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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 an economy with zero/low inflation, suggesting 

that organisations could not rely on gaining/increasing market share simply on being price 

competitive but needed to be ready to facilitate change to remain players in their business sectors.   

He then went on to introduce the key speaker for the morning, Freek Vermeulen and made 

reference to the afternoon speaker Brian Little.  

Morning session: Freek Vermuelen 

Freek referenced the work of Douglass North (an American economist and expert in economic 

history) explaining that under a capitalist economy businesses progress because of competition and 

develop strategies and processes to facilitate this.  This was deemed to be a simplistic model as it 

assumed that, through the process of progression, bad practices disappeared to be replaced by 

better ones.  Freek explained that despite organisations’ best efforts to replace ineffective working 

practices bad things still happened.  This raised the question ‘why?’. 

Drawing on the work of cultural anthropologists, Freek explained that amongst tribal groups it was 

expected that bad rituals would cease over time to be replaced by good rituals – yet there was 

evidence to show that this wasn’t the case and, seemingly stupid, rituals persisted.  He gave the 

example of tribes in Papua New Guinea who, during a period of famine, decided to eat their dead 

rather than bury them.  Other tribes in the area adopted the practice and all was well for a period of 

time until tribe members began falling ill and dying of Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease (human form of 

mad cow disease), almost wiping out the population.  The practice only ended in the 1960s.   

This suggests that short term answers to problems may have longer term consequences and that 

businesses often fall into the trap of thinking short term rather than long term.  He cited the use of 

ISO9000 as a way of improving quality and efficiency in organisations; this tended to improve 

efficiency in the early years but over the longer term it stifled creativity and innovation (citing the 

work of Benner & Tushman, 2002)2.  Freek summarised by arguing that organisations need to be 

more mindful of the longer-term impact of short-term answers to current-day issues and suggested 

8 guiding questions that could help: 

                                                             
1 This is a summary of the day’s events and does not necessarily represent Dr Pryce’s views on the subjects 
under discussion  
2 Benner & Tushman (2002), Administrative Science Quarterly, 47, pp. 676-706 
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1. What might be the long-term consequences of ……..? 

2. Is this still the best way of doing things? 

3. Do I understand this best practice? 

4. What would others do? 

5. What does not fit? 

6. What can I eliminate? 

7. Is my organisation consistent with my strategy? 

8. Is it time for a change (already)? 

He then provided more detail for each question. 

What might be the long-term consequences of ……..? 

Freek suggested that all managers need to build time to think into their working days, that it is not 

good to be busy all the time.  He cited examples of Bill Gates and Warren Buffet who take time out 

of their schedules just to think about their businesses.  He also suggested that businesses paid heed 

to the learning curve – that often, dealing with tricky and challenging issues provides a steeper 

learning curve giving longer-term benefits to the business.   

Is this still the best way of doing things? 

Telling the story of monkeys, who learnt from the aggressive responses of their fellow primates not 

to reach for banana, Freek explained the cultural transmission of learnt behaviours and that much of 

what we do is through repetition with little recognition of changing contexts.  Over time we need to 

assess whether we need to change habits as context – within and without the organisation – 

changes. 

Do I understand this best practice? 

The concept of selection bias was used here to illustrate how organisations prefer to benchmark 

themselves against the best in their field as a way of identifying possible areas of change for their 

own businesses.  Freek argued that this gave a skewed view of good practice because only a small 

number of businesses are at the leading edge of the norm curve and that more could be learnt from 

the many more businesses that fall into middle ranges of the norm curve.  He warned against 

benchmarking only against the best but also paying attention to what other businesses are doing 

too. 

What would others do? 

Watching a clip from the film a ‘Bridge Too Far’ illustrated the need to consider the views of others 

within an organisation (from different functions and at different levels).  This would avoid ‘escalation 
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of commitment’ to an idea/plan/strategy etc. - a phenomenon which occurs when we become 

‘wedded’ to our plan and, over a period of time, and find it hard to listen to the views of others who 

may not share our enthusiasm for it. Freek added that there was also a tendency not to listen to a 

disconfirming view of one individual but that the voices of 2 or more were more likely to be heeded.  

He suggested listening to the views of others at lower levels within the organisation, paying 

attention to what was being said ‘underground’, using any additional data that was available (even if 

it contradicts what you want to do) and seeking opinions from people who ‘are not like you’. 

‘Escalation of commitment’ occurs because we want to show confidence in our idea/plan and fear 

that if we do not act in a timely manner we will be seen to have failed or shown lack commitment to 

our ideas (which can discredit our reputation).  As a result we close our ears and eyes to 

contradictory information and allow projects to go ahead, which may ultimately fail.   

What does not fit? 

As indicated by some of the above questions, we have a tendency to conform to the behaviour or 

practices of others.  Therefore, there is a need to look more critically at the way in which we (and 

our businesses) are operating and actively identify what needs to change. 

Freek argued that we need to be very clear about what we are offering to the market and to 

concentrate only on those aspects of our business, dispensing with things that do not fit – even if 

this means removing potentially lucrative strands of the business! This requires a clear strategy – 

one that can be described in three points (e.g. Hornby make model trains for: hobbies and 

collections, which are scale models creating a sense of nostalgia for their customers).  Having a clear 

strategy helps employees to make choices and decisions.  However, Freek recommended that 

employees don’t just know what the strategy is but that they know the logic behind it – this helps 

them to buy into it. 

What can I eliminate? 

Freek posited the view that most businesses look at what else they can do rather than asking 

themselves what they can eliminate.  He used the example of a new brand of hotels called CitizenM 

who have eliminated many of the ‘luxuries’ offered by other hotel chains instead concentrating on 

what is wanted by the sector of the market they are aiming to attract.  CitizenM are focusing on 

providing creative public spaces where guests can be together to work, socialise and eat and offering 

minimalist bedroom space.  He argued that there are three steps to consider in the elimination 

process: 

Focus – identify a specific set of users (what do these people have in common) 

Eliminate – eliminate things from your value proposition that they don’t care about (repeat this step 

several times) 

Replace by analogy – introduce specific things that are needed by the group but look at what 

businesses are doing in sectors other than your own for ideas; see how these can be translated to 

suit your own needs. 
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Is my organisation consistent with my strategy? 

Freek advised looking carefully at whether your organisation as it currently exists supports your 

strategy (e.g. if your strategy is focused on innovation, creativity and autonomy are you stifled by 

your organisation’s emphasis on efficiency, productivity and control?). He suggested asking the 

following questions: 

 What % of our revenues come from products that are less than three years old? 

 What % of time can employees freely spend? 

 How easy is it to get £20K for a special project? 

 How easy is it to get project approval without a payback time or NPV? 

 How much use is made of process management systems? 

Is it time for a change (already)? 

Even when things are going well a company needs to shake itself up periodically, regardless of the 

competitive landscape.  Freek explained that internal and external landscapes change and that 

companies need to have healthy antennae to get a feel for what is happening and be ready to 

respond accordingly. Within organisations there is a need to use both formal and informal 

networks/structures that exist across functions. He also argued that there was also a need to disrupt 

the formal structures from time to time to prevent inertia and outdated power structures creeping 

in.   

He summarised by saying that change is a continuous state and that change is needed even if the 

environment does not change. Organisations that are prepared to create such changes find it easier 

to deal with change over a longer period of time.  To help with the change process he suggested 

looking at the quality of collaboration and communication across different groups, looking at the 

extent to which they are ‘routinised’ or have the capacity to adapt and being mindful of the power 

behaviour amongst group members and between groups.   

 

Afternoon session: Brian Little. 

After a short exercise designed to measure our individual level of extroversion, Brian’s talk centred 

on the big 5 personality traits focusing on the trait of extroversion.  He began by outlining the five 

dimensions of personality which stay fairly stable over time and have some hereditary association 

(there is some neurological basis for these five traits and they are consistent across cultures and 

language): 

1. Openness to experience – people who love to explore, are spontaneous and want to get 

involved.  These people tend to be creative and have to be really interested in what they 

are doing.  They may display volatility in emotions (highs and lows) 
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2. Conscientiousness – planful people; often associated with academic success. They tend 

to be healthy and to associated with lower levels of mortality morbidity 

3. Extroversion – irrepressible people 

4. Agreeableness – like harmony, but they often don’t do as well because they are seen as 

too nice (although in a context where agreeableness matters they may do well) 

5. Neurotic – have a low threshold for anxiety and are highly sensitive; tend to be 

depressed and vulnerable 

Brian then talked in more detail about extroversion using biogenic, sociogenic and idiogenic 

concepts to explain this trait. 

First Natures (biogenic) 

Brian talked about levels of arousal and the neocortex – introverts need to reduce the level of 

arousal they experience to be comfortable (e.g. they need to be alone to think) whereas extroverts 

need to increase their levels of arousal to be comfortable (they need social interaction to explore 

their thinking).  On the scale of extroversion to introversion an ‘ambivert’ score (someone who sits 

between extroversion and introversion) is the most common. An ambivert tends to be able to get 

people enthused as well as listen to them. 

Learning and performance – introverts do better academically and are more likely to get first class 

degrees, even though there is no difference in IQ scores between introverts and extroverts; 

extroverts have better short-term memory, introverts have better long-term memory.  Brian argued 

that businesses need both extroverts and introverts. 

Second natures (sociogenic) 

Brian explained that some cultures put a premium on extroversion or introversion.  Extroverts prefer 

bodily contact and a steady gaze to increase arousal whereas introverts prefer to back away and 

have little eye contact (to decrease arousal).  Extroverts tend to speak in a straightforward way 

whereas an introvert’s speech pattern is more complex. 

At this stage, Brian made it clear that although our personality traits are enduring over time there is 

a need to be able to flex our traits to enable us to live and work with others.  The ability to be 

flexible is an important characteristic to develop if we want to be successful.  This is particularly 

important when we are working on different projects and with different people – i.e. the context 

within which we are working may determine the way in which we use and exhibit our natural traits. 

Third natures (idiogenic) 

Brian explained that (most of us) are prepared to be flexible and move from our enduring traits but 

that we must build in a period of ‘restoration’.  It is stressful, and can lead to burnout, to act out of 

character for long periods of time.  Restorative practices are important for happiness and well-being 

and are different for extroverts and introverts. 
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Some people work on ‘intrapersonal’ projects – they want e.g. to be more outgoing or more 

agreeable; they are trying to change themselves. However, these are more likely to be successful if 

they originate from the person themselves rather than being asked/told to change – the former is 

associated with greater degrees of creativity, the latter with greater degrees of depression, anxiety 

and lower well-being. 

Brian summarised his session by stressing that both introverts and extroverts can be successful 

(there was some debate about the meaning of success – that it is cultural, complex and a contested 

statement).  He added, however, that in today’s world it is often extroverts that are lauded and 

introverts are not; he made reference to a book by Susan King called ‘Quiet: the power of introverts 

in a world that can’t stop talking’. He explained that we need to stand back and look at ourselves 

(and perhaps laugh at ourselves from time to time) and remember that we can do what is needed in 

terms of flexing our personality traits if we are allowed a period of restoration.  In this way we can 

be better and stronger. 

Summary of the day 

Two very different speakers with an array of messages yet the overarching message is one of change 

to remain competitive (and successful) over the long term – businesses must look carefully at how 

they need to change, and how they develop their strategies and processes to achieve this, and 

individuals must be prepared to be flexible around their enduring personality traits to suit the 

context they are in. 

 


