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Summary Report: Dr Patricia Pryce1, Cranfield School of Management 

Bob Mackenzie (Founder of Benchmark for Business) kicked off with an introduction to the 

Executive Masterclass placing the day’s event in the context of working in a time of general over-

supply and falling prices, producing a need to think critically about management practices and 

innovations. 

He then went on to introduce the key speaker for the morning, Julian Birkinshaw and made 

reference to the afternoon speaker Jim Lawless.  

Morning session: Julian Birkinshaw 

Julian began his presentation talking about the complexity of large organizations which have 

endless processes but lack the personal touch and where it is difficult to get anyone to take 

accountability.  He considered this to be a failure of management and of the multiplicity of 

systems and procedures.  In addressing this situation, Julian based his talk on the evolution of 

organizations and how they had developed to address the needs of the time in which they 

functioned.  He argued that the age we are in now – the information age – needs to give way to 

something else; perhaps the ‘agile age’.  He added that changes in how we work are vital to 

achieve productivity improvement, including the styles of management used.  This in turn means 

that we have to be better in developing our managers.  But to enable the required change to 

happen, we need to ‘kill off’ some of the older practices – known as ‘the creative destruction 

hypothesis’.   

His talk covered four key areas: 

1. The shifting source of advantage 

2. Strategic challenges 

3. Organizational challenges 

4. Implications for leaders 

 

 

 

                                                             
1
 This is a summary of the day’s events and does not necessarily represent Dr Pryce’s views on the subjects 

under discussion  
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1. The shifting source of advantage 

Industrial age – late 19th century-60s/70s was characterised by bureaucracy, hierarchy and systems 

and dominated by the need for efficiency.  Employees were motivated by extrinsic rewards such 

as pay and promotion to the next level. 

This gave way to the Information age - 70s – present day when knowledge and information 

brought about competitive advantage. In this age, employees are motivated by personal mastery 

and the concept of meritocracy and are rewarded for their capability and skills. However, it is also 

an age dominated by metrics, which can drive out creativity and innovation.  Julian commented on 

the debate that human intelligence (HI) would eventually be overtaken by artificial intelligence 

(AI) but suggested that this wouldn’t happen as AI can only answer questions rather than ask 

them.  Whilst we now have ‘big data’ banks available to us these need to be interpreted – 

therefore, there is a need to ask the right questions and get smarter about how the data is being 

used (e.g. consider context), including knowing when to stop gathering data.   

He argued that too much information leads to a decline in attention (attention now seems to be a 

scarce resource!) and that too much knowledge can lead to an overemphasis on logic, which leads 

to sterile decision-making.   

The outcome of this is a loss of decisive action and emotional conviction – both of which are 

needed in the new ‘agile age’, where decisive action and emotional conviction are privileged 

above formal position and personal knowledge.  Julian suggested that, together with a logical 

approach, there needs to be a greater emphasis on intuitiveness and feeling. This is an age of 

‘adhocracy’ where experimentation is encouraged and where people are motivated by 

achievement and what they do in the workplace.  

 

2. Strategic challenges 

Julian posed the question: ‘Why do good companies go bad?’ and argued that there are four key 

reasons why companies fail to change: 

1. A failure to respond to technological disruption – they can see the technological advances 

being made but fail to respond soon enough 

2. Competence traps – a continued focus on what they currently do well and see no need to 

change 

3. Binding commitments to the company’s early principles without questioning their present 

day relevance 

4. A blinkered world-view - company executives choose not to accept the evidence within 

their own business that that they are not performing as well as their competitors 
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The response to this is that companies need to recognise the ‘strategic inflection points’ and 

respond accordingly.  This involves a three-step process: 

 Sensing possible disruptions and looking for the unknown by seeking out dissonant 

information enabling you to question what you believe to be true 

 Responding – by matching effort to the size of the threat/opportunity 

 Scaling – having the courage to act decisively when it is needed 

 

3. Organizational challenges 

The question posed here was how we should respond to an increasingly complex operating 

environment.  Julian suggested the following: 

 Fight complexity with complexity – this tended to be what happened in the 

industrial/bureaucratic age and led to an overemphasis on bureaucracy giving rise to slow-

moving companies that were slow to adapt; that became inward looking with a low 

tolerance for risk-taking 

 Fight complexity with simplicity – this means giving people the power to think things out 

for themselves and deploying the concept ‘less is more’.  Therefore, organizations move 

away from the control of processes and procedures which disempower people and 

towards encouraging new ways of thinking (characterised by the information age) 

 Fight complexity with active experimentation – e.g. deploying the concept of ‘skunk 

works’ where teams are actively engaged on the development of whacky new 

products/services and bringing their ideas to market quickly bypassing many of the 

traditional checks and balances which slow down innovation and ‘product to market’ 

times.  But at the same time being mindful of the overall direction and needs of the 

business. 

Julian argued that it was impossible to implement all three responses at the same time and that 

different parts of the organization may require a different approach – but there was a need to be 

explicit about who would using which approach and why to avoid chaos and being pulled back to 

the default position (usually bureaucracy) and a need to be able to manage the ensuing ambiguity.  

 

4. Implications for leaders 

What can individuals do to be more action-oriented?  Julian outlined the importance of disrupting 

the norm and believing in your own ideas – own them and push them forward even if it means 

being ‘an unreasonable person’.  We have to think differently and experiment early (but being 

mindful of the safety net). 
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In terms of a changing management style, the industrial age (bureaucracy) was characterised by 

command and control and the information age (meritocracy) by expertise and information flow.  

The agile age (adhocracy) requires a leadership that enables and supports an experimental way of 

working using an emotional connection with others.  Julian suggested that, as leaders, we ask 

ourselves who would miss us if we weren’t there and why we exist as leaders/managers.   

He added that we need to become more comfortable with uncertainty, discomfort and risk-taking; 

that we must not become creatures of habit.  He recommended seeing the world through the eyes 

of our employees and developing our own levels of self-awareness through a greater capacity for 

self-reflection.  

 

 

Afternoon session: Jim Lawless 

Using examples from his own life where he had pushed himself beyond his own comfort zone to 

reach extraordinary achievements, Jim built on this morning’s presentation by taking an individual 

(rather than organizational) approach to change and posing the questions ‘Why do we find it so 

hard to do the things we know we should do?’ and ‘How can we come to know ourselves better?’.   

Using the metaphor of ‘the tiger’ to describe the inner voices that roared and held us back from 

doing what we wanted to do, Jim outlined a three-step process that could make us more 

courageous: decision – action – result. 

He explained that the tiger holds us back from having courageous conversations (with ourselves 

and others) and saying it how it is.  This impacts our ability to deliver what we are eminently 

capable of delivering. Instead we fall back into our comfort zone ….. of bureaucracy.  He offered 10 

key steps to help prevent this from happening and covered some of these in detail2: 

 Act boldly and today – we are held back by a desperate need to get things right and so will 

hold back doing the uncertain and the new.  We need to be committed to the change that 

we need to make and believe in it and make a commitment to others that we are going to 

do it. 

 Re-write your personal rule book – what rules do you need to change for yourself to 

enable you to move forward and take action? What rules are you putting up as obstacles?  

Playing by the rules may keep us safe but does not move us forward. 

 Head in the direction – know your reason for doing things i.e. what’s your purpose? Our 

lives are very busy and very full but we have to create time to do things differently 

 It’s all in the mind – our thinking drives our emotions and our emotions drive our 

decisions. Jim stressed a need to think about the way in which we think and what impact 
                                                             
2 All 10 steps can be found on his accompanying slides.  
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our thoughts have on us.  Although we may have earned the right to take risks (because 

we have put the work in on our skills/capabilities) we talk ourselves out of it because the 

risk feels too great.  We need to stop fearing making mistakes as this is an important part 

of our learning process. 

Jim also emphasised that we do not work in a vacuum and that, if we have the courage to ask, 

there are people around us who will help us achieve what we want to achieve.  He noted our 

tendency to be critical of how others do things and that we fail to get involved and do things 

ourselves because we too are fearful of being judged and being seen to be wrong.  As a result we 

make up rules about why we can’t do things.  On the other hand, we admire people who do stand 

up for the things they believe in.  Building on Julian’s concept of the ‘agile age’, Jim argued that we 

have to start to take action and be prepared to be exposed rather than continue to play safe. 

 Do something scary every day – come out of your comfort zone.  This gets easier with 

practice 

 Understand an control your time – time is a scarce resource and we need to move away 

from doing things that are not beneficial to what we want to achieve 

 Create disciplines – and do these brilliantly and do them often.   

 Never give up! – Jim argued that fear and other things may be temporary but giving up is 

final.  There may be a ‘grind stage’ that has to be got through but sticking with it will bring 

its own rewards. 

Throughout this session we had several opportunities to apply these ideas to our own situations.  

Working in groups we considered what was holding us back, our own rules etc. and what we 

needed to do tomorrow in order to move ourselves forward in what we wanted to achieve.  These 

proved to be thought-provoking and stimulating exercises resulting in action steps to be put into 

place back in the work context. 

 

 

Summary of the day 

Two very different speakers in terms of style and content but who provided a similar overarching 

message - that change is needed to remain competitive (and successful) over the long term both in 

terms of how businesses are organised as well as how we, as individuals, operate.  

 


