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A warm welcome to the second edition of The OE. We 
commence 2012 with opportunity. Amidst economic 
uncertainty and rapid change, we can and should do things 
di�erently to adapt, evolve and thrive. If we only do now what 
we have always done before, we risk mediocrity at best, 
decline at worst. Through maximising individual, team and 
organisational e�ectiveness our businesses, organisations and 
economies will �ourish, develop and grow. In this edition of 
The OE, we focus on how.

Ann Gammie’s article reinforces the need to leverage the hard 
and soft components of organisation e�ectiveness to manage 
now and build for the future. Simone Jagniaszek presents a 
compelling and practical case study describing how Smiths 
News is working to maximise the value of its acquisition of 
Dawson Holdings. I re�ect on �nding the character strengths of 
future leaders, together with Susan Carroll who after 10 years 
at Apple describes the “Apple spirit” that has underpinned 
outstanding value. 

Gary Ashton helpfully guides you through �nding your 
organisation’s ”sweet spot” (do read on...) and Mark Goodridge 
and Chris Legge topically, rethink senior management pay.  

We hope this edition stimulates your thinking, provides you 
with ideas, and inspires you to �ourish in 2012. 

Have a great one!

MARTYN SAKOL
Managing Partner

The Courage to be Different

Editorial
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A Portal for Organisation Effectiveness:
Why we like it; why we use it to help our clients

I then went through the di�erent components, checking as I 
went that they applied in the Chinese organisation, and yes 
they did.  When we had covered them all, I explained OE Cam’s 
view that if we are to do the right ‘people’ things for the 
e�ectiveness of an organisation, we need to understand and 
explore the relationships across these components, didn’t we?

The Chinese HR Managers were quick to agree, which allowed 
me to reassert the usefulness of creating a model, 
acknowledging that the complexity of organisations and their 
component relationships is hard to illustrate simply.  Perhaps a 
more accurate description of this diagram is an OE ‘portal’ – a 
gateway to understanding the dimensions of organisation 
e�ectiveness.   

We have combined decades of experience and insight in this 
portal and it illustrates our knowledge and understanding of 
how organisations work. It is a representation of the dimensions      

In our �rst journal we introduced you to our 
organisation e�ectiveness model, and a number of 
queries about it prompt me to expand upon it 
further.

For example, I was involved recently in delivering a session to a 
group of Chinese HR Managers, who were undertaking a 
programme with the Judge Business School at The University 
of Cambridge.  Through an interpreter, I introduced this model 
to the group and asked what they thought of it.

Not simple enough to be a model. 
 was the response. 

by ANN GAMMIE
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of organisation e�ectiveness that are common to all 
organisations. Think of it as an eco-system, with not only the 
components but also the �ows amongst them. You will quickly 
realise that your own organisation has its own unique version of 
those interdependencies.

How well the organisation works depends a lot on how aligned 
the components are, how much they mutually reinforce one 
another.

For example, our operating model may be based on ‘speed to 
market’ which is supported by our brand in terms of image.  But 
if our governance requires multiple layers of sign-o�, then you 
can guarantee high levels of frustration and possibly turnover 
with key employees.

What our portal represents are the tangible and intangible 
components which work together to deliver a more or less 
e�ective organisational outcome.

But we know, as you do, that organisations are dynamic and 
those interdependencies are forever active and changing their 
e�ectiveness as a result.  Having knowledge and understanding 
about the interplay among these components underpins our 
work with our clients, whether at the individual, team or 
organisational levels.

Getting to really know your organisation starts with a few broad 
questions to get the overall sense of it.  There is merit in asking 
people at di�erent levels too:

•  What does the organisation do, what is it for and what     
   does it aim to become? (Strategy)
•  Broadly, how does it work? (Operating model)
•  Who is in charge? (Governance)
•  What do people do to create the products or services?   
   (Processes)

These tend to be the core questions which inform us of most of 
the tangible components that make up any organisation.

When we dig deeper we bridge into the less tangible, usually 
by asking:  

•  How do people know what to do and do it?   (Performance   
   management and reward).  

Followed by:

•  Who keeps an eye on everything?  (Leadership)
•  What is it like?  (Values & culture)
•  What kinds of people work there?  (Competencies)
•  What sorts of jobs are there? (Role design).

To understand how the organisation is seen in a broader 
context, we delve into: 

•  What is its history?  (Past experience)
•  How aware is everyone of direction?  
   (Shared purpose and behaviours)
•  What do insiders and outsiders think of it? 
   (Trust & Social capital).

From these perspectives and the information gathered by such 
questions, we can build our understanding of the 
organisation’s e�ectiveness.  And when we ask these questions 
of people at di�erent levels of the organisation, it enables us to 
get a real sense of the place.

What interests us in the information is looking for the 
inconsistencies across the organisational components.  Some 
of our clients are alert to this too and we suggest they start 
with spotting inconsistencies between, say: 

•  Espoused and actual behaviours;
•  Stated operating model and how roles are designed and   
   de�ned;
•  Misunderstandings perhaps about authority and        
   governance;
•  Broken dependencies perhaps across processes;
•  Roles and their match or not with the competencies we  
   seek to hire. 

We also look at the in�uence of power and politics, or indeed 
their absence, to see their e�ect on how these components are 
allowed and enabled to interact. Our goal is realistic - not to 
achieve 100% alignment, but certainly to increase the degrees 
of alignment to improve e�ectiveness while making explicit 
those areas of trade-o� and imperfection which must be 
tolerated and actively managed.

continued overleaf…

What the OE Portal represents are the tangible and intangible 
components of organisation effectiveness, which work together 
to deliver a more or less effective organisational outcome.



I ssue 1 2012  The Courage to be Different4

A Portal for Organisation Effectiveness: Why we like it; why we use it to help our clients

Leading, managing, in�uencing and guiding people in a 
dynamic situation is a complex and often messy business.  It is 
easy to lose sight of some of those components, to assume 
their falling into line, to underestimate the part they play in 
holding our organisational community together.  

An illustrative example of a disconnected organisation, based 
on a �ctitious services organisation, may reveal to us:

•  Strategy to move towards being highly customer-focused,  
   from being highly process and procedure focused;

•  Work processes and systems created to support this move,   
   with training to introduce them (so far so good!);

•  History is vested in long service employees whose ‘bible’ is   
   adherence to procedures;

•  New jobs being designed and described emphasising the  
   importance of adherence to procedures and rules, thus also  
   supporting the previous technical competencies;

•  Governance still draws decisions upwards, reducing scope   
   for personal responsibility and building sound judgement.

What does this suggest might be happening?         

Our interest focuses on people and we believe that e�ective 
organisations are made so by the collective understanding and 
actions of its community. 

Of course, the community’s cohesiveness is a�ected by 
the economic / commercial, social, legal, environmental and 
technological world within which it operates.  These external 
drivers and pressures a�ect the organisation and require its 
leadership to constantly attend to the relationships between 
its components and the importance attached to each, in terms 
of resources and primacy.  

At the same time, the individual worker, at whatever level, is 
also a�ected by that external world and makes their own 
decisions and adjustments which manifest in the work context, 
further a�ecting the mix and being a�ected by it.

In our �rst journal, we assert that, “Organisation e�ectiveness 
combines the hard and the soft - a shared sense of purpose and 
direction coupled with the individual behaviours to make it a 
reality.  In between, the structure is con�gured to enable the 
capable to �ourish, the right talent to be developed, relationships 
and networks strengthened and values embedded.  In short, 
tomorrow’s connected organisation.”

This focus on the connected organisation holds true beyond 
technological and information connectedness with which we 
are all familiar.  At all levels, from the individual worker to the 
team or work unit, the customers and suppliers, the partners 
and stakeholders, there needs to be connectedness.  
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There may be some confusion here, as employees experience 
no more leeway in terms of responsibility for making trade-o�s 
to support the right outcomes for the client - though that is 
what they are told will be the case with the introduction of the 
new systems and processes.   The new job descriptions, if they 
are not balanced with requirements for exercising judgement 
to deliver the best for the client, will encourage a continuation 
of rule-following.  

We can argue that the organisation is in transition, so we can 
expect there to be confusion. But what should the leadership 
be doing at this point?  Though they may be tempted to learn as 
they go and catch the issues as they are thrown up, e�ective 
leadership would take a strong directional stance, making clear 
the need for the new ways of working, the new skills applied, 
and let go of some decisions, with support and guidance on 
hand.  If they equally support both the old and the new, 
employees will become disheartened and clients will not get 
the kind of service they have been promised.  This lies at the 
heart of change leadership, a time when many organisations 
become ‘disconnected’.

So, in terms of the OE portal, we are pleased as punch 
that we have created it and are sharing it with you.  You 
can use it yourselves to examine your organisation from a 
range of perspectives, to consider the connections that 
need strengthening or changing, to think di�erently about 
your agenda for leading or managing change.

It also indicates something of what underpins OE Cam’s ability 
to suggest where an intervention may best work, to identify 
the component(s) that will make most di�erence, soonest and 
cost-e�ectively. 

By way of illustration, consider this disguised version of a real 
event:

Client leadership says to us:  “Our competencies generally are not 
�t for where we are heading as an organisation.  Maybe we need a 
series of development programmes and a recruitment drive to 
build capability.”

We look around (quite deeply in fact) and see that the topmost 
leadership lacks political awareness of their own role in 
modelling changed behaviours, in driving di�erent 
performance measures and it has disempowered the next level 
down by indecisiveness and lack of direction.  

In our view, the components most in need of attention are the 
leadership, governance and performance measurement, while 
their starting position is an expensive organisation-wide 
sweep of development and recruiting new talent – all 
competencies! 
 
Food for thought?
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Beyond Competencies:
Assessing the Character Strengths of Future Leaders

displaying the required behaviours (as speci�ed in the pro�le) 
yet still does not quite �t.   What we �nd is that “�t” is a 
statement about culture and style.  Brilliance in one context 
may not perfectly transfer into another.  As we explore this 
further we �nd that “cultural �t” tends to be judged (if at all) on 
the basis of the reactions of those that have interviewed the 
candidate.  It is highly subjective and it often lacks any 
common view of what is meant by “�t” - the synthesis of the 
leadership character strengths that organisations need to 
thrive  in our digitally connected age. 

Historically, many businesses have utilised a variety of codi�ed 
approaches to assessing leadership underpinned by 
competency frameworks and “observed” behaviour 
assessment.  Whilst codi�ed behavioural approaches have 
been helpful in identifying core strengths and development 
areas and enabled better recruitment decisions, we believe 
that they are too limited. What place have insight, bravery, 
humanity, positivity and other character strengths in leaders 
and how can these be identi�ed in future leaders?      

The new Chief Executive has been in post now for 
nearly one year.  She has an excellent pro�le on all 
the competencies we set out in our job spec yet she 
seems to be having di�culty in navigating the 
corporate landscape.  On the few occasions where 
she has tripped up she felt that she was not warned, 
no one said that they wanted a decision to be more 
widely discussed and subject to challenge by those 
not in her line. These incidents are becoming more 
frequent and the phrase “I’m not sure she quite gets 
it” is increasingly heard.  Should we be worried?  
Should we have paid more attention to her character 
during the selection process?

Character strengths di�er from the traditional de�nition of 
competencies in that they describe attributes, attitudes, 
aptitudes and personality variables.  Whilst traditional 
methods are important in providing benchmark comparisons 
of capability, they are less likely to capture the complete 
essence of leadership “DNA”.  Capability and competence are 
vital to leadership roles but so too is “�t”.  Too often we hear 
that a new hire is respected for experience and capability, 

by MARTYN SAKOL

Insight, bravery, humanity ?
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The Enhanced Assessment Methodology

We have developed an enhanced individual pro�ling process 
that is thorough and incisive and we call it the ‘ERCONIC™     
personal history semi structured interview’ which focuses on 
understanding and identifying individuals’ motives and drivers, 
evident over their past and present lives, combined with the 
use of psychometric tools to understand what underpins them.  
These are then mapped onto and compared with the desired 
character strengths for the organisation.  The combination 
forms the basis of a discussion with the individual in order to 
verify and help build as full a picture as possible of what makes 
them distinctive.  We also make the assessment in the context 
of the numerous business leaders and potential leaders we 
have pro�led both in the UK and internationally. 

The result for the client is an individual report which describes 
the candidate’s characteristics, predicted on-the-job strengths 
and “watch outs”, with speci�c reference to the character 
strengths and their impact on the role, on the team and across 
the relevant organisational relationships the role is required 
to maintain.  The ERCONIC™ method can be used to make 
recruitment decisions, to �ll a speci�c post and �t within an 
executive team, and to plan development.

Our methodology sits comfortably with additional elements in 
candidate assessment so that the client is con�dent the person 
is pro�led from a number of perspectives.

Table 1 below is an assessment matrix with examples of leadership 
character strengths and compares the veracity of di�erent tools 
to assess them. 

TABLE 1: Assessment Matrix to show Character Strengths

Basic coverage
Enhanced coverage

continued overleaf…

Strength 

Insight

Bravery

Humanity

Positivity

Element

Openess

Materiality

Perseverance

Ethics

Consideration

Social Intelligence

Vision

Energy

Psychometric
+ interview

OE Cam
ERCONIC™
Interview

Case
Study
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Beyond Competencies: Assessing the Character Strengths of Future Leaders

Strong leaders have distinctive characters.  Leaders with 
particular character strengths will thrive in di�erent situations 
depending on organisational culture, business context and 
current challenges.  Therefore, the most e�ective leaders 
optimise their unique character strengths, which truly de�ne 
them and the values and principles by which they lead, in line 
with the context and needs of the organisation.

Being able to identify character strengths in leaders and 
future leaders impacts on individual contributions, team 
e�ectiveness and the culture of organisations, better enabling 
them to adapt and thrive in our dynamic, highly connected 
digital age – and if we need to be di�erent, then the courage 
to be so may start with our ERCONIC™ approach to assessing 
character strengths of future leaders.

Take the CEO we mentioned at the start - knowing how her 
character strengths would respond in this particular 
organisational environment may have resulted in a di�erent 
appointment or at least made her and others aware of the 
“watch-out” in her character strengths and prompted 
appropriate steps to be taken to manage it explicitly and thus 
create an e�ective leadership outcome.  Just the added 
bene�t organisations need in these challenging times!  

martyn.sakol@oecam.com

Character Strengths: 
Apple Spirit

by SUSAN CARROLL

John Sculley was in the last few months of his role as CEO at 
Apple Computer when I �rst joined the company as a young 
marketer.  One of the �rst (and most treasured) items of 
collateral I received when I joined was a mouse mat displaying 
the nine Apple values.  Together, these formed the ‘Apple Spirit’, 
guidelines that governed the culture of the company, 
behaviour of employees, and underpinned all business 
conduct.  Now, we’re all human and people waver from time to 
time, but generally speaking employees really did live by the 
values and they formed part of the breath of passion that was 
(and still is) a feature of the company.  
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The fact that Steve Jobs returned to Apple and the company 
turned its fortunes around so dramatically has been well 
publicised and will no doubt form the basis of many business 
school case studies for some years to come. 

But from my very personal perspective, transformational 
managers within the broader organisation also had a large part 
to play in the company’s survival.  Although I’m sure it happens, 
I’ve rarely heard anyone say ‘I love my PC’.  Yet, I’ve lost count of 
the times over the years I’ve heard people say it about Apple 
software and devices.  Martyn Sakol states in his article that:

The values and strengths that de�ne the Apple Spirit and are 
displayed by its leaders and their teams extend beyond the 
bounds of the company to connect with the values and 
principles of an exceptionally loyal customer base too.

And that’s not just down to good marketing.

susan.carroll@oecam.com

This was the �rst time I’d ever encountered explicit values 
within a company.  It helped me to realise that if corporate 
business values were well matched to personal ones, 
employees were comfortable in the belief they’d joined a 
company to be proud of.  In addition to shaping the way the 
company did business, two values in particular - good 
management and team spirit - had an in�uence on encouraging 
strengths.  This became very evident to me in the mid 1990’s 
when Apple went through a period of decline.  It was at this 
time the Apple Software business, and myself with it, was 
transferred to Claris (now FileMaker), Apple’s subsidiary 
organisation. 
     
It is important to recognise that di�erent leadership styles may 
suit a particular company or market condition.  As unique 
individuals we all have di�erent strengths and motivational 
requirements so di�erent leadership styles will also suit each of 
us depending on our life outlook. For me, the managers I 
responded best to during this period of turbulence were those 
that had a transformational style.  I remain proud that I had the 
opportunity to work with some exceptional ones.  My own US 
based manager and others such as the Claris CEO and its 
International VP, clearly lived by their values and were able to 
share a vision that inspired others to follow them during this 
time of signi�cant change.   They had inherent wisdom and the 
courage to constructively challenge others to �nd a better 
approach.  These memorable managers were able to encourage 
team members to discover their own individual strengths, to 
take risks, and try something new. They recognised the e�orts 
of the team, the individuals within it, and gave timely feedback.  
And, if an honest mistake had been made, they had the 
humility and insight to support team members in dusting 
themselves down and seeing the mistake as a positive learning 
experience.  Like today, teams were geographically dispersed 
and these managers showed they had the ability to understand 
and connect with their teams as individuals, build mutual 
respect, and improve the organisation’s overall e�ectiveness 
regardless of how globally distributed its members were.
  

Strong leaders have a 
distinctive character. But the 
most effective leaders have 
unique character strengths, 
which truly define them and 
the values and principles by 

which they lead.
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Taking Acquisition Due Diligence to the Next Level:
A Practical Approach

It is a widely known fact that acquisitions have a high 
rate of failure.  Some people talk about 50%, whilst 
research shows that the rate is likely to be much 
higher. But why is that?  

A lot of money is invested in acquisitions and a considerable 
amount goes into the due diligence processes related to 
�nance and legality.  But in our experience of supporting 
clients pre and post acquisition it is addressing the intangible 
factors that is the key to success.  

But what does that actually mean?  A quick Google search 
suggests organisations need to look at “integration 
management, communication planning and tools” to integrate 
people e�ectively – sounds very much like project and 
programme management to me – arguably quite a hard way of 
approaching the less tangible?  Of course, the planning is a 
crucial aspect to acquisitions and integration – but what about 
the actual individual key people?  Capability of the top team?  
Cultural synergies and watch outs?  Future relationships with 
all their risks and opportunities?  How come so much money is 
spent on acquisitions and the tangible factors, and so little on 
the people?  Is it too bold to say that an organisation without 
its people wouldn’t add much value in an acquisition?

by SIMONE JAGNIASZEK

A good example of an organisation taking this seriously is one 
of our clients, Smiths News, the leading newspaper and 
magazine wholesaler in the UK.  They are an exciting business, 
with a strong focus on sustainable organic growth as well as 
diversi�cation.  In 2009 they successfully acquired Bertrams, a 
book wholesaler and last year they acquired Dawson Holdings, 
who supply books to college libraries, newspapers and 
magazines to airlines as well as providing marketing services.  
Dealing with the acquisition of just one business is a complex 
and risky a�air, but Smiths News was facing a real challenge – 
three businesses, three top teams, three cultures, three 
markets and three business plans.

With the backdrop of plans to integrate one of the Dawson 
businesses, the Smith News’ leadership team established that 
whilst they had done a lot of due diligence, a key area they 
wanted to address in more depth was the people side of the 
acquisition.  They contacted OE Cam to help them understand 
where the people in the acquired businesses were strong and 
weak – both individually and collectively.  This would help 
provide the right support, identify talent, inform organisation 
design and gain an understanding of how talent could be 
moved across the group.  

In addition to seeking a greater understanding of the capability 
and culture of the three businesses and their �t with Smiths 
News, they wanted to articulate a strong message about Smiths 
News’ business culture and demonstrate the importance of 
understanding and developing people at Smiths News.  This 
provided an opportunity to establish a common understanding 
of the importance of how people operate in addition to what 
they are delivering.  Another area we were able to support them 
with was to understand the cultural perspective of acquiring an 
international business, and the ability to engage with Country 
Managers in di�erent languages.  

Based on our experience and taking into account what Smiths 
News had already done to understand Dawson Holdings, there 
were four key areas we wanted to address speci�cally:

•  Competencies (including technical, functional and       
    behavioural), in respect of working at Smiths News;

•  Leadership and leadership relationships;

•  Individual values and style;

•  Cultural �t.
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Whilst these were the main focus, our multi-dimensional 
approach to organisational e�ectiveness enabled us to also 
review some of the more tangible factors such as governance, 
operating models & accountabilities and strategy.  Understanding 
the ‘less tangible’ people dimensions in the context of the ‘rational’ 
processes and structure, results in a far more robust analysis.

Working in close partnership with Glenn Leech, Smiths News’ 
Group HR Director and project sponsor, and other key 
stakeholders, we developed a capability and culture review, 
speci�cally tailored to the challenge of this acquisition.  We also 
worked in partnership with the outgoing Chief Executive of the 
acquired business, to ensure getting the right review and the 
engagement with the people of the acquired business.

Senior Managers in key roles in the Dawson businesses were 
reviewed individually and collectively against key business 
criteria, to enable Smiths News to support transition into their 
business and thereby maximise value added by the integration, 
and to accelerate their understanding of the capability of the 
people they acquired and their cultural �t.  

A particular challenge was to look at over 20 individuals in 
di�erent roles, based in the UK, Central Europe, America and 
Asia, operating in di�erent businesses, markets and cultures.  To 
address this we went beyond assessing competencies.  We 
reviewed capability and cultural �t against di�erent roles, within 
the context of new line management relationships with Smiths 
News and cultural sensitivities cross-country and between the 
organisations. To facilitate early engagement and accelerate 
decision making, we involved Functional Heads from the outset, 
providing the opportunity for early dialogue around the 
acquisition and their expectations.  This also gave us the chance 
to gain insight into the collective capability and dynamics of the 
top teams, which was warmly welcomed by all parties. 

The outputs of the review provided an understanding of the top 
teams in all three businesses to deliver the respective business 
strategy both on an individual and a collective basis.  This 
informed decisions about how to foster the talent, getting the 
right people in the right roles, suitability of people to take on 
bigger roles in the group as well as how to support people’s 
transition into the business.  Individual feedback was provided 
to all the participants by OE Cam as part of the commitment to 
develop them.   

Our team received positive feedback from the individual 
participants as well as our client.  We delivered invaluable insights 
within a matter of weeks and helped focus a process that could 
have easily dragged on over a year.  Smiths News was able to 
make informed decisions, strategic plans and e�ectively support 
the acquired people early on in their journey of building a 
stronger, more connected business.

OE Cam invested signi�cant time and resource in 
understanding our requirements and translating them into a 
practical plan that could be positively articulated to the acquired 
management team. Their insights have informed key people 
decisions and have accelerated our understanding of individual 
and collective capability. They e�ectively became an extension of 
our leadership team representing the business with great 
professionalism and empathy. Their project management skills 
were outstanding and the team went the extra mile when we 
needed them to.

(Glenn Leech, Group HR Director Smiths News)

Bene�ts of OE Cam’s approach

OE Cam works with a range of organisations, to support them in 
taking a proactive and early account of organisation, people and 
culture dimensions. Acting on these insights has increased 
shareholder value and supported post acquisition integration.

Our tailored approach in looking at capability and culture, whilst 
considering organisation e�ectiveness as a whole, can o�er our 
clients much more than just a “classic” competency assessment.  

It can:

•  Ensure that the right individual and collective capability is in  
    place to deliver the strategic plan

•  Create clarity around sta�ng plans well in advance of integration

•  Address potential cultural clashes and capability issues early  
   on in the process

•  Support and advise on key relationships between existing  
    leaders and new people to accelerate building of good and  
   e�ective relationships

•  Improve the understanding of the tangible factors of the  
   acquired organisation beyond the classic due diligence     
   (e.g. around accountabilities, governance)

•  Help to engage early on with key stakeholders, facilitating  
   exchange and relationship building from the outset

•  Support allaying (understandable) fears of acquired       
    top teams around their future that can decrease        
    performance by facilitating early decision-making and        
    setting of expectations

•  Foster and accelerate the process of getting to know the  
   acquired businesses and their key players.

So if you are about to spend a small fortune on acquiring a 
business and all the associated tangible assessments and due 
diligence processes, have a think – would it all be worth it if the 
people weren’t right?
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Structure In�uencing Behaviour
How to Find the ‘Sweetspot’

by GARY ASHTON

To tell a story of how structure can a�ect behaviour 
and ultimately the performance of a business, I would 
like to share my experiences of a previous life as a 
longstanding employee of Dixons Stores Group. Over 
a period of ten years, I was on the receiving-end of a 
series of restructures, each of which was distinctive, 
having a profound e�ect on how the employees 
responded and performed.  Comparing this experience 
to our Organisation E�ectiveness Portal helps us 
understand how interconnected the various 
dimensions are. 

Acquisition of Currys and the 
generation of destructive energy
In 1984 Dixons acquired Currys.  The businesses were 
initially kept quite distinct and separate, with the 
objective of allowing competition in their overlapping 
product areas to continue to retain their edge in the 
marketplace.  However, instead of a constructive, 
healthy competitive environment, this generated a 
destructive energy.  The two retail chains battled 
vehemently against each other, with both discounting 
heavily to win over each others’ market share in 
television and video sales.  One could only marvel at 
the amount of energy taken up in e�ectively reducing 
each other’s margins.  What had not been appreciated 
was how their history of intense rivalry was ampli�ed 
once they were both inside the same organisation, 
where they were now competing head to head.

Integration and the sapping of energy
Of course, such a destructive episode could not be 
allowed to continue and so in 1988 we entered an era 
of integration, whereby the commercial departments 
merged.  This restructure created a new functional 
business model where the marketing, buying, 
operations and property directorates each had 
responsibilities for both chains, with the aim of 
creating synergies between the businesses.  This 
worked very well, especially for the buying 
department where the buyers in the overlapping 
product areas of television, video, hi�, electronics and 
computers could extract better terms from their 
common suppliers.  Likewise, for retail operations, the 
new regional management oversaw both chains in 
the same towns, generating an ever-more e�cient 
process of store management, with best practice 
being spread between the two chains.

However, it wasn’t long before the negative 
consequences of this approach started to surface.The 
very strategy of business integration that eliminated 
those initial destructive tendencies now began to sap 
people’s energy.   Now, as the business focused on 
systems integration, there grew  a more “corporate” 
feeling with a weaker connection to each brand.  The 
unintended consequence was an unconscious 
blending between the two brands, reducing the 
distinctiveness between them in terms of store look, 
product range and shop-�oor culture.  The identity of 
being either a Currys or Dixons employee, with the 
passion to go that extra mile and make themselves 
distinctive, withered away.  Market share drifted 
south, prompting (an ultimately failed) takeover bid 
from an unwelcomed rival.

continued overleaf...

How to �nd the sweet spot – where the 
design of an organisation connects with its 

employees’ motivations and unleashes 
business performance.



Balance, Identity and the leap of positive energy

The journey that took us from destructive competition to 
dulled integration had to move on, and so came the next 
stage of evolution.  By keeping some functions centralised, 
whilst creating separate sales and marketing retail brand 
businesses, we gained a healthy balance between the two 
former business models.  Once again each brand had its own 
managing director, but whose remit was limited to marketing 
and retail sales operations.  Within days of the move, the 
excitement amongst sta� and managers was palpable.   The 
potential energy that had been suppressed for the last few 
years was unleashed.  The MDs with their distinctive styles 
generated a di�erent feel in each brand.  The volume of 

Structure Influencing Behaviour: How to find the ‘Sweetspot’

initiatives planned between marketing and retail operations 
exploded, and although it was a nightmare for the corporate 
support functions, it turned out to be a very pro�table period 
for both brands.  Within weeks, Dixons and Currys had 
rediscovered themselves, and with a strong supporting 
back-o�ce backbone from which to grow, the market shares 
of both businesses started to climb.

Of course, things move on, and in the past decade they’ve 
seen seismic shifts in the marketplace, so the business has 
subsequently had to make yet further fundamental changes 
to its business model.  But re�ecting back on this particular 
era, what can we learn from this experience and why did the 
third phase ultimately succeed ?

The 3rd phase of re-organisation
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Applying the OE Cam portal for organisation e�ectiveness to 
this story demonstrates the following inter-dependencies -

1. The history of rivalry of the two brands would require 
careful handling of the acquisition to ensure that the energy  
was harnessed and unleashed on the competition rather than 
each other;

2. The successful strategy of the company was to strike the      
right balance between maximising the bene�t of having two 
distinctive but overlapping brands, whilst also optimising on 
buying and service synergies;

3. This led to the creation of the separate P&L sales & 
marketing businesses, supported by Group Buying and 
Group Service functions;

4.  This required business processes to be re-written to create 
the right constructive tension between the brands and 
buying;

5. It also created the right level of decision autonomy of the 
new MDs and their product teams, by working to a set of 
commercial rules for those areas where product categories 
overlapped;

6. The brand teams were then rewarded according to their 
brand success as well as overall Group pro�tability;

7. The brands were led by two leaders who had distinctive 
styles, each galvanising their commercial teams to win;

8. The culmination of all of this was teams of people who 
identi�ed with their brand, engaged in their strategic 
objectives and were energised to win.

Understanding how the configuration of a business can affect 
the identity and drive of individuals and teams, and how that 
can impact business performance, is crucial.  Such a powerful 
energy source can destroy, wither, or re-energise your business.

The secret then is to discover where the value a business 
creates coincides with human passion and motivation.  As in 
the case of the Currys and Dixons saga, what can be seen as 
rational, economically driven decisions can �ounder if your 
thinking does not take into account your people and what they 
identify with and are passionate about. 

This is where OE Cam can help.  We work with top teams on two 
levels.  On the rational level, we provide a methodology that 
enables you to translate your strategy into an organisation that 
di�erentiates you from your competitors and delivers value.  On 
the emotional level, we work with teams to reveal what makes 
the organisation tick, what people identify with and what 
energises them.   

The trick is to �nd where the rational and emotional come 
together and create that sweetspot  between history, power 
and reward that can generate such a powerful, creative energy.
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Money and Motivation:
Rethinking Senior Management Pay

The arguments then reverted to how unfair the piecework 
rates were and how there was always half of them that 
underpaid (yes, because the other half overpaid them).

There were three consequences of this arrangement, �rstly 
cost and quality su�ered, secondly it was questionable 
whether output actually was increased and thirdly, the 
incentive scheme had the e�ect of handing over to the 
individual control over the performance of the work.  If I do 
more, I get paid more, if I do less then that’s up to me, I get paid 
less.

I spent my next job negotiating away piecework schemes.  I 
designed clever algorithms that paid for cost reduction and 
quality as well as output.  I thought this was a brilliant solution 
to the piecework problem.  Yet I soon realised I had set up a 
complex game of �ddles and trade-o�s that maximised 
earnings (as did the previous scheme) with minimal 
performance bene�ts.

On my shift in the She�eld steel works my team were 
paid on piecework.  Each coil of wire, each roll of 
stainless steel strip had its price, a price for each work 
step in the process.  There was a basic wage 
representing around 50% of earnings, the rest was 
paid by the piecework scheme.  When things went 
wrong (as they often did) I was rudely reminded by my 
team that “they weren’t being paid” because they 
couldn’t earn piecework.  The base pay seemed to 
count for little except for turning up.

The only power I seemed to have as a shift manager was 
approving the “allowances sheet”.  This was the only means of 
getting any work done that hadn’t been measured for 
inclusion in the piecework.  The unmeasurable had to have a 
price too to get it done.  It was devilishly di�cult to get any 
increase in performance.  Exhortations to do things di�erently, 
to resolve our quality problems fell on deaf ears.  I was told – “I 
get paid for what I do so what concern is it of yours?”  

by MARK GOODRIDGE
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Piecework in Executive remuneration?
Today, many Executive payment schemes are frighteningly 
similar to those awful schemes I slaved over eliminating.  So 
called incentive plans for executives can deliver between 50% 
and 200% of base earnings.  We seem to be saying that senior 
managers require a greater proportion of incentive pay to get 
out of bed in the morning than my steelworkers?  Incentive pay 
for executives now exceeds on average 75% based upon a 
complex soup of measures.  It seems that we now have 
piecework in the boardroom. 

Executive pay has grown considerably in a time of austerity and 
weak corporate performance and become stupidly complex.  
Last year Executive pay rose by 11%, the average workers by 
2.6% and the FTSE dropped by 15% [Sunday Times 25th 
September 2011].  The growth is largely because the measures 
have been maximised but the business has not.  Neither the 
“incentive” nor the “measurement” is working.

“Align management motives with shareholder return motives – 
link and integrate, and all will be happy!” or so the theory goes.  
It is very hard to replicate the simplicity and singularity of the 
investor’s interest in a business (shareholder return) for the 
Executives.  The �uctuations of share price are only partially 
in�uenced by company performance and hence the actions of 
the Executive team.  But even if we can make this a strong 
linkage (through longer term measures and total shareholder 
return) we are left with the “incentive” question.

If Executives are motivated by their incentive plans then 
businesses are not well managed through economic levers 
alone. At best they provide a metric for establishing a 
distribution of gains.  The problem is that the side e�ects can 
be, and often are, toxic. 

I �nd that we exaggerate the impact of pay as the primary 
motivator.  This theory of motivation is just not borne out in 
practice - in the boardroom or the shop �oor.

continued overleaf...

The theory of motivation is just not borne out in practice - in the 
boardroom or the shop floor



1  “Drive – The Surprising Truth about what motivates us” 
- Daniel H Pink (2010)
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Money and Motivation: Rethinking Senior Management Pay

Thirdly, Executive pay does not �t with the nature of the work 
that we do.  Senior management decision-making is not 
algorithmic, it is almost entirely heuristic.  So on the evidence 
we have, incentives may be counter productive.

We have ended up with a remuneration regime that is not �t 
for purpose.  It pays senior executives well, but it has lost 
credibility with both shareholders and the public alike.  I 
suspect that it has also lost credibility with many of those who 
are rewarded by such schemes.  Most of the Chief Executives I 
know are motivated by doing a good job, adding value, 
making a real di�erence.  That is what gets them up in the 
morning - rather than the promise of share options 
determined by a volatile stock market. 

Change will not be easy, not least because the primary driver of 
executive pay is a series of somewhat spurious comparisons, 
rather than being based on some logic or rationale.

My ideal would be to:

•  Pay what an executive is worth (these are tough jobs and      
   need to be well rewarded);

•  Keep the variable pay to a max of 50% for brilliance, 25% for  
   achievement and 0 for doing the job well.  Some of this  
   based on shareholder performance, some on business  
   performance;

•  Maybe on individual performance;

•  Rigorously performance manage.

A radical agenda.  One that will be di�cult to implement, but 
one that will build greater credibility with shareholders and 
employees alike.

Daniel Pink in his book “Drive” 1 maps the rise and fall of what 
he calls Motivation 2.0 reward and punishment.  For me, this is 
the best summary of the somewhat limited research on the 
motivation e�ects of money at work that is available.

He looks at two di�erent types of work, the ‘algorithmic’ and 
the ‘heuristic’.  Algorithmic is where the process is pretty well 
prescribed, yes there are decisions to be made, but they are 
through routinised paths that lead to a result.  Pay incentives 
seem to work quite well for this type of work.  

The heuristic work, on the other hand, is where there is no one 
right solution or  well-de�ned process to get there.  It requires 
assessing a situation on the basis of the facts to hand,  making 
judgements on incomplete data and having in mind a whole 
series of experiences and rules of thumb that help us decide.  
Pink’s research concludes that pay incentives are quite 
unhelpful in these situations and in some cases, even make 
decision-making worse.  Senior executives work is almost 
entirely heuristic - so why are we paying them on piecework?

We have three compatibility problems with motivating 
executives through incentives.

Firstly, how we organise what we do.  20 years ago Microsoft 
made a major investment in creating an online encyclopaedia.  
Its only competition (and I’m sure they would be insulted that 
it was competition at all) came from a rag tag army of 
volunteers that had created Wikipedia.  We know the result, 
but how many MBA students would have picked Wiki to win 15 
years ago?  So who got the bonus here?

Secondly, much of our way of motivating people these days is 
around engagement, getting buy-in to visions, missions and 
values – to appeal to a common sense of purpose and 
endeavour, rather than the completion of a bit part algorithm.  
So leadership courses are full of ways to help us become better 
at intrinsic motivation.  Intrinsically motivated ‘purpose 
maximisers’ rather than ‘pro�t maximisers’.  So, how does this �t 
with �nancial incentives that give Senior Executives much 
larger take-home pay increases?

mark.goodridge@oecam.com
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Our client is a UK organisation who represent public 
and commercial interests within the utility sector.  
They had recently appointed a new Chief Executive to 
lead the re-organised company and his remuneration 
package included an incentive element that was 
subject to both Remuneration Committee approval 
and ‘consumer’ audit.   However, the Rem Co sought an 
alternative solution to the established incentive 
approach.  They wanted to include both tangible,  
rational, measurable indicators, alongside the less 
tangible behavioural indicators, so consumers could 
have more con�dence that the CEO’s activities, and 
those of the organisation, were focussed on their best 
interests. 

OE Cam developed an approach that linked the established 
performance management process with stakeholder feedback.  
Stakeholder feedback incorporated these less tangible 
indicators such as expected technical and behavioural 
competencies, leadership style and an underpinning of the 
organisation values.  In line with traditional schemes, we 
included �nancial and delivery targets, alongside personal 
objectives, all focusing on organisational and cultural aims.  We 
also introduced ‘claw back’ elements to account for any 
reputational damage caused directly by the CEO or other 
actions that signi�cantly impacted on the organisations’ 
e�ectiveness in delivering its core activities.

Incorporating these less tangible indicators, engaging the 
stakeholders and appropriate external in�uence, delivered a 
number of advantages for our client.  It has raised the pro�le 
of the organisation, has positively bene�ted consumers and 
rewards performance, behaviour and leadership style.

Senior Management Pay
A Case Study

by CHRIS LEGGE
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DELIVERING ORGANISATION EFFECTIVENESS

About Us

Organisation E�ectiveness Cambridge is a boutique �rm of consultants who help 
maximise the e�ectiveness of individuals, teams and organisations. 

We believe that organisational e�ectiveness can only be improved through tackling the ‘hard’ 
with the ‘soft’.  We view your organisation from multiple perspectives - the behavioural, the 
structural, the cultural and the economic so that we get to the essence of your challenge and 
deliver bespoke, feasible and creative solutions. 

Our clients span industry sectors and international boundaries and include:  Associated British 
Foods; BBC; City & Guilds; Coller Capital; Department of Health; Home Retail Group; Jordans 
Ryvita; KwikFit; NHS Luton & Beds PCT; Pitney Bowes; Primark; PRS for Music; Ryder; Silverspoon; 
Smiths News and Vodafone.

What we do

Our services are clustered into �ve areas of expertise:

•  Organisation Development - we analyse situations to identify which interventions will  
   develop greater business e�ectiveness and growth; and build your capability to plan and  
   implement any required change

•  Executive Assessment - we deliver individual and team assessments to give you con�dence  
   to make strategic people investments, including succession planning,  recruitment and  
   pre/post M&A due diligence

•  Leadership Development – we de�ne and build leadership capability to deliver your     
   strategy.  We coach and facilitate executive teams for performance improvement and     
   business growth 

•  Organisation Design – we create aligned, accountable and agile organisations by assessing  
    how coherent your organisation is now and developing options for where and how it can be  
    improved.  We develop innovative reward solutions aligned to e�ective performance  
    management mechanisms

•  Board Development - we review and develop board e�ectiveness and work with executive  
    teams on governance and organisational impact.

And because we are a boutique consultancy, your experience with us will be a personal one.  We 
will invest the e�ort to get to know you and your organisation to jointly deliver the outcome you 
are seeking.

For more information please visit www.oecam.com or call us on +44 (0)1223 269009.
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