
‘Quote for here’

It is probably one of the few irrefutable facts of
organisational life that every leader is looking to
improve the productivity of his/her organisation.
Whether private or public sector, for-profit or
not-for-profit (or even a utility trying to encourage
its customers to consume less), every organisation
strives to do more with less. This is simply the
framework within which organisations operate. 

Of course, the economic imperative demands
that optimum use is made of resources, and that
is, ultimately, what productivity is all about. So
we are by no means suggesting that productivity
is not important. It’s just that… Have you ever
been in a room and been told not to think about
a giraffe? What was the outcome? Naturally, you
promptly thought about a giraffe! Or have you
noticed the child, who when told not to spill the
milk they are carrying, often ends up doing just
that? 

This psychological inversion creates a counter-
productive pressure that all too often leads to
precisely the consequence we least desire. This
principle behind reverse psychology is hardly

news and yet we cannot help wondering if the
same phenomenon applies to productivity. Won’t
demands to be more productive in fact make
people less so? After all, Samuel Johnson once
said, ‘People need to be reminded more often
than they need to be told’.  

Perhaps the time has come for a different
approach and, while reverse psychology might
not be the appropriate solution for improving
productivity, there is certainly scope for a little
role reversal. 

One very simple definition of productivity is
‘the time actually spent on activity that adds
value’. In the modern, globally competitive world,
speed is of the essence and thus no-one can 
effectively supervise how another person spends
their time, simply because time does not allow. 

It is therefore impossible for managers to meet
this demand and thus retain responsibility for
productivity. The best a manager can do is to
enable an environment in which individuals can
produce to an acceptable level.
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Putting a new perspective
on productivity
Is it possible that productivity is over-emphasised in the

modern workplace? Have we reached the point where the

focus on productivity is counter-productive? 

The saying goes, ‘If you want to get ahead, get a hat’ but few
City gents sport bowlers these days and toppers are just for 
weddings and Ascot…

However, designer Jake Phipps of Bouf Ltd has seen the light so to speak
and used “authentic” examples of these quintessentially English items of
dress to shed some rather novel illumination.

Such style and sophistication, even in lighting gear, does not come cheap.
The ‘Jeeves’ wool felt bowler with “refined gold interior” costs £210 and the
‘Wooster’ topper with a “distinguished interior” costs £225, but 40W
bulbs are included and the flex is made of silk. www.bouf.com

Hats in the air
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The million dollar question is, ‘How does one do this, particularly in
the prevailing climate of poor levels of employee engagement?’ For the real
challenge is to identify the means whereby:
• People will happily pick up the delegated accountability
• This delegated accountability will increase role ownership and hence 

inspire greater employee engagement
• Management will free up the time they currently spend trying to

address these two problems
• Productivity will inevitably improve as a by-product of greater 

collaboration and engagement.
All rather daunting, so what would you say if we told you that the

answer is actually relatively simple? Some might argue that this is essentially
employee empowerment and that you have already embarked on 
empowerment initiatives, with disappointing results. 

Unfortunately, ‘empowerment’ is a word that is open to many 
interpretations and even more ways of being introduced. Consequently,
there is no consistency and – as already illustrated – is undermined by 
the ongoing focus on improved results to demonstrate the impact on 
productivity. Thus the ingrained element of ‘telling’ rather than 
‘reminding’ remains dominant and erodes these efforts.

The catalyst to change is quite simply to take the statement ‘People are
our greatest asset’ literally and start valuing people in this way. Not only will
this give management more credibility but it will cut clean through the
forces which shape behaviour to prevent this happening in practice. It will:
• Induce greater self-interest on the part of the individual and awake the 

competitive urge to maximise that value
• Through that self-interest, stimulate greater role ownership which will 

engender greater engagement
• Eliminate much of the demoralising and demotivating consequence of 

regarding people solely as ‘costs’ which contribute so much to 
employee disengagement

• Induce the individual to manage their own time more effectively; and 
thereby effectively devolve productivity through the organisation

• Improve managers’ own productivity by simultaneously relieving them 
of their most fruitless and time consuming activity and alleviating their 
biggest headache of how to engage their employees

• Provide a primary organisational productivity measure (Return on 
Human Assets) that will be more transparent, secure the buy-in of 
manager and individual alike, and thus provide a basis for meaningful 
analysis with greater collaboration 

• Recognise and acknowledge people as the primary determinant of 
competitive advantage. 

All this will have a sea-change effect on productivity and, paradoxically,
without any focus on the subject whatsoever, providing a conclusive
answer to our opening question.  

We would suggest that valuing people as assets and setting up appropriate
KPI (key performance indicators) to measure their effectiveness provides
an essential first step in creating the new management model set out in
Gary Hamel’s latest book The Future of Management. I accept that valuing
people is primarily a catalytic force, but it certainly offers a powerful 
solution to a number of management’s most pressing issues. 

* Bay Jordan is the author of Lean Organisations Need FAT People
(published 2005) – www.leanorganisations.com 

‘Speed is of the essence and thus
no-one can effectively supervise how
another person spends their time,
simply because time does not allow’ 

WORK IS NOT FUN
I note with despair your article on
the report published by The Work
Foundation (PM November 2008) to
call on government to develop more
"good jobs".

Point 1: Work is not fun and fun is
not work - unless you are incredibly
lucky.

Point 2: Regrettably, the lower
your level of skill and education the
lower (and, therefore, the more
monotonous) your job is likely to be.

The above notwithstanding, most
jobs contain an element of monotony.
As they say "It goes with the territory"
and pretending it doesn't simply
won't wash.

In any case what can the 
government do about it? The 
article by Mark Prisk (Westminster
Column/November 2008) 
demonstrates that government
"help" is often (usually??) worse
than useless.

Ronald Reagan used to joke that
the most frightening sentence a 
private business owner could hear
was "I'm from the government and
I'm here to help”.

In any case small businesses are
already being strangled by govern-
ment "red tape", so why should we
trust them to get this one right?

What is needed is not more 
quangos, "red tape", and futile 
government initiatives but for each
and every one of us in senior 
management to go back and say to
every member of our staff, from the
lowest to the highest, "Whatever
you may feel about your job within
this firm, YOU are important to our
organisation!" AND TO MEAN IT
AND BELIEVE IT! 

That will raise morale far more
than any mindless government 
initiatives.(Oh, yes. And get rid of

ALL the aforementioned idiot 
quangos. "Useless mouths" the lot
of them.)
Christopher Price
Sidcup

INTERIM OPTION
I have been working as an interim
programme manager for six years
and believe that it offers career-
change opportunities for managers
in the current economic climate.

The sector has grown steadily over
the past two decades and is worth
around £1bn in fees. For 
experienced managers, perhaps 
facing redundancy, working as an
interim executive offers a challenging
lifestyle, variety of assignments,
good earnings, work/life balance and
the satisfaction and autonomy of
running their own small business.

It does require a range of skills
and you have to be a self-starter and
something of an entrepreneur,
proactively seeking contacts and 
networking for business. Building up
your reputation can take a while and,
of course, it isn’t always possible to
move from one assignment to the
next – you may have periods when
you are not working.

It is a way of life I enjoy because
of the freedom, challenge and to
some extent control over one's 
destiny. It's like consultancy but one
gets to choose whether to accept an
assignment.

I would recommend interim 
management as a career choice to
managers with the right qualities
and skills who are prepared to take
on the challenge of being their own
boss.
John Bridges CMC, MBA, FIBC
Managing Director
IPPM Ltd.
Newmarket

letters and e-mails
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From burger flipper to senior
executive, Paul Facella built a
career at McDonald’s. He
draws on his decades of per-
sonal experience to tell the
behind-the-scenes story in
Everything I Know about
Business I Learned at
McDonalds, published by
McGraw-Hill, price £13.99.

We have got 10 copies of
this hardback book to give
away in our easy-to-enter competition. In the book
Facella explains how this monumental organisation has
one of the highest employee retention rates of any
company, managing to motivate staff in a fast-paced
and potentially stressful environment, in which 
pay increases and perks are not readily available as
incentives.

All you have to do for a chance to win a copy of
Everything I Know about Business I Learned at
McDonalds, published by McGraw-Hill, is correctly
answer the following question:

What was Paul Facella’s first job at McDonalds?
Answer on a postcard please to: PM/Everything I

Learned Competition, Chartered Management
Institute, 2 Savoy Court, Strand, London WC2R 0EZ.
The closing date for entries is Friday 30 January 2009.

FLIP SIDE OF FAST
FOOD BUSINESS

COMPETITION WINNERS
Congratulations to the winners of the competition to win

copies of Edward de Bono’s latest book Six Frames:

For Thinking about Information, published by Vermillion

(PM September 2008): Richard Barbour, Barnwood; 

S. M. Lovell, Newark; A. A. Charman, East Grinstead;

Martin Klopper, Guildford; Jim Craigen, Edinburgh; 

R. Raymond, Leicester; Alan Brearley, Halifax; Sarah White,

Hatfield; T. K. Gibson, Beverley; V. Leach, Usk; 

Ian Templeton, Sidcup; S Ramsden, Leighton Buzzard.

Correct answer: Six Thinking Hats.

What’s hot in the office

M O N E Y  B O X
Jobseeker’s Allowance is the rather more
proactive name for what was previously called
unemployment benefit. The website 
workingrights.co.uk says “the dole” has 
existed in the UK since before the First World
War but the church’s role in doling money out
to the poor dates back much further than
that. The amount of Jobseeker’s Allowance
given to unemployed people is dependent on
how long they’ve been working and their 

circumstances. The direct.gov.uk website
states that if you have savings over
£16,000 you probably
won’t qualify.

Binning wastepaper  
baskets

In a bid to cut waste and increase recycling many organisations are consigning
the wastepaper basket to history.

With no bin to sling things in, office workers are compelled to be more
selective about where they dispose of the detritus of office life. Leftover food
and food-wrappers, drinks bottles and disposable cups can be recycled in a
series of bins kept in a kitchen area; scraps of paper, cardboard etc can be 
collected for recycling in a small cardboard box on the desk – like, for 
example, a magazine holder – and, of course, confidential information goes 
to the shredder.

It does require a bit of organisation and a refuse collection service geared up
to handling separated waste materials but most people are used to separating
their waste at home and so doing something similar at work doesn’t require a
major shift in thinking.


