities 
that we need to be successful as a firm? 
Where is the talent? We can either de-
velop those competencies, or where do 
we go buy them? Data analytics is go-
ing to be so important going forward, 
in terms of understanding your client 
base as well as your employee base. We 
need people in the organization who 
have good business experience and 
understand analytics. 

Sherman: I think we have this tendency 
in HR to overdo stuff. And we have to 
stop it. There are some parts of the HR 
world that are more technical, but a lot 
are not. We have to be comfortable with 
the art as well as the science. What we 
should be doing is good work, and then 
trying to perfect it over time. We spend 
so much time working on perfect, the 
adjective, and forget about the verb. 
And life is about the verb. 

David Reimer is CEO of Merryck & Co, the 
only global firm developing leaders and 
their teams by deploying former CEOs and 
top business leaders. He can be reached at 
david.reimer@merryck.com. 
 
Brian Bohaty is executive vice president 
and chief operating officer of TIAA-CREF 
Asset Management, a division of the compa-
ny’s Asset Management organization. 
 
Dean Carter is vice president for human 
resources and shared services at Patagonia. 
Before May of 2015, he was CHRO at Sears. 
 
Lenny Comma is chairman of the board and 
chief executive officer at Jack in the Box. 
 
Susan LaMonica is director of human 
resources for Citizens Financial Group and 
RBS Americas. 
 
Joy Rothschild is CHRO of Omni Hotels & 
Resorts. 
 
Scott Sherman is executive vice president, 
human resources at Ingram Micro. Before 
May of 2015, he was executive vice presi-
dent, human resources at Allergan.

We need to do a lot better job of teaching, 
growing, bringing HR professionals into 

board conversations. 
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Research Corner

Creating Mindful Leaders and Organizations
By Joshua Ehrlich

Feeling intense market pressure, 
businesses are taking on more 
and more. Add our accelerating 

technology and culture, and we see 
employees working harder and paying 
attention less. The cost is our ability 
to lead, innovate, and live meaningful 
lives (Bruch and Menges, 2010). 

It’s not just that we have more in-
formation coming at us. We interrupt 
ourselves almost as often as others 
interrupt us (Mark, 2015). Most peo-
ple say they check email constantly at 
work. Why? Checking email stimulates 

the same brain pathways as addiction 
(Cooper, 2014). We are addicted to 
distraction. And the less we pay at-
tention, the harder it becomes to pay 
attention (Bradberry, 2015).

We think we can multitask, but 
the truth is our prefrontal cortex 
can only focus on one task at a time. 
We end up going 40 percent slower 
and making twice as many mistakes 
(APA, 2015). Multitasking lowers our 
IQ up to 15 points, and over time can 
reduce brain density in areas related 
to self-control (Loh and Ryota, 2014). 

Multitasking also impairs our emo-
tional intelligence because we are 
focused away from the social cues that 
help us make good decisions. I see 
leaders so busy they can’t empathize 
with their direct reports, take time to 
focus, reflect, or plan.

Mindful Leadership
Mindfulness is present, open, and en-
gaged attention. When you pay active 
attention, you build self-awareness, 
which is the heart of leadership. You 
can think of awareness like a spotlight. 
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Instead of waving it around, mindful-
ness enables you to focus your spotlight 
where you want. You can then turn the 
light back on yourself and reflect. You 
need experiences to learn, but without 
support and reflection, experience can 
be a lousy teacher.

Mindfulness is a terrific leadership 
and learning tool because it gives you 
access to information. Scanning your 
internal and external environment 
provides clues to your reactions and 
impact on others. Mindfulness gives 
you a way to learn from the inside out 
by being intentionally curious. Most 
exercises start with paying attention to 
a single object or experience, and when 
your attention wanders, simply bringing 
your attention back. Mindful breathing, 
walking, eating, and listening are all 
excellent exercises (Hanh, 1992). 

Experiencing Mindfulness
Try this simple exercise to experience 
mindfulness. Sit in your chair and feel 
your belly move in and out. You can put 
your hands on your stomach to further 
anchor your attention. Notice that your 
breathing begins to deepen and slow 
on its own. Your body may naturally 
relax as well, without any effort. Simply 
attending without intending is power-
ful. When your mind wanders, smile 
to yourself and bring your attention 
back to your breathing. The smile is 
important. Mindfulness is not just 
being concentrated in the present. It is 
an attitude of openness or acceptance 
towards yourself and your experience. 

A common misconception about 
this exercise (also known as medita-
tion) is that it is about stopping your 
thinking. You cannot stop thinking, 
and trying to do so is counterpro-
ductive. You can, however, learn to 
focus your attention elsewhere. You 
can practice mindfulness at any time, 
when walking (notice the feeling 
of your feet as you make each step), 
eating (feel how the food feels in your 
mouth and stomach), and in meetings 
(scan the reactions of those around 
you). All that is required for mindful-
ness practice is that you actively pay 
attention to what is going on.

Often associated with Buddhism, 
mindfulness has become the subject 
of a substantial amount of research 

(Sedlmeier et al., 2012). Over a 
dozen Fortune 500 organizations are 
teaching mindfulness to employees 
and it is also being taught by the U.S. 
Army and in public schools and MBA 
programs.Companies are finding sig-
nificant benefits, including improved 
focus, decision-making, creativity, and 
learning; increased communication, 
collaboration, and productivity; en-
riched emotional intelligence, well-be-
ing, and client relationships; higher 
job satisfaction and engagement. At 
the same time companies also see 
reduced employee stress, absenteeism, 
and turnover (Schaufenbuel, 2014). 

The tantalizing prospect is for lead-
ers to create mindful organizations—
true high-performance cultures that 
support clear thinking and effective-
ness. 

The outcome research on mind-
fulness suggests six ways leaders can 
reap the benefits of mindfulness: (1) 
spirit—being clear on your values 
and purpose gives you a compass to 
guide you through complexity; (2) 
emotion—staying with your feelings, 
you can access the information they 
contain and can avoid reacting to 
them; (3) mind—noticing thoughts 
without being hooked by them, you 
get clear and make better decisions; 
(4) body—attending to your body, you 

relax and take care of yourself better; 
(5) connecting—tuning in to relation-
ships, you listen and build trust; and 
(6) inspiring—having a vision, you 
lead with passion.

I created a model to show how spir-
it, emotion, mind, body, connecting, 
and inspiring are linked and support 
each other (see Figure 1) (Ehrlich, 
2015). The core of the model is 
connecting with yourself—with your 
spirit, emotion, mind, and body. Once 
you can show up completely with all 
these aspects of yourself, you can con-
nect with others and build relation-
ships. Once you have connected, you 
can lead and inspire.

Mindful Leadership 
Applications
The first task in creating a team is to 
figure out where you are going. Then 

We are addicted to 
distraction. And the 

less we pay attention, 
the harder it becomes 

to pay attention.
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your challenge is focusing everyone’s 
attention on achieving that shared 
goal. But to really engage employees 
requires understanding each individ-
ual’s values, purpose, and vision. How 
do these align with where you see the 
team going? If they do not align, can 
you or they be open to change?

A common trap in organizations 
is the overemphasis on outcomes. 
Just because the numbers look good 
does not mean the customer is happy 
or the business is healthy. Leading 
mindfully helps us get better results 
by focusing on process—how we are 
getting to outcomes. We can help 
balance process and outcomes by 
teaching our teams to reflect. When 
your team can self- 
correct you are freed up. 

Constant change and uncertainty 
makes it very hard for leaders to feel 
confident in themselves and their 
decisions. Mindfulness is an intrinsic 
way for leaders to feel good about 
themselves. Rather than measuring 
themselves against uncontrollable 
external yardsticks (pay, promotion, 
and approval), they can build a stable 
sense of confidence by cultivating self- 
acceptance. They can feel good about 
themselves because they are in sync 
with their values and purpose, can 
face reality, and can treat themselves 
with kindness instead of self-criticism. 

Most professionals are promoted 
because they are technically strong 
and good at getting things done. As 
they move up the ladder, though, they 
need to shift their attention from 
what made them successful (doing) 
to what will make them successful 
(leading). They can move from task 
analysis (how do you best do some-
thing?) to market analysis (what 
business should you be in?). And they 
can move from self-development (how 
do you get better?) to coaching and 
team development (how do you make 
others better?). Making these kinds 
of “mindshifts” depends on leaders 
changing where they focus, what they 
value, and how they measure success 
(Ehrlich, 2012). 

Mindful Organizations
Teaching leaders to practice mindful-
ness is not enough. We need to create 

teams and cultures that support them. 
We can make the business case for 

change by showing the multibillion 
dollar cost of absenteeism (I am home 
sick), presenteeism (I am here, but 
I am not really present), and poor 
decision-making (pick your favorite 
corporate scandal) (Grey, 2015). We 
can also showcase positive success 
stories from state-of-the-art wellness 
programs, like Johnson & Johnson 
saving $250 million on health care 
costs, and Towers Watson finding 34 
percent higher revenue per participat-
ing employee (Berry, 2010; Carver, et 
al., 2015). 

One of my clients committed to 
more than 200 key strategic initiatives 
in 2013. They soon realized employees 
were disengaging and it was impossi-
ble to execute. They now have a more 
disciplined goal-setting process and 
make sure objectives are clear and 
achievable. Focusing on doing just a 
few things, and doing them well, gets 
us out of the acceleration trap. 

We can change our meeting cul-
ture and end the tyranny of back-to-

back meetings. Another of my clients, 
Diageo, has made 45-minute meetings 
the new norm. The same work is now 
getting done in less time, and people 
have time to think between meetings. 
Do we need to plunge into tactics as 
soon as we sit down, or can we take a 
minute to clear the decks first? One 
CEO I work with starts every executive 
committee meeting with a minute of 
silence. He gets better communica-
tion, collaboration, and decision-mak-
ing from his team. 

Just because email is instantaneous 
doesn’t mean it needs an instantaneous 
response. Think about establishing 
expectations that make sense for your 
business. Perhaps 24 hours is fast 
enough. If you have a crisis you can 
always pick up the phone. Teams can 
agree on times (“free thinking Fri-
days”) for no email or formal meetings. 
It is not possible nor productive to have 
people chained to their email 24/7.

Compensation and performance 
management programs typically focus 
on external outcomes over intrinsic 
processes. One to five rating systems 
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assume we can compress all of a 
person’s effort, growth, and perfor-
mance into a single number. It’s no 
wonder that, especially when done on 
a bell curve, this just makes employees 
feel bad. How can we reinforce the 
motivation to learn and improve our 
process instead? Companies like GAP 

and Deloitte are shifting to narrative 
ratings and teaching managers to 
give ongoing feedback to change this 
dynamic (Buckingham & Goodall, 
2015).

Open workspaces foster collabora-
tion at the expense of concentration. 
But if everyone is wearing headphones 
to block out the noise, do we even get 
collaboration? We can make sure we 
have enough quiet rooms and refuge 
spaces that are free from distractions. 
And we can invest in building designs 
that incorporate natural sounds and 
forms, and give us sight lines to the 
outside, thus restoring our attention 
and making us more productive 
(Ryan, et al, 2014).

Senior leaders can institute 
programs from the top and model 
healthy work-life habits. But the most 
successful culture change initiatives 
incorporate bottom up approaches. 
Employees are leading weekly mind-
fulness sessions and getting tremen-
dous traction in a number of com-
panies, with thousands of employees 
dialing in from around the world. 

Getting Closer to Reality
The enthusiasm for mindfulness has 
raised some concerns. It is fair to ask 
if meditation can cause harm if not 
practiced under the guidance of an 
experienced teacher. However, the 
anecdotal reports of negative impact 
are small (Rocha, 2014). Another 
potential issue is using meditation to 
retreat from difficult problems (Bren-

del, 2015). We can certainly “bliss out” 
during meditation instead of follow-
ing the original intention of getting 
closer to reality. 

Mindful leadership provides a 
framework, toolkit, and pathway 
forward, but it is not a panacea. More 
research is needed to understand how 
mindfulness works. Studies consistent-
ly show it has benefits that go beyond 
relaxation techniques, visualization, 
and cognitive training, but we don’t 
know why. As we look for answers we 
can continue to experiment, both 
in organizations and the laboratory. 
There is much to be gained from 
applying mindfulness to our lives and 
work. The alternative is to continue 
speeding up and losing ourselves, 
along with what makes us effective 
and what makes life meaningful. 

Mindful organizations can bring 
out our best, supporting us fully in 
spirit, mind, body, and emotion. 
Mindful leaders can make businesses 
grow by creating lasting relationships 
with customers and employees. Mind-
ful employees can do work they are 
passionate about with teams they care 
about. By refocusing, we can trans-
form our workplaces. 

Joshua Ehrlich, Ph.D., is chairman of the 
Global Leadership Council. He coach-
es organizations and senior leaders on 
succeed in demanding environments. He 
is an expert in mindful leadership and the 
author of MindShifting: Focus for Performance. 
He can be reached at Josh@GlobalLeader-
shipCouncil.com.  
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The New Global Leaders
By Bill George 

When 31-year-old Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg 
decided he wanted a deeper understanding of China, 
he made concerted efforts to learn Mandarin and then 
demonstrated his acumen by speaking comfortably with 
Chinese students. In May, Alibaba founder Jack Ma promoted 
42-year-old Daniel Zhang to CEO to “hand over leadership to 
those born in the ’70s.” These are just two examples of the 
new global leaders.

A s they focus on expanding their business around the 
world, companies are facing a dearth of experienced  
global executives capable of leading in all parts of 

the world, especially in emerging markets. We can rise to the 
challenge of how companies develop authentic global leaders 
of all ages by increasing their global intelligence (GQ). 

Given the enormous volatility of emerging markets, 
leading today’s global organizations requires different skills 
and personal qualities than in the past. Just a few years ago, 
geographic managers could ensure success by relying on their 
knowledge of local markets, operating skills, technical under-
standing, and financial acumen. 

No longer. 
To create dynamic global strategies and adaptive organiza-

tional structures, today’s leaders must understand the global 
context of their business and possess awareness of how geo-
political events can impact it. They must be skilled in aligning 
their multicultural organizations around the company’s mis-
sion and values, making them the unifying force coalescing 
their far-flung organizations. Interpersonally, they need high 
levels of self-awareness, cultural sensitivity, and humility to em-
power people throughout the world. Finally, they must be able 
to develop other global leaders and serve as their mentors and 
role models. 

Beyond those challenges, today’s society is demanding that 
global leaders practice the highest ethical standards and con-
tribute meaningfully to countries in which they do business. It 
is no longer sufficient to meet the demands of the sharehold-
ers and laws and ethics of their home markets without regard 
for the negative consequences that their businesses may 
have on the countries where they operate. As a result, global 
leaders are partnering with local governments to support the 
progress and growth of their societies. 

While it is challenging to possess all these qualities, nothing 
less is required to sustain consistently superior performance. 

Firms run by a cadre of global leaders effective in operating 
in this new world will be more competitive, more productive, 
and more profitable over the long term. 

The multi-national model, with its matrix structure that 
attempts to balance strategic business units with geographic 
organizations, has become the dominant organization form, 
but today its effectiveness requires different kinds of leaders. 
In the past, multi-national organizations like British bank 
HSBC sent talented expatriates from their home countries 
to lead regional and local units and transfer headquarters 
standards, processes, control systems, and marketing ap-
proaches to local countries. These expatriates often failed to 
take advantage of the creative skills of their local teams and 
thus were unable to meet the unique needs of local markets. 
Consequently, they couldn’t compete with skilled local com-
panies with deeper understanding of local consumers.

To maximize growth in emerging markets, companies 

are recognizing they require greater diversity in their deci-
sion-making ranks rather than dominance by headquarters 
nationals. As a result, they are opening up their executive 
ranks to the best leaders from around the world, without 
preference for home country executives. Unilever’s chief 
operating officer, Harish Manwani, says, “If 70 percent of 
our future business comes from emerging markets, then 70 
percent of our leaders must come from emerging markets.” 

Yet even the most progressive companies are struggling 
to develop top global leaders from emerging markets. 
Under the leadership of former CEO Daniel Vasella, M.D., 
and CEO Joe Jimenez, Switzerland-based pharmaceutical 
company Novartis has been one of the most progressive 
in expanding its executive ranks beyond its historic Swiss 
management. Today, its nine-person executive committee 
consists of four Americans, including CEO Jimenez, two 
Swiss, and a Belgian, Briton, and German. Yet neither Vasella 

Even the most progressive 
companies are struggling to 
develop top global leaders from 
emerging markets.
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nor Jimenez considers Novartis’s top team as global. Says 
Vasella, “We won’t be global until we have a Chinese, an 
Indian, and a Latino as well as more women.” Adds Jimenez, 
“It’s not because we aren’t looking, but we haven’t been able 
to develop them.”

“The big difference between global executives and Amer-
icans who have never worked outside America,” continues 
Jimenez, “is respect for cultural differences. I have seen many 
people who can’t become global leaders because all their 
decisions are steeped in their home country’s culture.”

It isn’t just American companies that are dominated by lo-
cal nationals. Even at Japanese, Indian, Chinese, and German 
companies it is rare that a non-national executive breaks into 
the company’s top ranks. As Siemens’ CEO Peter Loescher 
said in 2008, “Siemens is not achieving its full potential on 
the international stage because its management is too white, 
too German, and too male. If you don’t reflect your global 
client base, you cannot achieve your full potential.”

Historically, companies focused on sending promising 
leaders from their home country overseas for developmental 
assignments to position them for key corporate positions. 
That relegated foreign executives to being country manag-
ers and didn’t prepare them to run global business units 
or reach the top executive ranks. Meanwhile, many foreign 
nationals who came to headquarters for development faced 
“tissue rejection” when they returned home.

Developing Global Leaders 
with Global Intelligence
To address these challenges, leading-edge companies are 
developing a new generation of global leaders effective 
anywhere in the world. They recognize that ultimately the 
diversity of their top leaders must reflect the diversity of 
their customers. Developing these new global enterprise 
leaders will require different types of experiences combined 
with leadership development programs vastly different from 
today’s corporate training programs. The shortcomings of 
many global leaders—and subsequent failures—usually result 
from the lack of leadership capabilities that together make 
up what we call “global intelligence”(GQ). 

GQ consists of seven elements, all of which are essential 
for global leaders: 
• Adaptability to changing world
• Self-awareness
• Cultural curiosity
• Empathy
• Alignment 
• Collaboration
• Integration

Let’s explore each of these seven characteristics.

Adaptability to Changing World
Being a global leader today requires understanding the world 
and anticipating changes ahead. Global leaders must be able 
to respond quickly to the rapidly changing global context by 
shifting resources to opportunity areas and developing con-
tingency plans to cope with adverse geopolitical situations. 

Novartis’s Vasella, who spent his formative business years 
working in the U.S., is an example. He is a visionary who built 
Novartis from the outset of the 1996 merger of two mid-sized 
Swiss pharmaceutical companies (Sandoz and Ciba-Geigy) 
into one of the world’s leading health care companies. His 
strategic initiatives, such as moving research headquarters 
from Basel, Switzerland to Cambridge, Massachusetts to tap 
into top scientists at MIT and Harvard, were well ahead of 
their time. Vasella also foresaw the need to move from a 
Swiss-dominated management team and board of directors to 
a global leadership team, without regard to nationality.

Self-Awareness
To understand how they will react to the cultural differences 
they encounter in emerging markets, global leaders must un-
derstand their strengths, vulnerabilities, and biases, starting 
with recognizing the dominant paradigms they grew up with 
versus those of their headquarters organizations. It requires 
humility to recognize that other cultures often have better 
ways of doing things embedded in their cultural norms.

When I was president of Honeywell Europe in the 1980s, the 
corporation sent American expatriates to Europe to transfer 
U.S.-based marketing programs as well as engineering and 
manufacturing expertise. A number of them were insensitive to 
significant differences in these markets and were intent on im-
posing U.S. practices. I asked INSEAD Professor Andre Laurent 
to create a program for Americans to help them understand 
these cultural differences. He proposed two days on American 
culture before getting into European cultures, because “Amer-
icans rarely understand their own cultural biases, and assume 
their ways are superior ‘if only the Europeans understood.’” 

Cultural Curiosity
Global leaders must be curious about myriad cultures and 
understand how they operate and have the humility to 
recognize what these cultures offer their organizations. This 
requires an insatiable desire to learn about these cultures.

When many corporate executives visit India or China, they 
stay in international hotels, eat Westernized cuisine, and 
spend their time in offices reviewing presentations. As a re-
sult, they learn little about the local culture. Far better to get 
into the countryside, stay in local hotels, eat at local restau-
rants, and talk with local people. I learned how important it 
is to do this in 1975 by living for three weeks in a one-room 
apartment with my wife and two-year-old son in all-Japanese 
area of Tokyo. Each day, we learned what middle-class life in 
urban Japan was like. 

On my first trip to China in 1984, I spent 10 days in the 
countryside negotiating a joint venture. Awakened one morn-
ing by cowbells, I saw farmers leading their oxen to market. 
When I went to the market, I found the government market 
and the private market. Asking a local which had better 
produce, he explained, “Obviously, the private market where 
prices are higher, as farmers sell their required quotas at 
fixed prices in the government market.” This was the begin-
ning of Deng Xiaoping’s new elite farmers. Had I stayed at 
Westernized hotels in Tokyo and Beijing, I never would have 
gained critical insights into each culture.
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Empathy
Empathy is the ability to walk in someone else’s shoes. It re-
quires engaging people from different cultures on a personal 
level, rather than standing back and judging them. Empathy 
builds rapport through bonding on a human level and the 
building of lasting relationships. Only with empathic under-
standing are leaders able to engage colleagues from different 
cultures and empower them to achieve exceptional perfor-
mance.

On my first visit to India, I conducted a “Medtronic Mission 
and Medallion Ceremony” for several hundred Indian employ-
ees, giving each a bronze medallion symbolizing Medtronic’s 
mission. Afterward, they asked me to plant a tree honoring 
them with my visit. Rather than a simple tree-planting, 

this was a traditional Indian ceremony, complete with painting 
my face, washing my hands, and talking with a native healer. 
Meanwhile, the employees stood with rapt attention to observe 
how I was responding to their tradition. 

Alignment
Global leaders need to align employees around the compa-
ny’s mission and values with a commitment that transcends 
national and cultural differences. Achieving alignment is far 
more difficult in emerging markets because local employees 
are being asked to put company values ahead of their native 
values, often in cultures where ethical standards differ sharp-
ly from the company’s. However, this does not mean giving 
up their culture and their norms, as norms can differ widely, 
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provided that employees commit to the company’s ethical 
standards and business practices. 

Global leaders like former IBM CEO Sam Palmisano un-
derstand it isn’t possible to write a code of rules and regula-
tions covering every context. In launching IBM’s 2003 “values 
jam,” he wrote, “In this world of intense scrutiny, one reac-
tion is to create more processes, controls, and bureaucracy. A 
better alternative is to trust the values that bind us together 
in the absence of controls. Values provide the framework to 
make decisions when procedures aren’t clear, using judgment 
based on values.”

Gaining alignment requires frequent face-to-face meetings 
in myriad countries to understand how the mission and values 
translate locally. Alignment is the only tool that inspires orga-
nizations to achieve superior performance and unites them 
in difficult times. The ability to achieve alignment in complex 
global organizations is the trademark of exceptional leaders.

Collaboration
In the global context, collaborative leaders create horizon-
tal networks that cut across geographic lines, unite people 
around common goals, and create a modus operandi that 
transcends geographic goals. This requires putting the com-
pany’s and project’s goals first, and working in partnerships 
to achieve them. The most successful geographic collabora-
tions are orchestrated by leaders who know the strengths and 

weaknesses of each geographic group and make assignments 
that take advantage of their relative strengths.

When Bangladesh-born Omar Ishrak became CEO of 
Medtronic in 2011, the company was struggling to establish 
itself in emerging markets. He immediately diversified its ex-
ecutive committee by promoting six executives from emerg-
ing markets and holding quarterly meetings in Shanghai and 
Mumbai. In addition, he created new business models for 
emerging markets to enable locals to gain access to Medtron-
ic therapies.

Integration
The greatest challenge facing global leaders is incorporat-
ing local issues into an integrated corporate strategy. Such 
a strategy enables them to optimize their position in a wide 
array of local markets in an efficient manner to create sus-
tainable competitive advantage. Doing so requires deep un-
derstanding of local markets and the vision to see how their 
companies can serve their customers in a superior manner by 
leveraging their corporate strengths. That’s the only way they 
can outcompete local companies, which often have a cost 
advantage.

Unilever’s Manwani takes the tradition of “think global, 
act local,” and turns it on its head, saying the key today is to 
“think local, act global.” In his view, all strategies emanate 
from a deep understanding of local needs, but if they only act 
local, global companies have no competitive advantage over 
local suppliers. Rather, they need to create global strategies 
to leverage their unique strengths to deliver superior solu-
tions for customers. 

Next Generation Global Leaders
Role models for these new global leaders include executives 
like Unilever’s Paul Polman, PepsiCo’s Indra Nooyi, and Alib-
aba’s founder Jack Ma. 

Under Polman’s leadership, London-based Unilever, with 
170,000 employees in 160 countries, has become one of the 
world’s most global companies with 55 percent of its reve-
nues coming from emerging markets. Yet Polman acknowl-
edges the company still has a long way to go in developing 
global leaders as most of its senior executives come from 
the U.K. or the Netherlands. Since becoming CEO in 2009, 
Polman has invested heavily in developing global leaders, 
sending its 600 top executives to London and Singapore for 
in-house training as authentic global leaders. He says, “In 
the long-run, the only true differentiation is the quality of 
leadership of all.”

PepsiCo’s Nooyi got her university education in India 
before attending Yale’s graduate school. As CEO since 2006, 
she has focused on “performance with purpose” to steadi-
ly shift PepsiCo’s product portfolio to healthful foods and 
beverages and meet the needs of emerging markets. She has 
also diversified her global leadership team with a wide range 
of nationalities. 

Alibaba’s Ma has emerged as China’s first true global lead-
er. A remarkable visionary who has created over $200 billion 
in shareholder value, Ma is creating an ecosystem that can 
serve two billion Asian consumers with products from one 
million small businesses sourced throughout the world. 

Stepping Up to the Challenge
Just as Mark Zuckerberg’s success at Facebook and Daniel 
Zhang’s promotion at Alibaba herald the rise of younger 
global leaders, global companies are crying out for a new 
generation of leaders—regardless of age—to step up to 
challenging leadership roles. Progressive companies like 
Unilever, Novartis, PepsiCo, and Alibaba are working hard to 
develop this new cadre. While ideas will evolve about how to 
develop them, one thing seems clear: Sustaining success in 
the 21st century will require global chiefs with sophisticated 
leadership qualities that operate with high levels of GQ. 

Bill George is senior fellow at Harvard Business School and former 
chairman and CEO of Medtronic. He is the author of four best-sell-
ing books, True North, Authentic Leadership, Finding Your True North: A 
Personal Guide, and 7 Lessons for Leading in Crisis. He can be reached 
at Bill@BPGeorge.com.

This article is based on Bill George’s new book, Discover Your True 
North, available in late August.

The ability to achieve alignment in 
complex global organizations is the 

trademark of exceptional leaders.



CALL FOR PAPERS
Theme of the Upcoming Issue 
The tragedy of a plane crash leads to new concerns 

about selection and monitoring the mental health of 

pilots. Risk monitoring of banking institutions in the 

United States now includes assurance of executive 

succession plans. Cyber-security has become a C-level 

concern for every large enterprise, and all recognize the 

essential role of people in fostering a culture of infor-

mation security. The safety of employees, whether from 

physical violence, bullying, or measures of caution for 

traveling expatriates, each fi nds its way onto the national 

media when such e� orts fail to keep employees safe.

The common thread across these examples is the 

pivotal role of human resources to ensure a secure 

enterprise.  From prediction of risky behavior, to 

training managers to intervene in a timely fashion, to 

creating a culture that promotes and reinforces safe 

behavior, to restoring normal operations in the face of 

unthinkable actions, human resources is the invisible 

glue that cements a secure workplace.

The Winter 2016 issue of People + Strategy will be 

devoted to the broad topic of enterprise security, with 

emphasis on the role human resources has to play in 

anticipating, managing and mitigating risk

Topics to Consider 
For the People + Strategy issue on Ensuring the 
Secure Enterprise we seek articles that look at best 

practices in companies, emerging trends among 

regulating bodies, and how human resources can 

partner with other functions and line leadership, all 

to drive a safe and secure workplace. Submissions 

may be in the form of case studies, lessons learned, 

perspectives on the evolution of best practices, evi-

dence-based research, and debate on related issues. 

Suggested topics include the following:

• Predicting risky or unsafe employee behavior 

• Engaging employees in fostering greater 

cyber-security 

• How to combat workplace violence

• HR’s role in creating a more secure mindset 

across the organization

• Heading o�  workplace bullying before it begins

• Best practices partnering with law enforcement 

and risk mitigation services

• How HR, corporate audit and the board collabo-

rate for a secure workplace

• Keeping expatriates safe

• Customer security: Is there a role for human 

resources?

• When crisis occurs: How human resources steps 

into action

Our Audience 
The typical reader of People + Strategy is an internal 

human resource executive or consultant seeking 

actionable and practical advice based in sound 

research. Our reader wants to be challenged by new 

models, approaches, and ideas. Our readers are expe-

rienced, knowledgeable and work in and for a variety 

of organizations across the globe. They turn to People 

+ Strategy for clear, actionable, and thought-provoking 

articles on current topics.  

Types of Submissions 
Articles can take a number of forms including frame-

works for understanding and taking action on a topic, 

presentation of research fi ndings with interpretation, 

case studies illustrating best practices or essays advo-

cating new ways of thinking about an issue. Articles 

from consultants are especially interesting when they 

are written collaboratively with practitioners from a 

client company. We are also interested in book reviews. 

Please do not submit literature reviews or purely 

theoretical pieces. Submissions will be reviewed by 

members of the journal’s editorial review board. Criteria 

for evaluation include signifi cance of contribution to the 

fi eld of human resource management; usefulness of 

knowledge; timeliness of content; originality; provoc-

ative nature of content; quality of the data supporting 

the points; logical; and well-written. The reviewers’ 

comments will be sent to authors. The fi rst step is to 

submit a one-page proposal and the author’s bio by 

August 15, 2015 (see timetable). If accepted, we will 

then guide you on the development of your article.

Writing Style and Guidelines
Articles can range from 2,000 to 2,500 words. Per-

spectives articles range from 500 to 700 words. 

Book reviews should be 500 words. See example 

of former issues articles here: http://www.hrps.

org/?page=PSArticles. We are looking for articles 

that have the following attributes: 

• Strategic importance. Has a link to business 

decisions and doesn’t rehash well-known 

information; your article should be the type an HR 

reader might pass on to a business executive to 

educate him or her about a concept, provide the 

basis for a discussion, or to infl uence thinking.

• Impact. Has practical use for the HR executive 

reader, as well as a business reader; for example, 

does not just present research fi ndings but also 

People + Strategy Journal 39.1 (Winter 2016)

Ensuring the Secure Enterprise: The Pivotal Role of HR 
Executive Editor: Marc Sokol, Ph.D.

discusses applications. 

• Actionable. Focuses on solutions, not just 

descriptions of issues. 

• Grounded. Based on research, theory (with 

examples), or proven practice to provide a “proof 

of concept,” not just armchair observation; 

provides frameworks that can be applied in a 

variety of situations. 

• Point of view. Makes a case for thinking about a 

topic di� erently. 

• Readable. Nonacademic prose; active verbs, and 

minimal jargon. 

Publication Timetable and 
Submission Information 
All proposals should be sent electronically to Marc 

Sokol, People + Strategy Executive Editor at: editor@

hrps.org. No manual submissions will be accepted.

Please designate in your email that this submission is 

for the Ensuring the Secure Enterprise issue. Please 

indicate if your article is based on any prior publication 

or is also currently submitted to another publication for 

consideration. 

Aug. 15, 2015: Proposals due. Submit a one-page 

overview of article concept and author’s bio. 

Sept. 1, 2015: We will provide feedback and direction 

on your concept. 

Oct. 9, 2015: Articles due. Submit a well-written draft 

ready to be edited. 

Oct. 23, 2015: We will indicate if the article is accept-

ed, and, if so, what revisions are needed. If your article 

is accepted, we will work closely with you to shape 

and revise it to meet the fi nal submission deadline. All 

articles must be in fi nal edited form by Nov. 5, 2015.

Review Process
Contributions will be reviewed by a committee, and each 

paper will get at least two independent reviews based 

on criteria including relevance, clarity, soundness and 

power of the arguments, generality of results/claims, and 

novelty. Papers will be accepted based on this criteria 

and space availability. Accepted papers will be published 

in the Winter 2016 issue of People + Strategy. 

Copyright Policy
HR People + Strategy retains the copyright to all 

content published in the People + Strategy journal.
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Driving Leadership Accountability: 
A Critical Business Priority for  
HR Leaders
By Vince Molinaro

A colleague of mine asked me to speak with one of 
our clients. She was the head of HR for an invest-
ment management firm who was frustrated with 

the development of her organization’s leaders. 
“We did all the right things,” she lamented. “We identi-

fied our high potentials. We put them in development pro-
grams. We gave them all VP titles and increased compensa-
tion. And now we are waiting—waiting for them to lead.”

I asked her what she meant by the term “waiting.” She 
said, “They aren’t leading. They are waiting for permission 
and direction from the executive team on everything. Or 

they are acting like bystanders, watching problems persist 
or projects derail.” She then shared what I thought was her 
most important insight, “It’s like they don’t know what it 
means to be a leader!”

This is a lament I’m hearing from more and more HR 
leaders every day. It seems that despite all the investment 
in leadership development, there is a gap between what we 
expect of our leaders and how they are performing—the 
leadership accountability gap.

In our work, we define a truly accountable leader as one 
who demonstrates a bias for getting important work done. 
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A leader who is fully committed to moving things forward 
in their organization and takes full and personal owner-
ship for their words and actions.

Yet, when leadership accountability is lacking or miss-
ing we get lame leadership. Mediocrity rules the day. And 
before you dismiss it as someone else’s obstacle, know this: 
It is a real and growing problem, and HR leaders need to 
tackle it head on.

Leadership Accountability: Getting 
to the Heart of the Issue
Given the pressing need to improve overall leadership ac-
countability, LHH Knightsbridge and HR People + Strategy 
teamed up to conduct a survey that would reveal more about 
the accountability gap and what could be done about it. 

Our goal was to understand leadership accountability at 
a much deeper level. To do that, our survey focused on what 
we call the three dimensions of leadership accountability. 

Survey questions tried to identify the behaviors that 
truly accountable leaders demonstrate day-to-day. We also 
wanted to understand the cultural elements that shaped 
leadership accountability in organizations. Finally, we ex-

plored the organizational practices that seem to be critical 
in creating strong leadership accountability.

The survey, conducted by a third-party research firm, 
reached more than 200 HR People + Strategy members 
across North America, most of whom were HR leaders and 
professionals across a wide variety of industries. The results 
were eye-opening.

The Importance of Leadership Accountability 
The survey found that nearly three quarters (72 percent) of 
respondents said that leadership accountability is a “critical 
business issue” in their organizations.

The survey also found only 37 percent of respondents 
were satisfied with the level of leadership accountability 
in their organizations. Further, only 12 percent of respon-
dents were very or extremely satisfied.

These results clearly show the frustration that exists for 
many HR executives. There is an acknowledgement that 
leadership accountability is extremely important. Yet there 
is also a frank admission that far too many organizations 
are failing to cultivate true accountability among leaders.

The Relationship Between 
Leadership Accountability and 
Organizational Performance 
We also wanted to understand whether there was a link 
between strong leadership accountability and organization-
al performance. We asked respondents to identify whether 
their company performance was industry-leading (top 
quartile performers) or average or below-average.

We then looked at the responses according to these 
groupings, and what we found was that stronger leadership 
accountability appears to be more prevalent in indus-
try-leading organizations.
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For example, nearly half (48 percent) of industry-lead-
ing organizations were satisfied or very satisfied with the 
accountability of their leaders. Conversely, only 18 percent 
of organizations that were self-scored as average or below 
average in their industries reported satisfactory levels of 
leadership accountability.

The results also showed that industry-leading organiza-
tions had a higher proportion of accountable leaders than 
those self-scored as average or below average in their indus-
tries. In total, 69 percent of industry-leading organizations 
reported that 50 percent or more of their leaders could 
be described as accountable; only 37 percent of average or 
below average performers claimed that their leaders were 
truly accountable.

The Critical Behaviors of Accountable Leaders 
We wanted to understand if organizations could identify 
the key behaviors that differentiated truly accountable 
leaders from other leaders. We found three behaviors that 
were seen as being most prevalent among accountable 
leaders. 

Two thirds of respondents (65 percent) said that truly 
accountable leaders “hold others, including their team (or 
direct) reports, accountable for high standards of perfor-
mance.”

Sixty-one percent of respondents said that truly account-
able leaders in their organizations demonstrate the ability 
to “tackle tough issues and make difficult decisions.” 

Sixty percent said that accountable leaders always “act 
in the best interests of the organization, rather than for 
themselves or their team/department.”

What’s interesting about these findings is that they align 
with many of the issues we see in our leadership develop-
ment work with clients. Many HR leaders tell us that their 
leaders do struggle holding others accountable, and that 
they avoid tackling tough issues in their organizations. 
Finally, leaders sometimes lead more out of self-interest, 
rather than leading in the best interest of the broader 
organization.

The Cultural Elements of 
Leadership Accountability 
The section above examined the behaviors that respon-
dents said characterized those leaders viewed as truly ac-
countable. We wanted to also understand the cultural char-
acteristics of leadership accountability, especially among 
the organizations with industry-leading performance.

We found some very interesting differences between  
industry-leading and average or below average performing 
organizations. For example, among industry-leading orga-
nizations, their leadership culture was seen to be anchored 
on three attributes.

First, these organizations had a leadership culture where 
leaders had “clarity about what customers valued.” We find 
in our client work that when the voice of the customer is 
clear, it brings a real focus to discussions and decisions that 
leaders make.

Leadership Accountability Is a
Critical Business Issue

Satisfaction With Current Level
of Leadership Accountability

No 
28%

Not at all  
Satisfied 

63%

Yes 
72%

Satisfied 
37%
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Second, industry leading organizations had leaders 
demonstrated “a high degree of personal maturity.” This 
is a rare quality that great leaders possess, and it’s vital in 
today’s complex and uncertain world, where leaders are 

under intense pressure and scrutiny.
Finally, our respondents said their leadership cultures 

were typified by their leaders having “a common passion 
and drive to execute our business strategy.” The message 

Why Is There a Lack of Leadership Accountability?

We have been exploring this question 
for some time and at the root is a basic 
idea that has been lost in all of the dis-
cussions about leadership. Accepting 
a leadership position means accepting 
a formal, binding contract. We call this 
the Leadership Contract.

Many leaders take on roles because 
of the title, the pay, or the perks. They 
jump at the opportunity to take on a 
leadership role, but they rarely pause 
to think about what they actually 
signed on for.

Think about it like buying something 
online—downloading music, purchas-
ing an airline ticket, or ordering a pair 
of shoes. At some point, a window with 
a long list of boring, exhaustive terms 
and conditions pops up and asks us 
to ‘agree.’  We all know that if we don’t 
accept those terms, we won’t be able 
to complete our transaction. 

So what do most people do when they 
are  busy or trying to get a lot done? 
They simply click ‘agree’ without ever 
actually reading the terms of the on-
line contract. Studies show 93 percent 
of us do this—we never read the terms 
of online contracts. 

The same thing happens with lead-
ers. Far too many leaders just clicked 
‘agree’ to get the promotion, the 
bigger paycheck, the power, and the 

perks without truly understanding the 
implications. 

If someone signs up to be a leader 
without understanding what it really 
means to lead, there is no way he or 
she can be effective. 

The book, The Leadership Contract, 
I describe four terms that all leaders 
must understand before signing up for 
a leadership role.

Leadership Is a Decision. Make it. 

It’s all too easy for leaders to forget that 
leadership is ultimately a choice. Lead-
ership roles are more demanding than 
ever before, and it’s prudent before 
taking on a role for leaders to pause 
and reflect on what they are signing up 
for. In these moments, potential leaders 
need to be honest with themselves. Are 
they really the right person for the role? 
Are they clear on what is expected? 
Are they fully committed to doing what 
is necessary to help their organizations 
succeed? If that potential leader cannot 
answer yes to all these questions, then 
he or she should not sign the leader-
ship contract. 

Leadership Is an Obligation. Step Up. 

Many leaders don’t appreciate the fact 
that leadership roles carry significant 
obligations. They lose sight of their ob-

ligations, thinking more about advanc-
ing their careers or pursuing personal 
self-interest. Today, organizations need 
leaders committed to leaving their 
organizations in better shape than they 
found them. This is the core obligation 
of leadership.

Leadership Is Hard Work. Get Tough. 

Being a leader isn’t an easy job. There 
is hard work and difficult issues to 
tackle. Yet, many leaders avoid this 
hard work. They become bystanders 
or, worse, cowards who are afraid to 
tackle important issues in their com-
panies. Leadership involves having 
the courage to make difficult decisions 
about poor performers, holding people 
accountable, and delivering candid 
feedback. Many leaders often look 
to HR to do this hard work for them. 
That’s not real leadership.

Leadership Is a Community. Connect. 

Leadership today is much more dis-
tributed than a generation ago. It’s no 
longer about one or two strong leaders 
at the top, but rather building a strong 
leadership culture across an organiza-
tion. This means organizations need to 
build a genuine community of leaders 
where leaders support one another, 
share a common aspiration to be great 
leaders, and work collaboratively to 
make their company a success.

WHAT INDUSTRY LEADERS DO BETTER THAN OTHERS TO DRIVE A CULTURE OF LEADERSHIP ACCOUNTABILITY

1) Leaders demonstrate a common passion and drive to executive our business strategy.

2) Leaders demonstrate a high degree of personal maturity.

3) Leaders have clarity about what our customers value.
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here is pretty clear: Unaccountable or mediocre leaders of-
ten go through the motions and pay lip service to business 
strategy. Truly accountable leaders are deeply and genuine-
ly committed to the overall goals of their organizations.

Organizational Practices That Help Drive 
Strong Leadership Accountability
Again, there were some very interesting differences among 
the organizational practices that industry-leading organi-
zations implemented compared to average or below average 
performers.

First and foremost, organizations with industry leading 
performance clearly articulated their leadership expecta-
tions to their leaders. This is not surprising given that the 
survey also found that just more than half (55 percent) of 
all organizations set and communicate clear leadership 
expectations for their leaders. This appears to be a critical 
first step needed to build strong leadership accountability. 

Second, these organizations also make the commitment 
to “regularly bring leaders together in forums to help them 
network and build relationships.” This finding supports 
what we see among our own clients. Many leaders feel iso-
lated and disconnected from their colleagues. The organi-
zations with strong leadership cultures counteract this by 
bringing their leaders together regularly in various forums 
and meetings. We find that building a strong community of 
leaders within any organization is another critical practice 
necessary to establish and sustain leadership accountability. 

Finally, respondents said it was important to ensure that 
“leaders understand what matters to our customers.” Once 
again, the customer theme emerges from the survey results, 
suggesting that there may be a relationship between cus-
tomer focus and leadership accountability. This relationship 
makes sense. There is nothing greater than cutting through 
mediocrity or lame leadership than the sense of urgency that 
comes from responding to the needs of your customer. The 
industry-leading organizations appear to understand this 
relationship, and, in turn, ensure they have practices to help 
leaders understand the voice of the customer. 

Driving Leadership Accountability: 
Strategies for HR Leaders
The findings of this survey on leadership accountability 
confirm that it is a critical business issue that merits atten-

tion and focus. Here are some of the actions HR leaders 
can take, based on what we’ve seen in our work with indus-
try-leading organizations.

Make Leadership Accountability a  
Critical Business Issue
It is important for HR leaders to start having the discus-
sions with the executive team to begin to address this issue. 
The survey suggests leadership is a critical business issue in 
almost three-quarters of organizations, yet it is not part of 
the strategic dialogue at the top of the house.

Set Clear Leadership Expectations
Just over half of the organizations surveyed have set clear 
leadership expectations. If you expect to drive leadership 
accountability you must make your expectations explicit. 
This is certainly something that industry-leading organi-
zations do better than others. In our client work we are 

finding that more and more organizations are creating  
company-specific leadership contracts that clearly spell out 
what is expected of leaders. We find leaders respond favor-
ably to this as they now know what is the expectation and 
where the bar has been set.

Create a Community of Leaders
Once expectations are set, it’s also important to bring 
leaders together. As described earlier, we find that many 
leaders struggle in their roles because they feel isolated 
and disconnected from their peers. Hold regular forums 
or meetings to bring leaders together. Use these events to 
clarify your business strategy and reinforce your leadership 
expectations. Also ensure that the meetings foster network-
ing and relationship building. 

It’s hard to build a community of leaders among a group 
of strangers. When you get it right, you will find leaders 
better able to collaborate, innovate, and hold themselves 
and each other accountable for performance. 

Vince Molinaro, Ph.D., is managing director, leadership solutions 
at Lee Hecht Harrison Knightsbridge. He can be reached at vince.
molinaro@lhhknightsbridge.com.

The author thanks  Scott Ahlstrand for the research contributed to 
this article.

THE TOP ORGANIZATIONAL PRACTICES OF INDUSTRY LEADERS THAT BUILD STRONG LEADERSHIP ACCOUNTABILITY

1) Ensure that leaders understand what matters to customers.

2) Regularly bring leaders together in forums to network and build relationships.

3) Articulate clear leadership expectations to leaders.
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By Thomas O. Davenport

The Two Sides of Culture
Edgar Schein, one of the leading academic theorists on corporate culture, defines 
culture as a pattern of shared basic assumptions that a group has learned as it solves 
problems of external pressure and internal cooperation. These assumptions have 

Workplace culture is to employees as soil is to 
plants. In some organizations, cultural soil rich with 
nutrients allows people to grow and thrive. In other 
organizations, the earth is thin and rocky. In an 
impoverished social environment, people strain to 
survive and produce and their psychological and 
physical health may be compromised. Managers 
play a key role in determining whether the culture 
of an enterprise, as experienced by employees, 
contributes to or undermines employee well-being.

Thriving at Work: How Organizational 
Culture Affects Workplace Fulfillment

EXHIBIT 1. THE HUMAN SIDE OF CULTURE

Elements End points

Primacy of work 
and people

Task-oriented 
Care more about getting things done than 
about the people who do them

People-oriented 
Care more about people than about the 
things they do

Source of direction Manager-directed 
Believe that managers should determine 
how work will be one

Self-directed 
Believe that individuals should have 
substantial autonomy to decide how best to 
do their work

Locus of authority Centralized 
Concentrate authority in a few places

Decentralized 
Distribute authority widely across the 
organization

Group emphasis Individualistic 
Believe that individuals applying their own 
abilities and effort produce the best results

Collaborative 
Believe that teamwork produces the best 
results



VOLUME 38  |  ISSUE 3  |  SUMMER 2015 39

worked well enough to be considered valid, and so have 
evolved over time into  norms and principles for behavior. 

Results from a recent Towers Watson survey on workplace 
stress, manager behavior, and organizational culture lead us 
to conclude that organizational norms and values can be di-
vided into two simple categories. The human side of culture 
encompasses the value placed on individual employees and 
their experiences as they go about their work 
and live their lives within the company. Culture’s 
human side incorporates four distinct elements, 
each of which can be anchored by a pair of 
semantically opposite end points, as shown in 
Exhibit 1. 

The work side of culture consists of five ele-
ments incorporating the norms that influence 
how tasks are configured. Exhibit 2 shows the five 
work side elements and the semantic end points.

Each pair of end points represents extremes 
on a continuum. In most cases, employee respon-
dents define current culture as a point about 
midway between the opposites. But employees 
also tell us they believe cultural norms should 
become more compatible with employee physical, 
psychological, and emotional health. Our survey 
findings tell us what the shift would look like.

Culture, Workplace Stress, 
and Fulfi llment
An organization’s cultural environment can 
either increase or reduce employee stress. Work-
place stressors, in turn, can take a dramatic toll 
on individuals and employers alike. A study by re-
searchers at Stanford and Harvard estimates that 
workplace stress contributes to at least 120,000 
deaths each year and accounts for as much as 
$190 billion in health care costs in the U.S. Elim-
inating all stressors from the work environment 
is impractical. Some level of stress is simply too 

tightly woven into the fabric of most 
companies’ work environment. Super-
visors and managers, however, have 
great power to modify stressors and 
introduce stress-buffering conditions 
into the workplace. The best manag-
ers don’t eliminate stress—they can’t. 
Instead, they alleviate its worst aspects 
and transform what remains into pos-
itive energy. This transformation can 
not only reduce the unhealthy effects 
of stress, but also increase employee 
satisfaction and productivity. In these 
organizations people thrive. 

Managers exercise their influ-
ence over workplace stress in part by 
how they mold the culture of their 
work units. The manager tool kit for 
shaping local culture contains four 
principal approaches:

•   Calibrating work to fit individual abilities and aspirations   
•  Providing social support that builds employees’ productive 

energy 
• Enhancing autonomy, giving individuals stress-reducing 

control over the what, when, where, and how of work
• Ensuring that intrinsic and extrinsic rewards are commen-

surate with employees’ perceived contributions

Task-oriented
Care more about getting 
things done than about 
the people who do them

23

Manager-directed
Believe that managers
should determine how
work will be done

16
Self-directed

Believe that individuals 
should have substantial autonomy to 

decide how best to do their work

Centralized
Concentrate authority
in a few places

11
Decentralized

Distribute authority widely
across the organization

Individualistic
Believe that individuals
applying their own abilities
and effort produce the
best results

6
Collaborative

Believe that teamwork
produces the best results

People-oriented
Care more about the 

people than about the 
things they do

Source: Towers Watson 2014 Managers and Stress Survey

EXHIBIT 3.  CHANGES THAT INCREASE FULFILLMENT ON THE 
HUMAN SIDE OF CULTURE

EXHIBIT 2. THE WORK SIDE OF CULTURE

Elements End points

Planning horizon Short-term focused
Aim for the best possible performance 
today with less concern for the future

Long-term-focused
Think far ahead and pan to perform well in 
the future

Search for novelty Cautions
Continue to do what is established and 
successful

Innovative
Are always looking for new solutions to 
problems

Adherence to 
convention

Procedural
Do things according to established 
processes without variation

Flexible
Do things without worrying about set 
procedures or precedent

Source of insight Analytical
Guide our actions by data and logic

Intuitive
Guide our actions by experience and human 
judgment

Risk propensity Risk-avoiding
Spend a lot of energy to avoid making 
mistakes

Risk-taking
Are not afraid to make mistakes when the 
potential payoff is large enough

Source: Towers Watson 2014 Managers and Stress Survey
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Managers who skillfully put these techniques to use create 
a social environment that nurtures and sustains high levels of 
personal and organizational health. 

Dealing with the Human Side
In our survey of employees and their experiences of work-
place stress, we discovered a number of gaps between the 
perceptions of current organizational culture and the cultural 
norms that define a high-fulfillment environment. The graph 

below shows, for the human aspects of culture, the relative 
magnitude and direction of change that employees believe 
would be required to transform the average organizational 
culture into its high-fulfillment alternative.  

Individually, these changes are small, shifts of no more 
than about 10 percent for any one element. But 
together, they define a set of culture movements 
that can make a significant difference in employ-
ee well-being.

Survey respondents signaled that the larg-
est relative change would need to occur in 
the task-people element. Of the four manager 
performance areas, three in particular—calibrat-
ing challenge; supplying resources and support; 
and providing a fair portfolio of rewards—can 
contribute to building a more people-oriented 
local work climate. In high-fulfillment cultures, 
for example, managers who excel at calibrating 
challenges receive favorability scores between the 
high 70s and high 80s (on a scale from 0 to 100) 
for their ability to:
• Assign tasks that are well suited to individual 

skills and abilities
• Set appropriate goals for individual perfor-

mance
• Challenge people with difficult but achievable 

goals
• Help employees to understand how organiza-

tional changes will affect their jobs
In cultures with high fulfillment potential, 

managers also get high scores for providing re-
sources and support, reflected in how well they:
• Ensure people have the logistical (for example, 

technology), collaborative (peer and manager 
assistance), and social (friendly work atmo-
sphere) resources they need

• Create a supportive team environment
• Make themselves available to help solve prob-

lems
• Give people meaningful performance feedback

Managers who perform well at handling the always-chal-
lenging distribution of intrinsic and extrinsic rewards also 
help to move the cultural needle toward the people-oriented 
side of the dial. They get high scores from employees for 
effectively differentiating between high and low performers, 
making fair decisions about reward distribution and provid-
ing liberal opportunities for people to learn and grow.  

Moving from a high-stress culture to one in which people 
can thrive emotionally and psychologically also requires that 
individuals have significant self-determination in the work-
place. People are more likely to thrive when they have the lat-
itude to decide how best to do their work. Conversely, heavy 
micromanagement is well established as a cause of workplace 
stress. Managers who enable and support employee autono-
my consistently demonstrate their willingness to:
• Ensure people have the authority they need to do their 

jobs well
• Make certain employees have the freedom to decide how 

best to get their work done
• Help people resolve conflicts between work and personal 

issues
We found employee attitudes toward the centralization–

decentralization spectrum to be mildly surprising. Our survey 

Short-term-focused
Aim for the best possible
performance today with less
concern for the future

19

Cautious
Continue t do what is
established and successful

17
Innovative

Are always looking for 
new solutions to problems

Procedural
Do things according to
established processes
without variation

8
Flexible

Do things without worrying
about set procedures

or precedent

Analytical
Guide our actions
by data and logic

6
Intuitive

Guide our actions by 
experience and human judgment

Long-term-focused
Think far ahead and 
plan to perform well 

in the future

Source: Towers Watson 2014 Managers and Stress Survey

EXHIBIT 4.  CHANGES THAT INCREASE FULFILLMENT ON THE 
WORK SIDE OF CULTURE

Risk-avoiding
Spend a lot of energy to
avoid making mistakes

4
Risk-taking

Are nto afraid to make
mistakes when the potential

payoff is large enough

Managers have great power to 
modify stressors and introduce 

stress-bu� ering conditions into the 
workplace.
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findings reveal, as one might expect, that employees 
perceive greater opportunity for fulfillment when orga-
nizations distribute decision-making authority widely 
rather than concentrating it in a few places. But 
the shift toward more distributed authority was 
smaller than might be expected—about half the 
magnitude of the shift toward a people-centric 
culture, for example (see Exhibit 3). 

Do people actually value a certain amount 
of central authority? We observed this phe-
nomenon in our work for a Fortune 50 com-
pany with an array of business units. When 
the top 200 managers across the organization 
were asked to identify the company’s most sig-
nificant unrealized opportunity, many pointed 
to the difficulty of coordination across decen-
tralized business units. This statement was typ-
ical: “As a highly decentralized company we are 
not proficient at sharing information. Our systems 
are fragmented.” Another manager pointed out the 
strain associated with the problem: “Information shar-
ing is a huge challenge. Unfortunately, this has become 
an after-hours, extra-effort endeavor, putting pressure on all 
of the regular work that has to get done.” 

Judicious centralization of supporting activities—for 
example, customer information sharing, talent mobility, 
and collaborative innovation—reduces wasteful and stressful 
effort and improves the potential for work-related fulfillment. 
Burdensome centralization that slows decisions and impedes 
work efforts does the opposite. 

In our culture analysis, employees said that opportunity 
for fulfillment would increase with a small move away from 
what is currently perceived as an individualistic cultural norm 
and toward a climate with greater emphasis on teamwork. 
This finding aligns with the well-understood importance of 
social support as a buffer against stress. According to 2014 
data from the American Psychological Association, people 
who say they receive emotional support put their overall 
stress levels at 4.8 on a 1 to10 scale. In comparison, people 
who say they lack emotional sustenance gave themselves a 6.2 
rating. 

Managing the Work Side
Exhibit 4 shows the relative magnitude and direction of 
change that employees believe would help make the work-
side elements of the average organizational culture more 
conducive to high fulfillment.  

As with the human-side cultural elements, these changes 
are individually small. Taken together, however, they repre-
sent an important cultural shift in favor of employee and or-
ganizational health. Exhibit 5 presents scenarios that reflect 
different situations on each of the five elements of work-side 
culture. 

In each case, the most radical version of Scenario A would 
increase stress for most employees. Situations approximating 
the Scenario B examples, in contrast, would engender a more 
fulfilling work environment. Again, these are constructed to 
be stark examples—most work cultures will fall somewhere 
in the middle, and that is where employees are most com-
fortable. Nevertheless, our survey suggests that work climates 
more like the Scenario B examples—less immediate pressure, 
more opportunity for creativity, less dedication to historical 
process, less attachment to quantitative analysis, and risk 
avoidance—are more compatible with increased productive 
energy and lower stress. 

Manager skill at calibrating work challenge has a signifi-
cant effect on how employees perceive the work side of orga-
nizational culture. Managers deemed effective at helping to 
move workplace culture in the direction of greater fulfillment 
got high scores from employees for how well they:
• Negotiate reasonable project time lines
• Remove obstacles to doing jobs well
• Involve people in the scheduling of their work
• Encourage new ideas and new ways of doing things

Similarly, the degree to which managers succeed at en-
couraging and enabling worker autonomy goes a long way 
toward determining whether the work side of culture is more 
stressful or more fulfilling. In cultures that have adopted 
employee autonomy as a closely held norm, the manager role 

In cultures that have adopted 
employee autonomy as a closely 

held norm, the manager role looks 
different from its conventional shape 

in most organizations.
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looks different from its conventional shape in most orga-
nizations. For example, at W.L. Gore & Associates (manu-
facturer of Gore-Tex fabrics and many other industrial and 
consumer products and perennial occupant of a spot on the 
list of great employers), managers are not bosses, but rather 
“sponsors.” Sponsors help employees find a fit between 
individual skills and the needs of a particular team. As CEO 
Terry Kelly describes Gore’s philosophy, leaders stay out 
of the spotlight and give power to others. Employees have 
broad latitude to choose the projects they work on and to 
manage their own workloads. They owe accountability to 
their teams rather than to a manager. 

The Business Case
Towers Watson research suggests a strong business case 
can be made for investment of manager time and effort 
in building a fulfilling social environment. We know, for 
example, that stress at work exacerbates the costly effects of 
employee absence and presenteeism. Our research suggests 
that the characteristics of a fulfilling work environment 
significantly mitigate these factors. Employees who say they 
work in a high-fulfillment environment rather than a stress-
ful one also are:
• Less likely to have been absent four or more days over 

the prior year (23 percent concurring with this absence 
level in a high-fulfillment environment compared with 
25 percent in a low fulfillment climate)

• Less likely to believe that health issues reduced their pro-
ductivity at least some of the time (17 percent agreeing in 
a high-fulfillment climate compared with 27 percent of 
those in more stressful situations)

• Approximately 6 percent less affected by presenteeism 
than their counterparts in low-fulfillment cultures. 
Organizations will rarely enjoy these benefits without some 

investment in the capability of managers to recognize and 
put in place the requirements for a healthy work environ-
ment. We work with one major North American bank that 
took a systematic, manager-focused approach to building a 
high-fulfillment work environment. The organization began 

with a general manager training program aimed at reversing a 
brief but alarming trend toward lower employee engagement 
scores. Then the company performed targeted diagnostics 
in units where employee disability scores suggested prob-
lems with manager performance. Finally, the bank instituted 
a broad e-learning program to educate managers on the 

requirements for good mental health in the workplace. Little 
wonder this organization continues to be rated a top place to 
work among its peers.

The ultimate issue faced by any manager—or, for that mat-
ter, any organization—goes to the fundamental energizing 
force of the business. On the one hand, is the organization a 
place where people drive work, where the well-being of the 
workforce is seen as integral to the financial success of the 
business? Or, alternatively, is the organization a work-driven 
culture, where task, procedure, and schedule are the highest 
priorities? The choice of a point between these two cultural 
opposites will ultimately determine whether a workplace is 
fulfilling or stressful, fertile or barren. It is difficult to deny 
this idea: when employees thrive, so do organizations. But 
when managers do not or cannot foster individual fulfillment, 
neither individual nor enterprise prospers fully. 

Thomas O. Davenport, Ph.D., is a senior consultant with Towers 
Watson, a worldwide human resource and risk consulting firm. 
He provides consulting services on manager effectiveness, rewards 
research, and talent management strategy. Tom can be reached at  
tom.davenport@towerswatson.com.

EXHIBIT 5. HIGH- AND LOW-FULFILLMENT WORK SCENARIOS

Elements End points

Planning horizon Short-term focused 
A project is due under an exceedingly tight time line

Long-term-focused 
The project time scale is well-planned and feasible, if not 
necessarily generous

Search for novelty Cautions 
The business is dedicated to established and traditional ways of 
thinking and acting, slow to move toward novelty

Innovative 
Our department is open to adopting new ideas and new ways of 
doing things

Adherence to convention Procedural 
Leadership has been in place for more than a decade, is dedicated 
to historically successful processes and slow to change

Flexible 
New leadership is pragmatic about how to accomplish tasks and 
not inclined to default to existing process

Source of insight Analytical 
Market decisions are relentlessly data-driven—nothing is approved 
if there aren’t air-tight numbers to support it

Intuitive 
Assessments of market potential use data but also incorporate 
experience, judgment and informed instinct

Risk propensity Risk-avoiding 
Financial decision makers are far more concerned about avoiding 
the downside of risk than taking advantage of the upside

Risk-taking 
Financial decision makers are open to prudent risks if the upside 
is significant and the downside can be mitigated

The ultimate issue faced by any 
manager—or, for that matter, 
any organization—goes to the 
fundamental energizing force of the 
business.
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By Carla Arellano

In short, you’ll instinctively develop your own barometer of the organizational 
health of the place. You’ll soon figure out how functional (or dysfunctional) it 
is. You’ll know if it’s the kind of place where you can get your job done, grow 

professionally, and deliver your best. 
Now, put yourself in the shoes of the managers running the shop. Let’s say 

they know they need to foster a culture in which employees’ suggestions are part 
of regular, active dialog about operating excellence—not just anonymized notes 
dropped into a cobwebbed suggestion box. How can they change the working 
environment from what they have to what they want? 

The short answer: Consistently measure the key indicators of organizational 
health, and then act on them, promptly and cohesively. McKinsey’s expanding 
base of data on the topic has recently unearthed a surprising finding: There are 
five “power practices” that have outsized effects on the health of the workplace. 
Just as important: The absence of those factors blows a larger-than-expected hole 
in organizational health.

But before we dive into each one, let’s do a fast refresher on “organizational 
health.” McKinsey defines it as the ability to sustain performance over the long-

You know the feeling. You walk into an office or 
warehouse and quickly get a sense of how healthy 
the workplace is. It’s not necessarily telegraphed by 
the dress code or the water-cooler behavior or the 
afternoon foosball game in the break room. But 
within days, you’ll know, with reasonable certainty, if 
it’s the kind of environment in which anyone’s ideas 
are welcomed and listened to, if it’s a culture where 
constructive communication flows top-down and 
bottom-up, whether mistakes are frowned upon or 
viewed as learning opportunities. 

Five Power Practices That Can  
Help You Run the Place Better— 
and Boost Organizational Health
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term by creating an environment where employees: 
• Understand where the organization is going and how it 

plans to get there
• Have the tools, capabilities, and motivation to put those 

plans into action 
• Are encouraged to innovate and adapt to change so the 

organization can stay up to speed with everything that’s 
going on

Practices That Pay Dividends 
We know that organizational health matters1. McKinsey’s 
decade-long research underscores that companies that are 
truly organizationally healthy have total returns to share-
holders nearly twice those of companies in the middle of 
the pack. The research, conducted across thousands of 
organizations and nearly every industry worldwide, points to 
37 practices that show how management teams spend their 
time. In other words, the practices talk about the actual 
work of running organizations, not about personal work 
styles or preferences.

But, we’ve now found that five of the 37 practices have 
a multiplier effect on organizational health, and therefore 
on performance. They have the strongest correlation with 
top-quartile organizational health as measured by McKinsey’s 
Organizational Health Index (OHI) score. Clearly, then, 
these are what all managers should emphasize and model 
for their teams. While the potency of each of these varies 
by an organization’s situation, strategy, and goals, they are 
worth focusing on. If any of the practices are not in the first 
quartile of the OHI rankings, then the managers should be 
figuring out how to get them there. 

Listed are each of the five power practices, along with 
strategies to apply them in your organization. 

Role Clarity
When roles and responsibilities are crystal clear, employees 
know where they fit in the company, what their responsibil-
ities are, and what they are expected to deliver. Role clarity 
doesn’t just happen: It is designed by senior managers so 

that every individual job comes with clear accountability for 
results and responsibilities. Across the workforce, there is a 
shared understanding that performance is a function of un-
ambiguous roles and clearly delineated responsibilities. 

More broadly, there is a culture of performance that is 
rooted in role clarity. In organizations where role clarity is 
prized, you rarely hear workers arguing over whose job it is to 
do something. 

So how should managers role model role clarity? For a 
start, they should openly discuss responsibilities and account-
abilities for specific roles to ensure that those doing the jobs 
are very clear about what tools they have to do them. Longer 

term, managers must redouble their efforts to foster a culture 
of role clarity, helping employees get used to defining clear 
roles and responsibilities in their jobs and interactions with 
colleagues. 

It will also help to highlight examples of people who have 
complex accountabilities—for instance, the organization’s 
matrix leaders—and to talk through the expectations for their 
more nuanced roles. Managers can (and should) do this both 
formally—for example, in town hall meetings—and informal-
ly, in team meetings and sessions with top leaders.

Personal Ownership
In organizations where personal ownership gets top-quartile 
OHI scores, managers frequently create a sense of belonging 
among employees and encourage them to have personal 
stakes in their jobs. 

That doesn’t mean that managers are urging their workers 
to use more of their free time to “belong” to the organization. 
Instead, it means they go out of their way to make employ-
ees feel like part of a team that is achieving important goals 
together. They find ways to make it attractive and interesting 
for their workers to strive for success in their jobs. Then, when 
the job requires an out-of-the-ordinary push, employees step 
up because they want to, not because they’re told to. 

Managers who do good jobs of role-modeling personal 

There is a culture of performance 
 that is rooted in role clarity.

ORGANIZATIONAL HEALTH INDEX

The OHI Solution includes an Organizational Health Index survey 
which is an empirically driven and proprietary tool used for a 
comprehensive diagnosis of organizational experiences, including 
strategic direction, ability to renew (innovate), and organizational 
alignment. The OHI Solution measures organizational outcomes—as 
well as the “practices” that create those outcomes—across nine 
dimensions of organizational performance: direction, leadership, 
environment and values, coordination and control, accountability, 
motivation, capability, external orientation, and innovation. The 
OHI Solution is based on years of intensive McKinsey research that 
contains a benchmarked database across regions and industries. 
Importantly, the OHI Solution outcomes have a significant correlation 
between the health and performance of an organization—both at the 
enterprise and business unit levels. 
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ownership typically identify and celebrate employees who 
exhibit personal ownership—those who go above and beyond 
to help a colleague or achieve something unique, whether or 
not it is a part of their job. 

Shared Vision
Top-performing companies usually excel at communicating 
a clear vision of where they are going and how they plan to 
get there. The vision is cascaded down through the organiza-
tion structure in everything from broadcasts by the CEO to 
managers’ town hall meetings with their teams. Care is taken 
to ensure that the communications are consistent, frequent, 
easy-to-understand, and easier still to internalize and buy into. 

Senior managers who are good at sharing the vision regu-
larly refer to the company’s vision in their meetings and day-
to-day conversations not only with their employees but also 
with other managers. They work hard to ensure that specific 
projects and performance goals are tied to the vision and that 
the link between vision and project are clearly communicated 
to everyone who has to deliver on the project. 

“Great communicators” take pains to connect with all of 
their direct reports individually to make sure they understand 
the vision, and they have consistent ways to talk about the 
vision with their teams. 

Open and Trusting
This factor also punches above its weight in many high- 
performing organizations. Managers encourage open and 
honest dialogue with and among their employees; they proac-
tively consult with employees on issues that affect them. 

In those organizations there are few games and even fewer 
hidden agendas. Basically, managers are transparent in their 
intentions and frank about what is happening in the orga-
nization and what could impact employees. Such candor is 
especially prized when the news is not good; nobody trusts a 
person who constantly sugar-coat messages. 

For managers, “open and trusting” in action does not 
mean asking themselves whether people need to know some-
thing and then deciding which privileged few get to learn the 
information. Rather, it means determining whether there are 
good enough reasons not to share the information as far and 
as wide as possible. 

In open and trusting organizations, we see senior manag-
ers holding lots of small sessions, such as chats over coffee 
or team lunches, where employees at all levels get in-person 
time to ask questions. That openness is doubly important in 
times of change, which is increasingly the norm these days.

Risk Management
Perhaps we shouldn’t be surprised, but this practice packs 
twice the punch on overall organizational health versus the 
other 37 practices.  

The companies that get risk management right certainly 
have mature risk management processes and they make it a 
C-suite responsibility. But the best of them—those that are 
really organizationally healthy—take it a big step further, 
trusting every employee to be a risk manager. 

In such organizations, employees are encouraged to flag 
high-risk issues and escalate them to the right levels. The 
shared mindset is that everyone owns quality and corporate 
performance and the customer relationships. The outcome: 
Everyone acts willingly and readily to flag risks early. 

Crucially, there are well-defined escalation mechanisms to 
rush the risk signals to the right managers. And at least as im-

portant is the fact there are no negative consequences when 
employees raise their hands about risks. The net outcome: 
higher performance overall, since problems are corrected 
early and when they require fewer resources to resolve. 

What It All Means
Organizational health isn’t just about ensuring “your people 
are happy.” It’s about driving performance too. The first step 
is for managers to recognize and accept that performance and 
organizational health are inextricably linked. The next: Start 
putting the five power practices into play. 

Carla Arellano is vice president of global client services for  
McKinsey & Company’s Organizational Health Index (OHI) Solu-
tion. She serves as a facilitator, coach, and partner to leaders to help 
them understand how well they are managing their organizational 
health and map a course to achieve their long-term performance 
aspirations. She can be contacted at carla_arellano@mckinsey.com.
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Making the Shift:
Leading First with Who We Are, 
Not What We Do
By Dave Eaton

In today’s frenetic, global business world, where social media 
makes it virtually impossible to discern where the work day 
ends and personal life begins, the culture of an organization 
and how it plays out through its leaders has never been more 
critical to the very core of the business and the individual. Or 
as management consultant Peter Drucker said, “Culture eats 
strategy for lunch.”

Recent research from Futurestep, the recruitment pro-
cess outsourcing, professional search, and talent con-
sulting arm of Korn Ferry, supports that tenet. In an 

April 2015 global survey of more than 800 business leaders, 
nearly half of respondents (42 percent) said the top attribute 
they look for when hiring college recruits is “fit with our 
culture,” coming in well above “previous experience,” which 
only 14 percent of respondents chose.  
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The concept of culture is also an important recruiting tool. 
A March 2015 Futurestep study showed that the largest reason 
a Millennial would choose one job over another is visibility into 
the mission and vision of the organization, well above advance-
ment opportunities and title and pay. Further, a February 2015 
global Korn Ferry study found that nearly half (47 percent) 
of executive respondents said working for a company whose 
culture is aligned with their values is the single most important 
factor for improving their feelings about their job. 

That’s not to say that culture is the be-all and end-all for 
transforming the world of work, but the careful alignment of a 
business strategy—whether pursuing mergers and acquisitions, 
capturing new market share, spin-offs and start-ups, or a re-
newed focus on the customer—to the company’s culture is key. 
Corporate culture is anything but soft stuff or academic theory. 
It’s a business issue, as real and meaningful as product quality 
or cash flow. Corporate culture can be a significant business 
risk, or a valuable asset for growth and competitive advantage. 

A June 2014 Korn Ferry global study of more than 1,000 
executives found that nearly three quarters (72 percent) of 
respondents said culture was extremely important to orga-

nizational performance. But sometimes the culture that got 
you here may not get you there, and changing culture is a 
daunting prospect for any organization. Culture is comprised 
of deeply embedded values, assumptions, behaviors, and 
attitudes. It is, in essence, the human glue that makes the 
company unique. 

Turning a culture 180 degrees is neither possible nor 

desirable. The goal of culture transformation is to preserve 
those aspects of the culture that made a company strong and 
at the same time to alter any habits that are impeding strate-

Corporate culture is anything 
but soft stuff or academic theory. 
It’s a business issue, as real and 
meaningful as product quality or 
cash flow.
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gic change. Finding the perfect alignment between culture 
and a new strategy takes time, but with persistence and a 
comprehensive understanding of what levers can steer the 
culture, organizations can navigate toward that desired state.

To align its culture with its business strategy, an organization 
must have a clear understanding of:
• The type of culture that will drive its specific strategy
• The current culture and how it supports or hinders strategy 

execution
• The differences between the two
• The levers that will have a powerful impact on culture trans-

formation (potential accelerators)
•  Foreseeable challenges that could derail efforts

Defining the Culture that Will Drive Strategy
In studying the patterns that connect successful cultures and 
business strategies, Korn Ferry has identified five dimensions 
to describe how organizations operate. These organizational 
attributes manifest in areas such as leadership style, commu-

nication, decision-making, and customer interaction. Each 
represents a continuum between competing values and takes 
into account the impact of national culture as well.

Assess, Analyze, Align
A three-step process helps organizations identify a culture 
for success and maps out the road to get there:
• Assess. Measure the organization’s current culture and 

define the ideal culture based on a data-driven diagnos-
tic assessment, executive interviews, focus groups, and 
“walkabouts” by trained consultants. A combination of 
quantitative and qualitative inputs is vital.

• Analyze. Identify the critical areas of misalignment 
between the current and desired cultures, with a particu-
lar focus on the aspects that can accelerate or derail the 
business strategy. Outline the practices and behaviors 

that will have the greatest impact on cultural change.
• Align. Implement specific changes to realign the orga-

nization’s culture to its business and talent strategies. 
Design and roll out custom programs to communicate 
change, engage talent, build new competencies, and de-
velop leadership models.

Moving the Culture Needle
Getting everyone on board, from the agile early adopters to 
the stalwart resisters, starts with the following imperatives:

Create Alignment in the Senior Team
The senior team needs to agree on what its members have 
to do differently to create and sustain culture change. In 
describing IBM’s historic culture change in the 1990s, then–
CEO Lou Gerstner said, “I needed to get my leadership 
team to join me. We all had to talk openly and directly about 
culture change. We could not be subtle.” Leaders, Gerstner 
went on to explain, create the conditions for culture trans-

formation by modeling new behaviors and inviting everyone 
to change day-to-day behaviors.

Identify Critical Upgrades to “Human Operating Systems” 
This includes how decisions are made, what gets rewarded, 
how people communicate, or other organizational practices 
rooted in the culture. What is going to look different about 
the way the organization gets work done? What policies and 
systems will support and sustain change?

Refine Talent Strategy by Looking at the Whole Person
To be effective, the business strategy and culture framework 
need to be translated into a talent strategy.  There’s a saying in 
some leadership circles that goes, “We are hired for what we 
do, but we’re fired for who we are.” In Korn Ferry’s “Succes-
sion Matters” report, survey respondents cited having the 
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right competencies for a role as the No.1 factor for making a 
promotion decision, but nearly two-thirds (63 percent) said 
that a lack of well-suited traits and dispositions for a company’s 
culture was the biggest reason promotions fail.  

Our research shows us the best way to find the right person 
for a role is to first take the time to understand exactly what’s 
needed for certain roles, including the candidate characteris-
tics, an analysis of the job role and the culture. We then assess 
leaders on four key dimensions: What they “do” (competencies 
and experiences) and who they “are” (traits, such as assertive-
ness and risk-taking, as well as drivers, such as autonomy and 
challenges).

Build and Acquire Talent, Build 
Your Employer Brand 
With a clear understanding of who has the traits and drivers to 
be a cultural change agent and who has the competencies and 
experiences to meet the demands of the new business strategy, 
organizations can tactically fill talent gaps. Some people can 

be reassigned to other functions, others can be developed, and 
some new people will be needed. 

Targeted recruiting is one lever for success. Key to this is 
an effective employer brand strategy and an accompanying 
employee value proposition, or EVP, that aligns with your cul-
ture. For example, if a long-established technology company is 
moving toward an innovative, nimble culture, it must shed its 
stodgy website and recruiting collateral for cutting-edge social 
and mobile-first options.

It’s not enough to lead anymore by positional power or 
relying on “how things have always been done.” Culture and 
strategy alignment are clearly the new world work order. 
Authenticity, values, and inspiration will be primary and an eye 
toward empowering organizational talent to deliver in a way 
that makes them and their employer succeed is key to long-
term leadership. 

Dave Eaton is a senior partner and practice leader at Korn Ferry. He 
can be reached at dave.eaton@kornferry.com.
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What Transformation Looks Like at GM
Anna Tavis:  Let’s build on your presen-
tation at the annual conference and go 
a little more into the details about the 
transformation that you’ve orchestrated 
at GM. It seems that part of it was 
intelligent design and part of it was 
emergent—coming from within the 
organization. What does transforma-
tional work mean to General Motors?

Michael Arena  We’re talking about 
transformation at multiple levels. 
I think in the broadest sense, it’s 
ensuring that from a business per-
spective we have an organization that 
is adaptive at offering products and 
services to our customers that are 
viable and can continues to drive the 
business success in the long term. We 
talk a lot about transformation on the 
business side and making sure that 
we’ve got everything in order—from 
what segments we’re doing business in, 
what geographies we’re operating in, 
how innovative we’re being, and, most 
importantly, what our customers need.

 We have to enable this through 
talent and development activities on the 
cultural side. It’s ensuring that we’ve got 
the right mindsets, the right behaviors 
inside the organization. I think of it on 
two different dimensions. The first di-
mension being business; the second di-
mension being how do we craft, create, 
and encourage the mindsets necessary 
to enable the business transformation?

AT:  If you were to describe the journey, 
how would you track the trajectory 

from where you’re coming from to 
where you’re going? Where you are 
going, and what is the journey?

MA:  For us within the HR function, 
we need to think about everything 
that we do in regards to enabling the 
broader business transformation. So 
the first thing we need to do is shed 
the mindset that one size fits all. We 
are a very large, complex organization 
of 220,000 people—in every major 
country around the world—producing 
and selling vehicles. It’s very complex 
if you think about it from that perspec-
tive, much more complex than I ever 
imagined before I arrived here. 

From an HR perspective, one-size-
fits-all solutions don’t always enable 
what needs to happen in an emerg-
ing market as opposed to a mature 
market. We need to have HR systems 
that are flexible, fluid, and responsive 
to what the local needs are, yet can 
still benefit from global scale. This is 
a challenge. This business in the next 
five to 10 years will probably change 
more than it has in the last 100 years. 
As a business, it’s dynamic and chang-
ing very rapidly. There are all kinds of 
disruptive technologies on the hori-
zon. We cannot allow ourselves as an 
HR function to lock into the way we 
do things. If we do, we will lock people 
into mindsets that won’t be responsive 
enough to emerging and evolving 
customer needs. 

AT:  Along those lines, you’ve devel-

oped quite a few innovative HR 
solutions. Could you tell us a little bit 
about where you get your inspiration 
and how you translate those new 
ideas, new discoveries, new break-
throughs in science, for example, into 

HR practices at an established 
organization?

MA:  I am insatiability curious, so I am 
constantly looking outside, constantly 
reading things that seem to be com-
pletely disconnected from things that 
I do day-to-day. I pay attention to the 
sciences; I pay attention to the arts. 
I love academic research, and I am 
constantly trying to stay focused on 
what’s happening in business—every-
thing from behavioral economics with 
unconscious biases to what’s happen-
ing with network science. My evening 
activities are often consumed by 
MOOCs [massive open online courses] 
to stay engaged with what’s happening 
in the world.

I also try to connect with people 
from all kinds of different arenas 
and environments. When possible, I 
encourage my team to do the same. 

In First Person: Michael Arena

People + Strategy executive editor Anna Tavis, Ph.D., sits down with 

General Motors Chief Talent Officer, Michael Arena, Ph.D., to discuss the 

ongoing transformation happening at General Motors—in terms of both the 

business model and the products and services GM offers consumers.

This business in the 
 next five to 10 years will 
probably change more 

than it has in  
the last 100 years.
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We’re connected not just to folks that 
we work with every day within General 
Motors, but we’re also connected to 
individual communities that we’ve 
worked with in the past. We’re paying 
attention to what’s happening and 
what’s emerging in the world as it 
relates to HR. In many regards, we are 
only as current with emerging trends 
as our network is. So our networks 
might be as important as what we 
know. 

AT:  Your presentations on social 
network analysis show that you are 
working a lot with data and other 
scientific principles that you’ve 
introduced into practice. Could you 
provide an illustration of that? 

MA:  I also live in a world of engineer-
ing and am an engineer by degree, so 
I’m very pragmatic. It’s not enough 
to just be curious and understand 
what’s happening in the world. It’s also 
critically important to be practical 
and think, “How does this apply, and 
what part of this can we translate into 
what we’re doing every single day?” For 
example, just think about how we as 
humans make biased decisions. There 
are all kinds of biases. Confirmation 
bias: We want a person who is like the 
person that we really like, so we search 
for evidence to confirm this decision. 
Or default bias: We are looking for a 
person that’s very much like the per-
son who is in the role right now. 

I think it’s great to learn about 
those things and pay attention to 
them, but the more interesting part is 
how those biases align to decisions that 
we make every single day. There is a lot 
of literature out there that says within 
the first 90 seconds of meeting some-
one, you’ve already concluded whether 
you are going to hire that person, and 
the rest of the dialogue is simply trying 
to confirm the decision that you’ve 
already made, or possibly come up 
with some really compelling reason not 
to make that decision. We try to weave 
those things into our practices, rather 
than just saying those biases exist and 

educate people on them. 
Skilled practitioners find ways to 

weave those in practice. In a talent 
management review, for example, if 
you bring up a person’s name and just 
simply ask the question, “So what does 
everybody think about that person?” 
you already begin to create biases in 
the room. If you share some informa-
tion about that person in advance and 
give people some soak-time without 
having to feel the social pressures of 
complying to what everybody else in 
the room is leaning toward, you will 
have a much more robust conversation. 
We try to mechanically set up the agen-
da in these reviews and in interviews 
and other activities to manage out 
those biases as best as we can.

AT:  That’s a great illustration of 
application of the design to what you 
do on a talent management side. At 
the conference you illustrated very 
powerfully the Innovation Xchange 
Lab that you created at GM. Could you 
tell us more about what its purpose is 
and how and where it has taken you as 
you’ve unleashed the powers of the 
unknown and brought all those people 
together?

MA:  I am perhaps more passionate 
about this than anything else we are 
doing. Many organizations talk about 
engagement, and then offer these 
top-down solutions, going back to 
my on-size-fits-all view. The goal is to 
implement some global-wide solutions 
and hope that engagement improves. 
I am not saying this is wrong, it is just 
insufficient by itself.

It’s my belief that what engages one 
person actually might disengage the 
person sitting right next to him or 
her, because we all engage at different 
levels, and we all have different things 
that we need and desire. So rather 
than saying, “Here’s the one universal 
solution we want to implement,” why 
not actually engage people in the 
process of engagement? So we came up 
with this concept that we call the Inno-
vation Xchange Lab, and we launched 

an initiative within the lab called GM 
2020. The premise was: What would it 
really be like if we connected people 
at all levels across the organization, 
shared with them a challenge, and 
engaged them in co-creating the solu-
tion? What could happen then? What 
kind of potential could we unleash 
from the organization?

 The Innovation Xchange is really 
predicated on physical space because 
influence happens face-to-face, in 
spite of all the virtual work that we talk 
about these days. Our belief is that 
passion is only shared face-to-face. So 
we created this lab, as a creative micro-
cosm of what could happen across the 
broader organization. The intent was 
to connect people to people and ideas 
to ideas, because we don’t suffer from 
a deficit of ideas. We suffer from an 
inability to connect those ideas up.

There are a couple of rules. The 
first one is that no intact teams are 
allowed to use the space—it has to be 
cross-functional. So we want different 
people from across the broader system 
engaging in the space. And it cannot 
be business as usual. So even if you are 
working across the silos of the organi-
zation, you must be trying to create, 
grow, or release something different 
than what you’d do in a steady state 
day-to-day environment. So that’s the 
concept and then the GM 2020 initia-
tive was kind of supercharging that 
concept to get more and more people 
engaged around core business issues 
and challenges. 

AT:  You gave an example of how 
facilities got a new life through your 
innovation and a rearranged work 
space. Could you tell us more about 
that experience?

MA:  Facilities has a different charge, 
and they’re trying to manage within 
budgets and provide solutions that 
are long term. As a result, they have 
traditionally applied the one-size-fits-all 
mindset by giving limited choices. In 
this case, they wanted to apply a more 
creative approach. So we launched what 
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we call a co-lab, which is similar to a 
24-hour hackathon. What happens in 
the co-lab is we bring a cross-functional 
group of people together and give them 
a challenge that taps into their collec-
tive ideas and then make it competitive 
with a shark-tank-like pitch at the end. 

We tap into the competitive aspects 
of how people like to interact. In this 
particular one, we invited about 40 
people, and rather than having facili-
ties do all the design work and partner 
with the architects to lay out what 
the space should look like and how it 
should be used, we decided to invite 
the people who would be using the 
space, who would reside there. 

So we found a business sponsor, and 
we chartered a design team for the 
event with the intention that we were 
going to be moving into a new build-
ing and wanted their ideas to help us 
understand how to design it. We wanted 
space that would be flexible. We wanted 
space where people could collaborate 
with each other. We wanted space that 
was more creative, but we also wanted 
space where people could do deep, con-
centrated work as well, because there 
are times when they’re working on 
analytics or deep design challenges and 
they need to have some isolation. 

We also wanted serendipity because 
we believe innovation and creativity 
happen when two things collide with 
one another. So we needed to design 
space that creates the opportunity for 
groups to come together in an un-
planned way. All this said, the co-lab 
design team laid out what we would 
suggest as our core criteria for using 
the space, and then we just simply 
issued that challenge to 40 people, put 
them into teams of five or so, and had 
them compete for the next 24 hours on 
what the space should look like. 

Prior to the event, using design- 
thinking methods, we sent them out 
across Detroit to observe other creative 
spaces, to do observation-based work 
with journals—spaces that may be 
completely outside of the automotive 
industry—where they could learn and 

understand how people were connect-
ing with each other, how people were 
driving innovation, and how people 
were doing deep-thinking work. They 
had the opportunity to go in and ask 
different individuals in these other 
spaces what was working well, what was 
not, and truly engage them. 

Then they came back in small teams 
and built rapid prototypes of their 
best ideas. Their intent was to build 
physical designs as to how the space 
would be used. This particular space 
had 10 different floors so it was fairly 
large. Different floors could be used 
for different purposes and different 
segments of the floor could be used in 
multiple ways. Within the criteria that 
we gave these small, cross-functional 
teams, we had them build concepts of 
what the building should look like. At 
the end, they each had three minutes 
to pitch their idea to a panel of judges 
that selected a winning team. The 
winning co-lab team became a part of 
the building team, along with facilities.

That took literally 24 hours to do 
and the level of engagement that 
was created—even among teams 
that didn’t win—was extraordinary 
because many elements within their 
overall concepts were endorsed. People 
walked away from that exercise feeling 
that it was the most empowering, en-
riching, amazing day—and they could 
see how they helped the company. 

AT:  How are you measuring the effect 
of what you’re doing in HR? Are there 
goals that you set for yourself external-
ly or surveys that you run? What are 
the tools, and how do you know you’re 
successful?

MA:  We try to measure at the business 
level. We do a lot of leadership devel-
opment work. We do a lot of talent 
management work. We do a lot of 
engagement work. Our engagement 
surveys are very critical to measuring 
progress, and we pay a lot of attention 
to how engaged people are. With that 
facilities example I just gave, I would 

evaluate the impact that had on people 
coming directly out of the event. But 
more importantly, when you do dozens 
and dozens of those events, you want to 
determine if they are actually chang-
ing the level of engagement within the 
organization. 

We also use a lot of advanced analyt-
ics. For example, we look at something 
we call “the health of the pipeline” 
where we actually measure what level 
and what quality of talent we have flow-
ing through our overall pipeline and 
evaluate whether or not we think we 
are long or short in talent over the next 
four to five years. In this case, we have 
built a predictive model. We also mea-
sure in surveys and have more tradi-
tional scorecards to determine whether 
we’re closing the gap year over year.

AT:  GM is a global company. Your 
competition really is coming from all 
over the world. What you are doing at 
the center? How does that scale 
across to your other markets? 

MA:  Within the global talent and devel-
opment organization, we have what we 
call a hub-and-spoke model. We have 
some COEs, centers of expertise, here 
in Detroit. We’ve got a talent manage-
ment one, a talent acquisition one, one 
centered on analytics, and another fo-
cused on leadership development and 
learning. So the core concentration of 
subject-matter experts reside here in 
Detroit, but we also have small region-
al teams that cover each of these areas. 
I’ve got somebody reporting to me in 
each of the regions when they each 
have a small group of utility players 
that span across those COE groups. 

What we’re trying to do is create 
a model that’s adaptive, where every-
thing isn’t being designed centrally and 
pushed out, although a big portion of 
what we do is designed that way. We also 
can design locally and scale it across 
the globe by pulling things that we do 
in Korea that really work or things that 
we do in Brazil that are most impactful 
into the core COE and then scaling 
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them back to the other regions. 
That’s a model that we went to a little 

over a year ago, and we’re beginning 
to generate some significant successes 
between this global and local design—I 
call it bidirectional design—and it 
happens at both levels. Local stuff is 
designed and scaled back and global 
stuff is designed and pushed out.

AT:  One of the conference speakers 
said, “Just remember this moment. This 
is probably the slowest time in your life; 
everything else from now on is going to 
continue to accelerate.” Where are you 
accelerating at GM now?

MA:  I think about this at two levels: 
theoretically and pragmatically. Theo-
retically we need more responsive solu-
tions. Getting locked into solutions too 
quickly in a landscape that’s radically 
changing is a problem. I talked at the 
conference about the S&P 500, how 
the average life cycle of a corporation 
today is somewhere around 15 years. 
Think about it this way: Five years from 
now, one-third of the organizations 
on the S&P 500 won’t exist in their 
current form. Yet many of the solutions 
that we implement in global, complex 
organizations take multiple years to 
implement. We’ve got to have solutions 
that are far more responsive. We have 
to be able to respond, design solu-
tions, implement them, and then not 
get locked into them in the long haul 
because the environment is going to 
change around them.

On the more pragmatic level, it’s 
all about talent. The value of human 
capital and even social capital inside 
enterprises over the next few years is 
going to be amplified tenfold. We talk 
about this war for talent and there’s 
been a lot written about it. There’s an 
article I just read,“The War for Talent Is 
Over, and the Talent Won.” In the world 
of rapid, radical change talent is going 
to become the most critical asset in or-
ganizations. Hiring really smart, bright 
people is important, but creating an 
environment where they can connect 

and interact and truly leverage what 
they’re capable of doing is essential. So 
that’s the number one challenge for us, 
short term and long term.

AT:  What is the future of the HR 
function? How do you see our func-
tion, and what is our role?

MA:  I think of organizations first 
and the HR function second. I think 
organizations need to be much more 
ambidextrous. That means organiza-
tions need to execute and operate on 
a day-to-day basis of getting stuff done 

today, while also constantly thinking 
about the future and what changes 
are on the horizon. Some small part 
of the organization needs to always be 
generating the next growth engine, 
always creating what’s next for that 
organization, exploring externally, but 
also making sure that it’s pragmatic 
in designing businesses around what’s 
being discovered in the outside world. 
I think HR as a function is going to 
have to gravitate much more toward 
that model. I think there will be a 
very large part of HR that will become 
growingly more transactional. We’ve 
got to get stuff done. We’ve got to get 
people paid. We’ve got to run perfor-
mance systems. We’ve got to get people 
trained and developed. Once those 
things are designed, they’re pretty 
much transactional. 

There’s going to be this other arm 
of human resources that is much 
more innovative—creating, designing, 
strategizing, and more—and respon-
sive than that core operating arm. The 
simple way of describing this is being 

much more ambidextrous—being 
able to flex and having a group that’s 
constantly designing and creating 
and having that core that is constantly 
delivering and executing. 

We also have to become more 
evidence-based. It’s not enough to do 
something because it’s a best prac-
tice and every other organization is 
doing it. We’ve got to be far more 
evidence-based in the way that we mea-
sure and evaluate everything we do. 
We can’t always measure in quantita-
tive numbers, but we can observe, and 
we can evaluate with other qualitative 
approaches and use that evidence to 
inform what the right decisions are 
for the business on an ongoing basis. 
The split of growth, innovation, and 
operations and, secondly, in both 
of those segments, becoming highly 
evidence-based are the two next major 
things for HR.

Finally, social capital is going to 
become as important to the human 
resource profession as human capi-
tal. The way that people interact with 
others generates insight, alignment, 
and energy. What we are learning from 
organizational network analysis could 
be a game changer in how we think 
about work. We already have some 
early evidence that suggests social 
capital is almost or as important as a 
person’s individual capabilities. Stated 
differently, we can have really intelli-
gent people locked into organizations 
that aren’t able to leverage what they 
know, or we could have people who are 
positioned to soak up all the intelli-
gence, understanding, and knowledge 
of people close to them and become 
really remarkable at performing and 
driving change in an organization. In 
the field of HR, the social sciences are 
going to become as important as the 
human sciences are at this time. In the 
future, I will be hiring people for their 
networks, not just their capabilities. 

AT:  Thank you, Michael, for the 
opportunity to glean into your 
insights. 

Social capital is  
going to become  

as important to the 
human resource 

profession as  
human capital.
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The Nexus of Performance Management and Technology
By Steven T. Hunt, Ph.D.

Since 2007, I’ve been working 
with companies to maximize 
the value of a technology system 

that supports strategic HR processes, 
including performance management 
(PM). This technology is largely agnos-
tic when it comes to PM process design. 
It can be configured for PM processes 
that require managers to make exten-
sive ratings or avoid ratings entirely, 
encourage elaborate goal cascading or 
completely forego the use of goals, fo-
cus on once a year annual PM events or 
encourage ongoing employee-manager 
“check-ins,” and so forth. The system 
can be configured in any number of 
ways, allowing companies to determine 
what type of PM process will be the 
most effective in their particular orga-
nization and appropriately configured 
to meet their unique needs. 

There are three important factors to 
keep in mind when evaluating, chang-
ing, or implementing performance 
management technology:
• There is no single best way to do PM.
• Technology is necessary but not 

sufficient for effective PM.
• Integration is critical to creating 

long-term, effective PM methods.

Tailor PM to Your Organization 
Performance management methods 
that work well in one company may not 
work in another. So while aggressive 
rating methods might work well in 
a competitive sales-focused finance 
company, that approach would 
probably fail miserably in a patient-
care-focused health care organization. 
The best approach depends on the 
business needs and culture of the 

company, the nature of the employees 
and the jobs they are performing, 
and the skills of and incentives for 
managers. 

Similarly, methods that work for a 
company at one time in history may not 
work at another time. A good example 
is the forced ranking methods that 
were once famously used by GE but 
have since been largely abandoned. 
While forced ranking may have con-
tributed to the success of GE in the 90s, 
GE’s business model has dramatically 
changed to align with sweeping techno-
logical and social changes. PM meth-
ods that once worked well can become 
damaging in a different business and 
labor market. To wit, GE discontinued 
using the forced ranking methods that 
were once viewed as a cornerstone of 
its PM philosophy. PM methods should 
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be optimized for a given company at a 
given point in time. 

The Role of Technology
Technology enables companies to 
achieve results that would otherwise be 
impossible—but it does not lead to posi-
tive business results unless used correct-
ly. Failing to leverage advances in PM 
technology severely limits a company’s 
ability to create the most effective PM 
methods. One of the reasons companies 
have historically struggled with PM is be-
cause they lacked the technology need-
ed to implement effective PM methods 
in a scalable, sustainable manner. 

Consider the example of the annual 
performance review. At some point in 
the past business leaders decided they 
wanted to consistently measure per-
formance of employees so they could 
reward high performers and address 
problems caused by underperformers. 
The best technology available at that 
time was paper forms. The only perfor-
mance management process that could 
be effectively implemented using paper 
was the review form. 

This created the infamous annual 
review—a process that encouraged 
managers to provide official perfor-

mance feedback to subordinates only 
once per year. If companies had access 
to the online tools that currently exist 
for setting goals, gathering and sharing 
feedback, and systematically measur-
ing employee performance, it seems 
unlikely anyone would have created the 
traditional annual performance review 
process. 

Take this analogy between the 
annual performance review form and 
the QWERTY keyboard. The QWERTY 
keyboard was created because of a 
technology constraint. It was designed 
to slow down typing speed because early 
typewriters jammed if people typed too 
fast. If computers had been available 
when keyboards were invented then the 
QWERTY keyboard would never have 
been created. We don’t use QWERTY 
keyboards because they work well with 
today’s technology. We use them be-
cause they worked well with the modern 
technology available 120 years ago. We 
continue to use them because they are 
familiar, not because they are the most 
efficient. 

The same is true for many traditional 
PM processes. These processes were not 
adopted because they were highly effec-
tive. They were adopted because they 

were the only processes that worked 
with the technology that was available 
at the time they were created. We now 
have the technology needed to replace 
or augment these obsolete PM practices 
with methods that are far more effective.

Integration Is Critical
Technology provides the ability to 
share data and information across dis-
parate processes. For example, captur-
ing information collected in ongoing 
coaching discussions can be used to 
inform succession management and 
career development conversations that 
take place later in the year. Integration 
is particularly important when consid-
ering PM methods because PM involves 
two very distinct activities that need to 
be aligned yet kept separate: 
• Workforce classification. This in-

volves making decisions about where 
to invest scarce resources such as 
pay, promotions, job assignments, or 
training courses to maximize overall 
workforce productivity. 

• Workforce development: This in-
volves providing coaching feedback 
and advice to increase individual 
employee performance.
Both activities require communi-
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cating performance expectations and 
evaluating job performance. But how 
employees should be evaluated is differ-
ent depending on whether the focus is 
on classification or development. Classi-
fication involves comparing employees 
against one another to determine which 
employees deserve higher pay raises, 
development resources, or promotion 
opportunities. Development evaluations 
tend to stress qualitative descriptions 
of employee performance and may 
avoid normative evaluations like ratings 
that directly compare people against 
one another because such normative 
evaluations of performance can stymie 
development. 

Yet, these descriptive, developmental 
evaluations will not help companies 
seeking to create fair, consistent, and ac-
curate methods to place employees into 

performance categories for the purpose 
of compensation, development, or 
staffing. Companies must both evalu-
ate and develop employees to create a 
high performance workforce. The key 
is to build PM processes that effectively 
balance both needs. 

From a technology integration 
standpoint, performance management 
is best thought of as three inter-related 
cycles (see Figure 1). The innermost 
cycle is about managing business oper-
ations through ongoing goal manage-
ment monitored in daily, weekly, or 
monthly operations meetings. 

The next cycle is about managing 
employee effectiveness through ongo-
ing coaching. It focuses on assessing 
employees’ behavior and providing 
coaching feedback to increase effec-
tiveness in their current role. Both of 

these cycles emphasize development 
conversations between employees and 
managers. 

The third cycle is about managing 
workforce resources through talent 
decisions. It focuses on evaluating 
overall employee contributions and us-
ing these to guide decisions related to 
compensation, job transfers and pro-
motions, and developmental resources. 
This cycle is mainly about workforce 
classification.

Thinking through how the steps 
in Figure 1 link together is central to 
building an integrated and sustainable 
PM process that aligns business op-
erations, employee effectiveness, and 
workforce management. Business strat-
egies should guide development of em-
ployee goals. Employee goals should be 
incorporated into performance evalua-
tions. Performance evaluations should 
influence compensation and staffing 
decisions. And succession management 
and career development conversations 
should incorporate all these elements 
to integrate information about what 
employees have done in the past, what 
the company needs employees to do in 
the future, and what employees want to 
achieve through their careers. 

A critical part of effective PM 
design is deciding how the steps in Fig-
ure 1 tie to each other. It is particularly 
important to address the relationship 
between the conversations managers 
and employees have about perfor-
mance and the decisions the company 
makes about compensation and staff-
ing. Employees should not be left to 
wonder, “How does the company make 
decisions that impact my career, such 
as how much to pay me or whether to 
promote me?” Using technology to 
revamp PM methods to focus more on 
employee development without consid-
eration as to how these changes impact 
the company’s ability to make effective 
compensation and staffing decisions is 
a critical error. These changes may be 
greeted positively at first, but become 
problematic when the company is 
asked to explain why it decided to 
pay some people more than others. 
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It is also important to recognize that 
those PM processes that motivate and 
engage higher-performing employees 
may not be the same as ones that moti-
vate lower-performing employees.

Transforming with Technology
Thanks to advances in HR technol-
ogy systems, we are finally seeing 
the end of clumsy PM methods that 
never truly worked as intended. PM 
is shifting from once-a-year, static 
forms to ongoing, dynamic, web-based 
systems that provide far more value 
to employees and managers alike. PM 
technology also decreases HR ad-
ministrative burdens associated with 
managing talent. Instead of spending 
time asking people to “please fill out 
their PM forms.” HR can use technolo-
gy to gain insights and drive strategic 
discussions about increasing employee 
performance. 

Modern PM technology can be used 
to help managers more accurately 

evaluate employee performance and 
provide constructive, behavioral-based 
feedback to assist with employee 

development. Another benefit of PM 
technology is the visibility it provides 
into whether managers are carrying 
out basic management tasks such as 
setting employee goals and providing 
employee feedback. Implementing PM 
technology provides a way to effective-

ly measure both whether managers 
are talking to employees about perfor-
mance and how well they’re doing it. 

The implementation of a technology- 
enabled PM processes makes it possi-
ble to measure whether managers are 
practicing the most basic tasks associated 
with managing employees: setting expec-
tations, evaluating performance against 
expectations, and providing feedback. 

Technology now allows us to create 
PM processes that profoundly improve 
how leaders run their businesses. This 
technology also enables HR leaders to 
change the role they play within com-
panies. We have the tools and knowl-
edge needed to transform PM, but we 
need to use them in a way that address-
wes the unique needs and cultures of 
our organizations. 

Steven T. Hunt, Ph.D., is senior vice pres-
ident, customer values at SuccessFactors, 
an SAP Company. He can be reached at 
s.hunt@sap.com. Twitter: @steventhunt 

Modern PM technology 
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managers more 
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employee performance 
and provide constructive, 

behavioral‑based 
feedback to assist with 

employee development.
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Commonsense Talent 
Management  
Many HR books strive to provide an undiscovered insight 
about workforce performance. In contrast, Commonsense Tal-
ent Management author Steven Hunt states up front that many 
of the principles for creating productive workforces have 
been known for a long time. This includes things like making 
sure employees have clear goals, receive constructive feed-
back from their managers, and are recognized and rewarded 
for their contributions.   

He correctly observes that often the challenge to maximiz-
ing workforce productivity is not in knowing what to do, but 
in actually doing it. His apt metaphor is that creating a healthy 
workplace is like living a healthy lifestyle. We all know losing 
weight requires eating right and exercising regularly, but our 
challenge is doing this consistently. The same is true for effec-
tive HR: Great strides can be made by consistently getting the 
fundamentals right.  

Commonsense Talent Management is a pragmatic guide to help 
companies achieve this simple-sounding but challenging goal. 
Those who have worked with Hunt or are familiar with his 
work will find this book to be a clearly articulated and action-
able expression of his insights about those too-often over-
looked HR fundamentals. These lessons are honed through 
Hunt’s extensive experience helping companies implement 
strategic HR methods combined with his expertise in industrial 
organizational psychology research and other evidence-based 
disciplines.

The book is divided into three sections. The first few 
chapters discuss what strategic HR is and how HR processes 
connect with different business outcomes. A prominent and 
important point is that leaders must integrate HR methods 
into a comprehensive approach that aims to get the right 
people doing the right things in the right way by getting the 
right development (what the author calls the “4 Rs” of strate-
gic HR).   

Next, the book provides guidelines to design HR processes, 
including staffing, performance management, career develop-
ment, and succession planning. The book touches on com-
pensation and workforce planning, but at a more overarching 
level and as important context for the other processes. Hunt 

clearly conveys that there is no “one best way” to do HR and 
provides a valuable discussion of how to create HR processes 
that fit the unique needs and culture of different organiza-
tions.  

The final three chapters provide specific guidelines on 
how to deploy HR methods and ensure that once effective 
HR practices are identified, they are also adopted and used. 
These final chapters provide some of the most useful practical 
guidance in the book, both for HR leaders and their constit-
uents, such as line managers. It is often far easier to build HR 
processes than it is to get people to effectively use them, and 
these chapters aim to help with the latter challenge.  

Commonsense is nicely organized and reads well as a narra-
tive, but readers will also find it valuable as a reference. The 
table of contents and index are useful guideposts, and the 
chapters can be read individually. The book also contains a 
large number of examples answering specific common ques-
tions and challenges in the design and use of different HR 
methods. The book is not primarily about HR technology, but 
it discusses the role of technology in effective and strategic HR 
methods. Overall, Commonsense is a valuable resource for HR 
leaders and others who want a practical and cogent reminder 
about fundamental principles in using HR methods to drive 
business performance.

Cultural DNA: The 
Psychology of Globalization 

Gurnek Bains’ new book, Cultural DNA: The Psychology of 
Globalization, is an absolute must-read for any executive 
wanting to better understand the complexities of oper-
ating in an increasingly global environment. Whether 
seeking to do business in other countries, or managing 
a multicultural employee population in the U.S, Bains’ 
research sheds much-needed light on the deep psycho-

It is often far easier to build 
HR processes than it is to get 

people to e� ectively use them.
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logical and cultural instincts of different societies. Bains’ 
work incorporates the latest psychological, biological, and 
neurobiological research documenting that fundamental 
beliefs systems are literally and figuratively embedded in 
our DNA.

Too often (perhaps in the spirit of inclusiveness and 
political correctness) our discussions of cultural dif-
ferences are superficial. Indeed, the idea that people’s 
underlying psychology might be fundamentally different 
is difficult for many people to accept. Perhaps we shy 
away because we fear (with good reason) that the risk of 
exploring profound differences may reinforce narrow and 
frequently false stereotypes about people.

However, social worlds are complex and result in highly 
specific adaptive cognitive and emotional strategies that 
allow populations to thrive. Our brains are finely tuned 
instruments that help us navigate the specific environ-
ment in which we develop. Bains explores the biological 
and adaptive foundations of eight of the world’s major 
regions:
• America: The Change Makers
• Sub-Saharan Africa: Under Nature’s Shadow
• India: Beyond This World
• The Middle East: Ambivalence and Uncertainty in the 

Modern Age
• China: The Seekers of Harmony
• Europe: The Equal Society
• The Far Continents: The Melting Pots of Latin Ameri-

ca and Australia
In addition to a fascinating look into each of these 

cultures, Bains traces migration patterns that have begun 

to disperse these cultural perspectives all over the world. 
Thus, a great paradox of similarities and differences is be-
ing created as the global world increasingly pushes people 
together. Navigating this polarity—both greater similarity 
(especially on the surface) and greater differences (deeply 
held and often unexpressed) will be a critical leadership 
capability.

Ironically, often times proponents of diversity and 
inclusion want to minimize differences while at the same 
time espousing the power of different backgrounds and 
points of view. As Bains points out, a provocative and 
honest understanding of the strengths and weaknesses of 
one’s own as well as others’ cultural roots will ultimately 
unleash unique gifts to the world at large.

Not only is the book well researched, it is magnificently 
written. Bains makes his scientific data come alive—weav-
ing fascinating stories of how each culture developed to 
address its unique challenges and how that collective f low 
results in the ongoing evolution of the world we live in.

Authors:  Dan Ciampa and David L. Dotlich
Publisher:  John Wiley & Sons | 2015 | 
288 pages
Reviewer:  David Reimer, CEO, Merryck

Transitions at the Top: What 
Organizations Must Do to Make 
Sure New Leaders Succeed

Business is a relay race that never ends. Of all the important 
transitions an organization must face, repeatedly and over 
time, perhaps the most difficult is the passing of the baton 
from one leader to the next. The effectiveness with which 
companies negotiate these hand-offs largely determines 
the success or challenges of its subsequent few years. At the 
senior-most levels, the cost of failure is highest.

Despite a notable string of high profile CEO-transition fail-
ures over the past five years, little has been written about the 
role of the board itself—nor the outgoing CEO—in ensuring 
the success of transitions within the top executive ranks. Most 
books on leadership transitions focus on the role of the execu-
tive herself in making her first 90, 100, or 180 days on the job 
a success. A smaller number focus on the role HR must play in 
onboarding. But what is the role of the organization itself in 
getting top transitions right?

That is the question authors Dan Ciampa and David Dot-
lich address in Transitions at the Top: What Organizations Must 
Do to Make Sure New Leaders Succeed. Their answer provides 
CHROs, boards, and CEOs with both a new tool and a discus-
sion framework that have been missing from this dialogue.

With Ciampa’s hallmark pragmatism, the authors embrace 
the complexity and ambiguity of leadership changes. Failure 
to acknowledge and address those particular attributes is 
tempting—it’s much simpler to pretend top-job changes are 
business as usual. But such oversimplification has led to three 
myths which have driven most senior-level failures:
• People join companies all the time; it’s not a big deal.
• Our job is done when we’ve hired the right candidate.
• The new leader’s past experience is sufficient to predict 

his performance in a new job he has never held, under 
conditions he has never faced.   
Such erroneous assumptions trigger two undesired be-

haviors: thinking errors and execution errors. Ciampa and 
Dotlich wade into the practical messiness of effective senior 
transitions. With real-world examples, they lay out the case for 
addressing challenges along the strategic, operational, cultur-
al, and political axes of the organization.  

One of their initial insights is that any critical senior-level 
transition is never just one transition. The outgoing leader 

A great paradox of similarities 
and di� erences is being created 
as the global world increasingly 

pushes people together.
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is exiting to a new role and likely still has ties to his old one; 
the incoming leader is onboarding; the other members of 
senior management are each shifting their dynamics to ac-
commodate the change; and the board and political climate 
are going to adapt to or reject the new leader. Assuming that 
any one of those stakeholder shifts will simply “work out” is 
a recipe for the new leader’s failure. Thus, the organization 
itself must take an active role on all fronts, with intention and 
discipline, to de-risk such transitions.

With input from more than 25 large-company CHROs 
(from blue chip companies ranging from American Express 
to Walmart), it comes as no surprise that Transitions puts the 
top talent executive at the hub of this set of moving parts and 
players. Even in chapters devoted to the role of the board, 
CEO, and other senior leaders, a portion of the spotlight is 
always on the CHRO.  

Beyond the frameworks and questions Ciampa and Dotlich 
lay out, Transitions’ primary value for the CHRO may be the 
degree to which it will resonate with directors and CEOs. This 
book is an excellent tool for shaping the right conversations at 
that level. Of the three myths cited above, operators (speaking 
as a once-guilty party) are much more likely to oversimplify 
their assumptions about the role of the organization in get-
ting top transitions right.

Ciampa and Dotlich avoid complication for complication’s 
sake, but they meet real-world complexity head-on, and then 
work to help the reader assess and address it in his or her own 
context. As a thoughtful provocation and pragmatic guide, 
Transitions at the Top has set a new and valuable benchmark.

Hello Stay Interviews, 
Goodbye Talent Loss:
A Manager’s Playbook

Do you know what you can do to keep your most valued 
employees? Do you know what would spur those same people 
to leave?

More importantly, have you asked your people these ques-
tions? Most managers never even think of doing this. These 
are questions that are often part of the exit interview, not 

part of ongoing employment. But they should be, as authors 
Beverly Kaye and Sharon Jordan-Evans pointed out in their 
bestselling book, Love ’Em or Lose ’Em: Getting Good People to 
Stay. In Love ’Em, Kaye and Jordan-Evans coined the “stay 
interview” concept, which provides valuable information 
that can greatly lessen the likelihood that an exit interview 
will occur. In fact, the stay interview has helped thousands 
of managers in hundreds of organizations not only retain 
talent but also develop more committed, productive, and 
engaged teams. 

In their newest book, Hello Stay Interviews, Goodbye Talent 
Loss: A Manager’s Playbook, Kaye and Jordan-Evans expand 
on the “stay interview” concept, offering a hands-on guide 

for managers who wish to learn how to conduct effective stay 
interviews, including what the process entails and how to 
respond to sometimes difficult employee demands. 

The challenge of employee retention is nothing new to 
most companies. Companies want to retain their best people 
because it is costly to replace employees. While the cost of re-
placing an employee can be half that employee’s salary, the 
total cost can be far higher when you tally costs for searching 
for a replacement, recruiters, errors on the job, lowered em-
ployee morale, and so on. This, most managers and compa-
nies agree, is a cost that they do not want to pay.

In Hello Stay Interviews, Kaye and Jordan-Evans offer man-
agers and leaders a playbook of the stay interview tool. They 
give managers what they need most to combat talent loss: a 
tool that makes sense, that’s easy to use, and that works. For 
instance, Kaye and Jordan-Evans share with readers:
• Why managers and companies should conduct stay inter-

views and the real costs of losing talent.
• The nature of the stay interview: Is it nature or nurture, 

art or science, formula or innovation? How crazy should 
you get with it?

• How to address your fear of what employees will say if you 
ask what they want—and how to respond when they tell 
you.

• Plus many other helpful hints, topics, and insights that 
you might not even think about. 
Hello Stay Interviews is designed for busy managers who are 

under constant pressure to deliver results—results that will 
be lowered with each departing employee. It’s also useful 
to recruiters, headhunters, and the like—those people who 
find, screen, interview, and select talent for managers and 
are most focused on making a great match that will last.

Since developing the stay interview concept and using it 
steadily with managers and organizations since the late 1990s, 
there isn’t much Kaye and Jordan-Evans haven’t seen and ad-
dressed. And readers will find all of that knowledge and expe-
rience is incorporated into this how-to book that will engage 
you, entice you, and keep you coming back for more. 

Companies want to retain their 
best people because it is clostly to 

replace employees.

Any critical senior-level transition is 
never just one transition. 
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Publisher:  Berrett-Koehler Publishers | 
2015 | 168 pages
Reviewer:  Marshall Goldsmith, Ph.D., 
executive coach 



OCTOBER 18-20, 2015
Chicago Marriott Downtown Magnifi cent Mile
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Continue your leadership journey...

with this upcoming HRPS event.

H R  P E O P L E  +  S T R A T E G Y

E V E N T S

M O R E  I N F O R M A T I O N  A T  H R P S . O R G

RESERVE YOUR SEAT TODAY!  

CONFERENCE CONTRIBUTORS WILL INCLUDE: 

  Executive-level, results-oriented practitioners

  Thought leaders

  Researchers and academics

D I S C OV E R  I N N OVAT I V E  H R  S T R AT E G I E S  A N D 
P R AC T I C E S  T H AT  A R E  D R I V I N G  A N D  I M PAC T I N G 
B U S I N E S S  G R OW T H  A N D  T R A N S F O R M AT I O N .
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M E E T  U S  A T  T H E 

I N T E R S E C T I O N  O F 

P E O P L E  +  S T R A T E G Y

H R  P E O P L E  +  S T R A T E G Y  P R O V I D E S  Y O U  W I T H 

  INNOVATIVE RESEARCH

  PROVEN BEST PRACTICES AND “NEXT” PRACTICES

  EXECUTIVE-LEVEL NETWORKING OPPORTUNITIES

  FORWARD-THINKING EXCHANGES

BECOME A MEMBER OF 
HR PEOPLE + STRATEGY 

TODAY!

TO LEARN MORE, VISIT HRPS.ORG/JOIN. 


