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Summary Report: Written by Dr Patricia Pryce 

Bob Mackenzie (Founder of Benchmark for Business) kicked off the day by welcoming old and new 

delegates, members of CIPD who are today’s conference partner, and acknowledging the ongoing 

sponsorship with getAbstract.  He then introduced Peter Cheese, CEO of CIPD. 

 

Peter Cheese 

Peter talked about the extraordinary VUCA (volatile, uncertain, complex and unambiguous) 

environment in which we now live and work meaning that businesses have to think and act 

differently if they are to remain effective.  This requires us to be clear about our business purpose, 

clear about what we do and clear about what we stand for.  This, he explained, will help to heal trust 

in business which has been severely compromised in recent times. 

This change would not be brought about by ‘writing more rules’, which robbed people of their 

responsibility, but by thinking differently about behaviour and understanding why people do the 

things they do and recognising biases both conscious and unconscious.  He argued for less emphasis 

on command and control within business and more on increasing engagement by recognising how 

behavioural science and psychology can help us think differently about the ways in which we work 

with others.   

Today’s speakers were chosen to help relate the science to practice and begin a fundamental shift in 

thinking and doing.  Peter closed this section by emphasising that this was about rebuilding trust, 

confidence and engagement. 

 

Nick Chater 

Session 1 – The Unanchored Decision-maker 

The main concept Nick discussed during the morning was that the brain is a comparative machine 

(we are good at making comparisons between similar things) but is not able to work with absolutes.  

Understanding this, and using research from the science of human behaviour, Nick assured us that 

we would become better decision-makers as individuals and within teams. 

When discussing individual decision-making, Nick made reference to the following five areas: 

1. Everything is relative 
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2. Comparison and choice 

3. Imprecision of absolute judgement 

4. Instability of risk performance 

5. Implications 

1. Everything is relative – using a series of simple on-screen graphics, Nick illustrated how our brains 

were unable to distinguish correctly between different shades of colour when they were in shown in 

the context of darker or lighted surroundings.  This meant that the context in which our decisions 

are made is very important as our ability to make accurate comparisons depended upon context, 

particularly local context as the brain is unable to compare distant things or between things that are 

very different – work-based examples given here compared comparing external hires who come 

from different backgrounds and also making judgements across individual leadership ability when 

the individuals were working with different teams.  In situations such as these Nick suggested trying 

to make comparisons across similar situations in which different individuals had been involved. 

2. Comparison and choice – extending the importance of context to decision-making, Nick pointed 

out how we are willing to pay very different amounts for something (e.g. a cup of coffee) depending 

upon where it is being consumed (e.g. in a coffee shop or in our own kitchen).  This demonstrated 

the importance of only comparing like-for-like when we make decisions, being aware of the range of 

options available and being clear about the benefits we were looking for. He gave several interesting 

examples such as what happened when the range of drink size options offered to consumers was 

altered - customers tended to choose towards the upper part of the range in each case rather than 

thinking about absolute levels of thirst/need; and attitude towards risk in the selection of financial 

products/services where consumers tended to go for the middle option regardless of the extent of 

the range (although recognising that there would always be some people who were more risk 

averse/accepting than others).  Again this emphasised the idea that the brain is good at making 

comparisons but is not good with absolute judgements. 

3. Imprecision of absolute judgement – we are good at judging things when they are next to each 

other but options on their own are harder to judge. Nick argued that we are good at judging things 

on a 5 point scale (and that there is consistency across individuals) but we are less good (and less 

consistent across individuals) when using more scales in any given situation (i.e a 5 point scale such 

as ‘very good, good, average, below average, poor’ is better than a similar scale with 10 value 

points). 

4. Instability of risk performance – again Nick argued that this was all to do with comparisons we 

make – often made between ourselves and our friends, work colleagues and family – and that our 

risk preferences are stable over time. 

5. Implications – there are no absolute drivers of behaviour and businesses need to understand this 

when attracting people to them (customers, employees, investors etc).  Instead businesses need to 
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think about how they compare to other businesses within their respective sectors and be clear about 

these as the basis of their offer to current and future stakeholders.  

Session 2 – Virtual bargaining 

Humans are consistently in collaboration with each other and live their lives in relative order as a 

result of their compliance with a large number of unwritten human conventions, some of which are 

universal and others which are culturally specific. In the second half of Nick’s presentation he talked 

about virtual bargaining in terms of: 

1. Unwritten rules 

2. What is fairness? 

3. Teamwork and culture 

1. Unwritten rules – we live our lives alongside others (e.g. even simple tasks such as walking down 

the street together).  In order to do this successfully we learn about unwritten from an early age and 

through on-going interaction with others.  In many cases we also find ourselves in ‘joint attention’ 

with others (e.g. all watching the same sports game).  Within organizations, Nick argued, this ‘virtual 

bargaining’ worked well when people are willing to coordinate (around a common objective with a 

common understanding of who is doing what – often with the least amount of communication) and 

cooperate (are motivated to work together). 

2. What is fairness? – virtual bargaining provokes a sense of what is fair.  Rules around fairness are 

flexible and, although equality of opportunity and outcome are important, the outcome of a fair 

bargain is more important – this often depends upon who is bargaining and the context within which 

this taking place.  Nick stressed that people feel fairly treated when they believe others around them 

are being treated fairly too – that everyone is subject to the same rules.  He pointed out that this 

was particularly important when using financial incentives as rewards for individuals within teams 

(these have to reflect the team perspective and to be what they would have chosen for themselves 

to be motivational).   

Nick also talked about how it is difficult to bring about change as this usually involves a change in the 

‘unwritten rules’ suggesting that abrupt change often fails because there has been no opportunity to 

build consensus amongst those who will be affected by the change.  His suggestion was that when 

making change you have to think about what other people would consider to be fair – this is not 

necessarily about ‘all being equal’ but more about transparency and thinking about what others 

would do if they had the power. 

3. Teamwork and culture – ‘the last time we met affects the next time we meet’. Nick talked about 

how ‘unwritten rules’ create team culture and an expectation that those involved will behave 

according to the rules. Often (new) employees work these rules out for themselves and these are 

based on what has previously been acceptable.  This need for unwritten rules, which determine 

culture (the way we do things around here) blended well with what Peter Cheese spoke about when 
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he set the context for the day and spoke about the need for fewer written rules and more 

understanding of human behaviour. 

In summary, Nick pointed out that to ‘bargain virtually’ effectively, we need to have some traditions, 

some understanding of the task, the culture and what each other knows and a degree of ‘social 

mindedness’ (i.e. an active attempt to inhabit the other person’s perspective and to think how they 

would respond in a situation).  He emphasised the importance of coordination – getting people to 

work together – to make businesses work effectively in the future, again echoing Peter Cheese’s call 

for businesses to be clear about their purpose, what they do and what they stand for. 

 

Herminia Ibarra 

Sessions 3 and 4 – Act First, then Change – New Rules for Success 

Herminia’s premise throughout the whole of her presentation was that to think like a leader we first 

had to act like one; that when we start doing things relationships change (including with ourselves) 

and we begin to think differently.  This involved making more and different connections with others 

(i.e. this is less about personal insight and more about increased ‘outsight’).   

Gaining greater ‘outsight’ means doing things differently – Herminia pointed out that even if our job 

titles do not change over a period of time the role itself and the context within which we perform it 

frequently does.  She then outlined three ways in which we can increase ‘outsight’: 

1. Redefine our roles to add value – make them more strategic and less operational 

2. Network across the business and outside - connect to and learn from a bigger range of 

stakeholders 

3. Be more playful with self – grow beyond the familiar 

1. Redefine the role – look at the four areas of any role (doing stuff, mobilising stuff, strategizing and 

setting up systems and processes) and begin to shift from doing to strategizing (this usually involves 

a shift in thinking from short-term gains/outcomes to longer-term gains/outcomes).  This is often 

uncomfortable for us as it involves moving away from what we know we do well (competency traps) 

to embracing a level of uncertainty. This also involves playing more of a ‘bridge’ role (focus on being 

a connector through external networks, building support from key allies, promoting the success of 

the team) rather than a ‘hub’ role (all roads lead to you, internal team focus etc), which is much 

more limiting.  Bridge roles expand horizons where new opportunities (and threats) are better seen. 

In redefining your role, Herminia also recommends staying alert and attuned to your environment, 

getting involved outside of your main role activities and delegating routine work to free up time. 

2. Networks – Herminia stressed the importance of having a network of good relationships for 

effective leadership.  She recognised that some people saw networking as self-serving and using 

people for instrumental gains but pointed out that senior leaders do not hold this view, instead 
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seeing networking as a reciprocal arrangement (based on knowing the value you bring to the 

networks in which you operate).  Having good networks enables strong leaders to: 

 Sense trends and opportunities 

 Create ties with opinion/thought leaders  

 Tap into a diverse range of talent 

 Avoid groupthink 

 Generate breakthrough ideas 

 Generate new opportunities  

Poor networks tend to be: 

 Contacts with others only like yourself (we tend to be attracted to, and feel comfortable 

with, people like ourselves) 

 Internal networks where everyone knows each other (we tend to be narcissistic and lazy) 

 Based in the past 

 Seen as non-urgent things to do and not classed as real work 

 Seen as inauthentic 

 As a result networks need breadth, connectivity and dynamism to flourish and be effective.  

Breadth – do things outside of your normal ‘identity’ group and your normal hierarchy – avoid 

groupthink (you become like others in your social groups). 

Connectivity – find strength in weak ties (i.e. connections with unfamiliar others).  Strong ties know 

the people you know, weak ties open up endless possibilities (e.g. six degrees of separation).  Be 

prepared to reciprocate in some way.  

Dynamism – is your network changing with you? Increase the dynamism of your network by: 

 Using projects and assignments strategically 

 Get involved in extra-curricular activities 

 Create your own communities of interest 

 Favour the active over the passive approach 

 Speak at, chair and organise events (e.g. at conferences) 

 Communicate within your team  
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Herminia suggested ways of deepening our networks: 

 Identify 10-15 key stakeholders (who are key for our professional development over the enxt 

2-3 years) 

 Who are the key people in each of the above categories that you want to get connected to? 

 Decide how frequently you want to communicate with them 

 Do it – don’t organize it!! 

 She argued that this then becomes self-sustaining, leading to more interactions and 

becoming more satisfying and rewarding over time. 

3. Become more playful with self – in this third area Herminia discussed how making leadership 

transitions often made us feel inauthentic and argued that we should not be rigid about how we see 

ourselves.  She defined authenticity as an amalgamation of the following: 

 

An original – not a copy 

 

Being sincere Acting with integrity 

Being true to oneself (but 

which self?) 

Coherence between what you 

feel and what you say and do 

Making choices according to 

your values 

 

 

She also debated the balance between being authentic and using political ‘savvy’ arguing that there 

was little difference if the latter was used in an emotionally intelligent way (i.e. with an 

understanding of human dynamics and how to influence them effectively). 

Her argument her was to ‘fake it until you become it’ and present yourself to others as what you 

want to become – arguing that as you change your behaviour other people will respond differently 

towards you.  Herminia then offered several ways of how to increase the positive illusions we have 

about ourselves: 

 Consider who are our role models and select the bits from each that we admire (rather than 

having just one role model) 

 ‘Steal like an artist’ – take ideas from many but be sure to honour the originators and give 

them credit 

 Experiment outside of your ‘content’ zone 
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 Set learning goals not just performance or outcome goals 

 Don’t feel obliged to stick to your story 

In conclusion, Herminia told us that to become more effective leaders we need to redefine our roles, 

network across and out and evolve from ourselves – to start, act and do (not just think about it).   

 

Summary of the day 

Overall, a very engaging and thought provoking day.  Peter Cheese outlined the VULCA (volatile, 

uncertain, complex and ambiguous) context in which we are required to operate and function as 

business people and leaders, placing increased demands on us to understand more about the 

behaviour of those with whom we work.  Nick Chater provided us within an insight into the human 

science behind our decision-making capacity enabling us to see the limitations of our judgements 

and the importance of ‘virtual bargaining’.  Herminia Ibarra challenged us to ‘act first and think later’ 

to facilitate our development as leaders – providing us with practical ways to expand and enhance 

our work roles, our networks and our view of ourselves.  The overriding message from the day was 

that we must pay more attention to ourselves, to others and to the spaces in-between if we are to 

maximise our development and engagement and that of our people (and subsequently our 

businesses).   

 

Patricia Pryce June 2015 

 


