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Welcome

A new kind of New Year
Hello all and a happy New Year. Welcome to this first
issue of BAM magazine in 2021. Unfortunately, we’re
still in lockdown, but with clear hope on the horizon
and a substantial chink of light visible at the end of
the tunnel.
Plough on with 2021 we must, and we at BAM aim
to hit your doorsteps with a bang. Productivity has
been an enduring economic problem that predates
the pandemic, and we look at it in detail in this
month’s cover story (page 16). With the twin
uncertainties of Brexit and the pandemic on the UK’s
economic plate, a strong resurgence in productivity
will help the economy out of the plateau.
Even though the year may have started abnormally,
good intentions should still be strived for. Therefore,
we profile the ever-increasing and important work
being done in the sustainability sector across the
business world (page 26). We at BAM believe this is a
global issue that the whole business world must
come together to address.
So, it’s a new year, but you wouldn’t have guessed it.
Our commitment to providing you with the best and
most useful business guidance and resources online,
via our webinars and on these pages, hasn’t changed.
Dipak Vashi
Technical manager
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News and events

In the know
Stay up-to-date with recent developments from
the Business and Management Faculty and beyond

Around the ICAEW
Tis the season
With reporting season under way,
and businesses trying to assess
the full impact of COVID-19
and potential consequences
for the future, ICAEW’s Financial
Reporting Faculty has drawn up
a list of six key questions for
year-end reporting, with advice
on how to approach them and
further resources. Find out more
at tinyurl.com/BAM-HelpYouNeed

Time for a change?

Global news

GETTY IMAGES

We’re all going on a…
With increasing restrictions on travel
in and out of the UK, it looks as though
more and more of us will be holidaying
closer to home this year. But with
many holidays booked last year rolling
over into this, suitable accommodation
may be in short supply, assuming UK
lockdowns are lifted sufficiently to
allow any travel. At the end of January,
when the travel restrictions were first
introduced, bookings for UK holidays
were up, from campsites to cottages to
luxury hotels. The owners of the
Independent Cottages website said
inquiries during lockdown three were
up 300% compared with the first
lockdown (March to July 2020). A
survey by the Best Western hotel chain
found that 90% of its customers felt
safer holidaying in Britain this summer
rather than abroad.
A new-look working week?
A recent report by the thinktank
Autonomy argued that the Chancellor,
Rishi Sunak, could prevent a steep rise
in unemployment if he supported
companies moving to a four-day week.
It said the majority of 50,000 firms
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studied would be able to cope with the
change through higher productivity
or by raising prices. It urged the
government to investigate ways of
rolling out a four-day week, starting
with the public sector. Will Stronge,
Director of Research at Autonomy,
said any policy push will have to be
carefully designed, and different
strategies would need to be deployed
for different industries. However, what
is remarkable is that if it happened
overnight, with no planning, most
firms would still remain profitable.
Google employees form union
More than 400 Google employees
in the US have formed a workers’
union, the first group at a big tech
company to do so as the industry
faces a reckoning over years of
unchecked power. The elected leaders
of the Alphabet Workers Union
announced the organisation, saying
they aimed to ensure employees
work at a fair wage, without fear of
abuse, retaliation or discrimination.
The union is open to all US and
Canadian workers at Google’s parent
company, Alphabet, and is affiliated
with the Communications Workers
of America union.

Whether you’re looking to
move onwards, upwards or in a
completely new direction, don’t
forget that ICAEW Jobs is there
to help in your search. If you’re
looking for a new role, you can
create a proﬁle on the membersonly jobs board and upload
your CV. It will be available to
recruiters’ searches and you
can sign up to receive our top
jobs email and job alerts for
your selected roles. As well as
a huge database of roles for
ACA-qualiﬁed professionals,
there’s careers advice to help
you on your way and an online
community of more than 50,000.
Visit jobs.icaew.com to ﬁnd
out more. You can ﬁnd details of
all the service at jobs.icaew.com/
pricing2 or call Helen Jones on
+44 (0)20 7920 8599 or email
icaewjobs@icaew.com
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Events

Financial reporting
2020/21 reporting season

Webinar of the month
As the dust
settles following
Brexit,
businesses
throughout the UK are readjusting to
the realities of trading outside the EU.
While some issues will be temporary,
others, such as how we plan our supply
chains, will need to be looked at afresh.
The faculty’s upcoming webinar (see
below), is aimed at helping businesses
look at this area. Presented by Nick
Wildgoose and Nigel Miers (FCIPS),
the key areas to be covered will be:

innovations occurring in
procurement models;
why you should integrate ESG and
cyber into procurement;
improving supply relationship
management;
changing dynamics of global trade:
ensuring risk is taken account of
appropriately; and
how finance can support and drive
improved procurement performance.
Are your procurement activities really
adding value in 2021 and beyond?
23 February 2021, 10:00-11:00

Brexit in focus: HMRC has published a
special edition of its update for
employers, providing guidance on the
new rules imposed at the end of the
Brexit transition period. It covers trading
with Europe, business travel and social
security coordination. See tinyurl.com/
BAM-UKTransition
Read more from the Tax Faculty weekly
newswire. Visit icaew.com/insights/tax-news

Read more from the Financial
Reporting Faculty at icaew.com/frf

20-minute webinars

Digital downtime
16 March 2021, 10:00-11:00

Motivating your team: a three-pronged
approach
24 March 2021, 12:30-12:50

Memories of the future: using scenario
planning to navigate uncertainty
14 April 2021, 10:00-11:00

Richard Morris looks at how executive
teams can respond rapidly to an
ever-changing business landscape.

Rick Payne on aspects of motivation
needed to get the most from your staff.
Data valuation: the key to more
value creation
26 April 2021, 12:30-12:50

Herman Heyns explores data valuation
methods and their benefits.

Skills to future-proof your career as
much as possible
5 May 2021, 10:00-11:00

Managing bribery and corruption
in a downturn
12 May 2021, 12:30-12:50

Joanna Gaudoin on what to consider to
develop your career, including key skills.

Maria Cronin provides a timely update
on the current risks to business.

Missed a webinar? Catch up in your own time, with recordings from the webinar library.
All webinars and events are free for faculty members. Visit icaew.com/bamwebinars

Tax news in brief
Construction industry change: After
several delays, HMRC’s VAT domestic
reverse charge for construction services
comes into force on 1 March 2021. The
anti-fraud measure represents a major
change to the way VAT is collected in
the construction industry. Find out more
at tinyurl.com/BAM-RevCharge
Don’t be scammed: On 22 January,
HMRC updated its guidance on phishing
emails, phone calls, texts and social media
messages from scammers purporting to
be HMRC or companies that can secure a
tax rebate or refund. It includes examples
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Brexit
The faculty has published a guide,
Brexit – reﬂections on implications
for ﬁnancial reporting, outlining key
considerations when considering
the impact on this year’s accounts.
It also looks at implications of
changes in company law that will
affect future reporting periods.
You can ﬁnd the guide and
related resources at icaew.com/
Brexit/ﬁnancial-reporting
The FRC has issued
Amendments to UK and Republic
of Ireland accounting standards –
UK exit from the European Union.
The amendments update UK and
Republic of Ireland accounting
standards for changes in
legislation following the UK’s exit
from the EU. The effective date for
the amendments is accounting
periods beginning on or after
1 January 2021, with early
application permitted for UK
entities in certain circumstances.
For more information on these
amendments and on IBOR Phase
2 amendments, visit frc.org.uk
The UK Endorsement Board
(UKEB) has been set up as the
body responsible for endorsing
and adopting new or amended
IFRS for use by UK companies
from 1 January 2021. In January
2021, UKEB endorsed
amendments to several IFRS for
IBOR Phase 2 and amendments
to IFRS 4 Insurance Contracts.
Visit endorsement-board.uk

60-minute webinars

Charity CABA look at smart technology
and how it influences our lives.

Every reporting season brings its
challenges, but the combination
of COVID-19, Brexit and climate
change made 2020 a year like no
other. The Financial Reporting
Faculty’s guide Planning for the
2020/21 reporting season –
Practical help for preparers
considers reporting requirements
that are relevant at this time, as
well as highlighting other issues
that should be factored into the
reporting timetable. It also
signposts where further guidance
can be found. Read the guide at
tinyurl.com/BAM-RepSeason

of new scams that are using the pandemic
to encourage people to click on links. Find
out more at tinyurl.com/BAM-Phishing
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Meet the board

Richard Morris
Head of Service Improvement for the
Online System for Central Accounting
and Reporting, HM Treasury

‘It’s important to me
that there are different
ways of doing things
in the private sector
that could improve
the way things are
in government‘

ILLUSTRATION: DAN MURRELL

I

have been on the Business and
Management Faculty board since
May/June 2020, and started my current
job at HM Treasury in January 2020, so I’m
the faculty’s public sector member, if you
like. The idea of translating information
from my governmental world for the
faculty is pretty much what my pitch to
join the board was all about. I think the
perspective that comes from government
is potentially different from the
perspective of private sector companies,
and I thought it would be a useful
addition – another voice around the table
when the board discusses things.
My Treasury role is Head of Service
Improvement for the Online System for
Central Accounting and Reporting
(OSCAR) software platform. As we get
feedback from users, we improve the
user experience (UX) for those using the
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platform within government. We also
then improve the output reports (which
are published online quarterly) and
whatever else comes out of the system.
OSCAR is cross-governmental and has
two main purposes. First, on a monthly
basis, we gather into the Treasury the
latest view on government spending for
the year, projections and ﬁnancial
forecasts through to the end of the
ﬁnancial year. We see how those compare
against budgets, see that spending is in
check and that departments are
delivering on budget and on time.
Second, OSCAR is used for ﬁnancial
reporting. So, on a less frequent basis,
there’ll be publications that go to
Parliament for scrutiny. There are other
ﬁnancial reports generated too.
I qualiﬁed as an accountant with ICAEW
while working at PwC. I was on the tax

stream rather than audit. While there,
I realised that I wanted to move into a
more commercial role, working in an
area where CFOs were more focused.
Soon after qualifying, I moved into
telecommunications in a ﬁnance role
with mobile network Orange.
When Orange merged with T-Mobile
to form EE, I became ﬁnance partner
supporting the directors of the business,
looking at mobile advertising primarily,
as well as mobile payments. For six
months I was involved in a joint venture
where EE, O2 and Vodafone came
together to create an innovative,
interoperable mobile wallet called Weve.
Back in 2011, mobile payments hadn’t
taken off to the extent they have now.
Although Weve launched, working
together on a joint venture meant things
didn’t progress quickly enough. Apple
and Google Wallet came along and the
competitors took the prize away from us.
Theirs are now the technologies being
used by everyone. If we had got in early
enough it could have been a bit different.

Finding my calling
I then moved into management
consulting. I spent ﬁve years working in
ﬁnancial management/CFO advisory
before my ‘Road to Damascus’ moment,
when I realised making a contribution to
improving public services was something
I wanted to do. I spent two and a half
years at the Department for Transport
before moving to the Treasury.
I’m a Business and Management
Faculty member because of my career to
date. The unifying theme across the roles
I’ve had is that they’ve been very much in
business and ﬁnancial advisory – ﬁnance
business partnering, and the production
of management information to assist with
business decision-making. That, I think, is
at the core of Business and Management.
Another thing that’s important to me is
that there are different ways of doing
things within the private sector that could
help to improve the way things are in
government. I’m hoping to be a bit of a
conduit between the sectors around
sharing some of those practices.
The board has taken to being virtual
really well. The meetings I’ve been to
seem to have ﬂowed, and I’m starting
to build a relationship with the other
board members. It may have been easier
if it wasn’t virtual, but I think it’s working
pretty well using videoconferencing
technology. It’s the way meetings ﬂow
and the way relationships are built that
makes the difference.
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Hot property
The housing market was surprisingly buoyant in 2020. Since the
end of the ﬁrst lockdown in May, house prices have increased
each month. Pádraig Floyd looks at the emerging trends

Y

ou would be forgiven for
thinking the UK housing market
suffered a major setback last year
when millions were confined to their
homes and hundreds of thousands lost
their jobs. Yet by December, the average
UK house price was £319,945, according
to the Rightmove House Price Index.
That’s an increase of 6.6% on the year
(see graph, page 10).
It is impressive that there was growth
in the market at all, given the impact of
COVID-19 on the economy as a whole.
GDP fell by 25% from February to April
but was down ‘just’ 8% by October,
according to government figures.
Though furlough schemes have
protected many businesses, job security
is not what it was even a year ago. Many
potential homebuyers may be having
second thoughts as a result.
“We’ve just seen a strong month in
November, with Halifax reporting in its
House Price Index that prices were up by
1.2% for the month and by 7.6% since
November 2019,” says Mike Scott, Chief
Analyst at estate agency Yopa. It’s the
fastest annual growth since June 2016.
The average figure represents only
51% of the London average in the
Rightmove data, but is almost twice that
of Scotland, the lowest-priced region.
The North West achieved the highest
growth and was the only region to
achieve double figures (10.6%). Next
came the North East at 9.1% and
Yorkshire and the Humber at 8.8%.
London had the lowest growth at 3.5%,
but the overall average was 7.5%.
November data from Rightmove
(based on asking prices), Nationwide
and Halifax (based on mortgages)
showed growth of 6.3%, 6.5% and 7.6%
respectively. So what made people so
keen to move during a pandemic?
A number of themes are influencing
the current high levels of demand, but
one of them is not Brexit. Had the UK
left the EU without a deal, prospects for
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the housing market may have been
worse. In addition to the potential for
reducing economic activity, the likely
increase in imported materials would
have an impact on the sector.
Uncertainty priced in
Uncertainty has been present since the
2016 referendum. Most believe it to
have been accounted for and priced into
the market. The pandemic has pushed
people into re-evaluating their lifestyles
and housing needs, instead of worrying
about things they can’t control.
The most significant driver is the
stamp duty land tax (SDLT) holiday
introduced by Chancellor Rishi Sunak in
July 2020. This lifted the threshold SDLT
is levied at from £125,000 to £500,000
until the end of March 2021. It removed
stamp duty liability from 90% of
property sales and was designed to save
the average homebuyer around £4,500.
In the month up to 14 December
when the Rightmove data was released,
130,000 sales were agreed – a rise of
44% on the same period in 2019. There
were also more than 650,000 more
sales in the pipeline that had been
agreed seeking completion by 31 March.
With the SDLT holiday due to end, a
drop in demand should be anticipated,
says Allan Freeman, a director at online
house buyer webuyanyhouse.co.uk: “The
holiday has been saving buyers up to
£15,000, and furlough will also end at
the same time, throwing up questions
about what will happen to the market.

‘One of the biggest
demands from
homebuyers is for a
house better designed
for homeworking‘

Buying a house is a huge commitment,
and with unemployment leaving
millions financially unstable, there
will be fewer buyers on the market.”
But the warnings that house prices
would fall by 22% have not materialised,
and many commentators have dismissed
them now that vaccines are being
administered nationwide. However, a
small drop in house prices in January may
be the first signs of a downward trend.
Priorities change
The pandemic has done more than
endanger the health of the population
and disrupt the economy. Workers have
used the time to reassess what they
want from the home they live in. Their
priorities are focused on the family and
how work fits into life at home, rather
than the reverse. Having realised they
could work from remote locations, they
and their employers have reconsidered
how that might work in the future.
One of the biggest demands from
homebuyers is for a house better
designed for homeworking. According
to a survey by online estate agent
Purplebricks, almost one third (30%)
said that one of their biggest priorities
in a new house was a big garden for the
kids to have somewhere to play. Both
garages and eco credentials have fallen
down the agenda in favour of a home
with a dedicated office space.
There is a new breed of mover who
has more flexibility and is unlikely to
have to commute to the same degree,
says Andrew Montlake, Managing
Director, Coreco Mortgage Brokers. “We
have more clients than ever looking to
move out of cities where they can get
more for their money, with open space
and a home office the new essentials.
While those with second homes
flocked to them at the start of lockdown,
a second property or holiday home has
become a priority for many who had not
considered it in the past. “This is partly
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130,000
Number of property sales agreed in the month to 14 December 2020
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Rightmove House Price Index December 2020
Average asking price (£)

Monthly change

Annual change

Average days to sell

London

620,986
-1.5%
3.5%
54
South East

414,985
-0.6%
5.5%
55
East of England

365,938
-0.1%
7.2%
53
South West

320,017
-0.5%
7.2%
53
East Midlands

242,803
-1.0%
7.1%
52
West Midlands

242,656
-0.3%
8.1%
51
North East

159,381
-1.3%
9.1%
57
North West

214,840
-0.4%
10.6%
51
Yorkshire and the Humber

207,156
-1.1%
8.8%
51

SOURCE: RIGHTMOVE HOUSE PRICE INDEX, DECEMBER 2020

Wales

210,943
-1.9%
8.2%
59
Scotland

162,116
-2.1%
7.5%
32
UK

319,945
-0.6%
6.6%
51.6
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driven by the stamp duty holiday,”
admits Montlake, “but also the idea of
having a lockdown pad away from
everything when they need it.”
Rental demand has not reflected the
same aspirational exodus, from city
apartments to suburban properties.
The shift is more nuanced and specific,
not only to the location and type of
property but also the demographics
of the occupier, says Ed Crockett, Head
of UK Residential Investment, Aberdeen
Standard Investments.
“At one end of the extreme, high-end
apartments in city-centre locations that
were let on an expensive but flexible
basis saw a large number of tenants
exercising break clauses in the initial
stages of lockdown, presumably because
they had a choice of where to live – a
second home or return to a family home.
Meanwhile, occupancy of more affordable
accommodation in an equivalent
location remained extremely high as the
residents’ choices were more limited.”
Landlords expand
It’s not only families seeking to benefit
from the SDLT holiday. Buy-to-let (BTL)
sales have boomed as landlords push
sales figures to a four-year record.
Landlords made 15% of all purchases
in November across England, Wales and
Scotland, according to research from
estate agent Hamptons. In the West
Midlands, more than a fifth (22%) of all
sales were to landlords, while the north
of England saw them involved in 18% of
purchases. The majority (51%) were cash
sales, indicating they were mostly bought
by larger, well-capitalised landlords.
Despite the 3% stamp duty surcharge
on second or additional homes over the
value of £40,000 remaining, landlords
will have reduced costs considerably.
Guy Shone, Founder of research firm
explainthemarket.com, says that while
there’s been a boom for private landlord
sales, this is not due to more people
looking for a BTL investment.
“BTL is one of those parts of the
market that is all consolidation,” says
Shone. “A lot of smaller landlords are
selling to larger landlords who can afford
to take advantage of others’ bad times.”
Changes to taxation of tax relief for
private landlords in 2017 made it more
expensive to run BTL properties, unless
run as a limited company.
Many smaller landlords may be reliant
on rental income to pay mortgages on
their properties. But they are unable to
evict those who default on their rent as
the government prohibited eviction

February 2021 Business & Management

Housing

orders being executed during lockdown.
This ban was extended for six months
in August, expiring at the end of March.
“There appears to be continued
consolidation of BTL landlords,” says
Crockett. “A normal volume of BTL
landlords are leaving the market and not
being replaced in the same way. Mediumterm economic and employment
uncertainty normally increases demand
for renting and we don’t see that being
any different in the next 18 months.”
Supply and demand
From January to September 2019,
registrations of new homes were down
30%, with completions down the same
amount, according to independent
warranty and insurance provider NHBC.
The government announced new
measures in December to help urban
councils deliver 300,000 new homes
by 2025. The proposals will encourage
the planning of more family homes by
maximising the use of brownfield sites
and unused buildings. This will in turn
protect parklands and other green
spaces that have been so important for
local populations during the crisis.
The 20 largest cities and urban centres
in England are being targeted. A new
funding approach will ensure that
money isn’t concentrated in London
and the South East.
The West Midlands and Manchester
will receive £67m for developing
brownfield sites, while another £100m
is available for developing brownfield
sites elsewhere. This money is in
addition to the £20bn investment in
housing the government announced in

‘One result of the
pandemic is that
obsolete commercial
buildings may be
offered for repurposing’

November. A further £12bn was
allocated to affordable housing over the
next five years, making funds available
for councils to build in their areas.
Grenfell is casting a long shadow
over the building control environment,
making repurposing buildings much
harder. One result of the pandemic is
that obsolete commercial buildings
may be offered for repurposing.
“We’ve already seen that trend in
secondary shopping centres, but I would
expect the number of buildings with a
challenging future in their current guise
to only grow as a result of the changes
in the way we work and live,” says
Crockett. “If the value of those buildings
falls, but the value of their use as
residential and the cost of conversion
remains the same, you would expect
that more buildings come forward.”
Future prospects
With the UK placed into a third
lockdown period in January, you might
think prospects for the housing sector
must be poor for the first half of 2021.
That may have been the case in the
past, but exposure to new technology

has transformed the way people view
buying a house.
According to the Purplebricks survey,
almost nine in 10 (87%) would embrace
technology when searching for a home
in the future. More than half (51%) of
homeowners are happy to try viewing
a house online, while 42% would be
prepared to use an app to manage the
entire sale of a property.
This covers all ages, too. Even older
buyers have abandoned traditional
methods for finding houses for sale,
with 52% preferring an app above the
local newspaper.
Almost half (49%) prefer to use
technology to communicate with their
solicitor or estate agent and as many as
one in 10 would even use WhatsApp to
get the deal over the line.
While the housing market may suffer
a setback once stamp duty goes back to
normal, it isn’t all bad news.
Research from Savills reveals a rather
gloomier outlook than some sources
predict, forecasting zero house price
growth this year, but it anticipates more
than 20% growth in prices in the five
years to 2024 (see table below).
Harry Fenner, CEO of Navana Property
Group Housing, believes that property
listings are likely to increase as more
people get comfortable with the
prospect of moving.
“It’s true, this year has seen a rise in
flexible working and increased desires
for green space, but there will always
be an appetite for city living.” The
government’s new policy to stimulate
the urban housing sector will help to
satisfy this demand, he adds.

London

H1 2020
(actual)

H2 2020

2021

2022

2023

2024

Five years to
2024

3.7%

1.5%

0%

1%

4%

2%

12.7%

South East

2.3%

3.5%

0%

2.5%

5%

3%

17.3%

East of England

2.3%

3.5%

0%

2.5%

5%

3%

17.3%

South West

1.3%

3%

0%

3%

5.5%

3.5%

17.3%

East Midlands

1.5%

1.5%

0%

5%

7.5%

5.5%

22.6%

West Midlands

0.7%

1.5%

0%

5%

7.5%

5.5%

21.7%

North East

0.3%

0.5%

0%

5.5%

8%

6%

21.7%

North West

3.9%

0.5%

0%

6%

8%

6.5%

27.3%

Yorkshire and the
Humber

1.8%

1%

0%

5.5%

8%

6%

24.1%

icaew.com/bam

Wales

1.7%

1%

0%

5%

7.5%

5.5%

22.3%

Scotland

1.8%

2%

0%

5.5%

8%

6%

25.4%

UK

4%

4%

6.5%

4.5%

20.4%
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SOURCE: SAVILLS FIVE-YEAR HOUSE PRICE FORECAST, 2020

Savills five-year house price forecast, September 2020

Putting it down
to experience
Steven Van Belleghem explores the
seven most important customer experience
trends to be aware of in 2021

W

hen we look back on the
past 12 months or so, it’s
clear that the global
pandemic has had a huge impact on
the way we work, our behaviour as
customers and the way businesses
and channels are organised. But the
reality is that many of the key trends
aren’t just pandemic-native – they
have simply been accelerated greatly
or brought into the spotlight.
So, what are customer experience
trends that will really shape our
relationship with consumers over
the coming years? I’ve picked out
seven that I am looking forward to
seeing develop.
E-commerce
Do you remember when we actually
had to go to a place to shop? The
emergence of the internet changed that
so we could shop from the comfort of
our own home, and then smartphones
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‘This reduction in faceto-face communication
has had (and will have)
quite some impact
on brands’
allowed us to shop outside our houses.
But we still had to go to a place, albeit
a virtual one.
We are now moving into an era
where everything is commerce
and we will be shopping from our
streaming channels, videos, social
media and messaging, and even from
billboards in the street. Stores will
be everywhere around us – a trend
that comes straight from China, where
people have been buying from social
and other sites like Huya (game
streaming), Dianping (similar to Yelp),
Xiaohongshu (shopping platform),
Douyin (similar to TikTok) or Weibo
(social media platform).
Western players like YouTube,
Facebook and Instagram have been
jumping on that bandwagon as well.
That amount will only rise in the
coming months, so I would urge all
marketers to investigate what this
trend could mean for them.

ALAMY, GETTY IMAGES

Entertainment everywhere
Over the next few years, the
entertainment industry will not be
content to stay within its own lines.
The pandemic has played a huge role
in speeding this process up, but we’ve
seen Belgian KBC Bank buy the rights
to broadcast football games via its
mobile banking app, while McDonald’s
staged a week of free events aimed
at giving consumers “a little lift”
following the ongoing cancellation of
sporting and entertainment. I believe
that these are little trickles of a big
stream that will be opening up in the
coming months.
Emotive technology
When companies can generate positive
emotions in a customer – brand
intimacy – it helps them drive sales
and customer loyalty. Companies now
have much more data to figure out
what their customers feel: facial
recognition, movement data, health
data like heart rate and blood pressure,
social media behaviour etc, so the leap
from nudging people on the basis of
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their behaviour to influencing them
on the basis of their emotions is
becoming a small one.
As mental health problems seem
to be on the rise – often triggered
by technologies such as social media
– companies will start to zero in on
emotive technology. If cars can now
warn the driver that they are too tired
to drive, it won’t be long before
technology can advise employees that
they need to take a short break or do
some meditation because their stress
levels are rising.
A local comeback
Widespread concerns around
sustainability have combined with
the geographic restrictions of the
pandemic to make many of us find a
renewed appreciation for small local
businesses. Even the bigger players,
such as Google, seem to have
recognised the trend.
In China, many farmers have now
learned to promote and sell their own
produce directly to the customer –
with a little help from the big players.
The country’s largest online retailers,
JD.com and Alibaba, for instance,
helped farmers talk to millions of
consumers confined at home directly
using JD Live and Taobao Live, in
exchange for a small commission. Both
JD and Alibaba made the applications
easier to use for farmers, helped them
create an online shop and took care
of the distribution all the way to
people’s homes.
There’s a definite move towards
local appreciation, but the small local
players will need to change to a wholly
different gear if they want to live up
to customer experience expectations.
Partnering with large platforms – like
the Chinese farmers – is something
that we’ll increasingly see as well.
Online word-of-mouth
The harsh reality of the pandemic
has meant that real-life interaction
with family, friends and colleagues
has become extremely limited at

‘As mental health
problems seem to be
on the rise, companies
will start to zero in on
emotive technology’

times. We’re working from home and
most of us are keeping human contact
to a minimum. This reduction in
face-to-face communication has had
(and will have) quite some impact on
brands now that word of mouth is
almost non-existent.
I believe that this evolution will only
make online word of mouth increase in
importance. That’s just how consumers
work – we tend to rely on the opinion
of people we trust to make buying
decisions, so as our own close network
falls away we will look to influencers
or online reviews when we’re not sure
what to decide.
I expect brands will spend an
increased amount of their budget
to get the word-of-mouth machine
up and running again, but it will all
be online. Influencer marketing was
already a fast mover – brands’ total
influencer marketing expenditure in
2019 was $8bn and was expected to
grow to $15bn by 2022, but I believe
that the pandemic will boost that
number significantly.
Of course, another crucial part of
this will be reviews. And as the only
thing that triggers great reviews is
a great experience, the importance
of great products and great services
will only rise. Brands will definitely
be on the lookout for new online
ways to spread the word.
The zero-thinking experience
The next few years will see the rise
of the ‘zero-thinking experience’,
where customers will outsource
certain decisions to machines.
I talk to audiences and brands
around the world and people often
tell me that they are not fans of
this evolution because it affects
our choice and freedom. However,
if open, smart and transparent
algorithms are performing the
choices that sometimes give us
unnecessary stress, I see this as a
good thing.
One of the trends that will drive
this change is what marketing strategy
expert Scott Galloway calls signal
liquidity. This refers to the sheer
volume of information that the social
media platform TikTok is able to
gather on each user. If you watch an
hour of Netflix, for instance, it gets
about three signals from you – what
did you pick, how long did you watch
it and did you continue watching?
The signal liquidity of TikTok is
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For many companies, 2020 was a
deﬁning year. The chaos fundamentally
changed consumers’ daily lives, and
those changes are set to persist. With
a signiﬁcant proportion of the world’s
population in and out of lockdowns,
companies must ﬁnd innovative ways in
2021 to meet the needs of consumers
and their rapidly changing expectations

so that the algorithm gets several
hundred signals an hour.
So why is that important here?
Galloway explains: “Walmart’s
investment in TikTok is an attempt
to move to algorithmic content and
zero-click ordering where you don’t
pick stuff, they just use inputs to figure
out what you want and then ship three
boxes to your door twice a week with
things they think you want and one
that’s empty. You put stuff back in the
empty box you don’t want and they
pick it up and that’s more signals.”
So it’s not just about zero-thinking/
zero-decision subscription models.
Once combined with signal liquidity,
this has the potential to become huge.

‘Is yours a sector with
the wind in its sails, or
one that is struggling,
sailing into a headwind
of pressure?
14

Look for tailwind markets
If your market is one that has been
going backwards and you have to
continuously fight, it may be that
there is no strategy in the world that
can help you. Even if you have the best
idea and the friendliest team in the
world, the harsh reality is you may
well still fall victim to market failure.
But don’t give up. Instead, look for
tailwind markets – those that have
the wind in their sails and where you
can use your strengths to surf the
market’s waves. The pandemic will
force many business leaders to think
about the pressures their sector faces.
Is yours a sector with the wind in its
sails, or one that is struggling, sailing
into a headwind of pressure on prices
and margins?
Remember, there is nothing to
stop you from searching for your
own tailwind market. Take inspiration
from the Danish media corporation
Egmont Group. It was founded in 1878
as a one-man printing business and
evolved into one of the largest content
producers in Europe: from print books
and magazines to television series and

films. Recently, its CEO decided
to invest in growing markets like
e-commerce and gaming, which are
both highly competitive but still
offer potential for strong growth.
In e-commerce it opted for niche
categories where players like Amazon
were less active, while in the gaming
market it deliberately focused on
older, more affluent gamers.
This example clearly demonstrates
the benefits of tailwind markets,
exploiting its competencies as a
storyteller to go in search of new
market segments, using its strengths
to fill its sails with fresh wind, so
that it could reap the rewards of fast
progress, while always remaining
true to its wider mission.
Steven Van Belleghem, thought
leader, speaker and author on
customer engagement. His new book,
The Offer You Can’t Refuse, is out now.
stevenvanbelleghem.com
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Common sense

Martin Lindstrom
Global branding expert and author

‘Bullsh*t is the inability
to see through the
eyes of another
person and feel what
they are feeling.
It’s the opposite of
common sense‘

ILLUSTRATION: DAN MURRELL

W

hy do some smart accountants
lack common sense? Or
doctors, professors and
theologians? Learning comes from
books, but common sense comes from
participation in life – and, in my
experience, a powerful sense of empathy.
Recently, my bank accounts were
blocked. Not just one, but all of them. No
warning, no friendly heads up, only the
chilling realisation that I couldn’t access
my accounts. For 35 minutes, I listened
to an elevator soundtrack, occasionally
interrupted by a mechanical voice
reassuring me my call was important and
warning that “this call will be monitored
for quality-control purposes”.
Next came frantic punching of keys to
prove I really was who I claimed to be.
Finally, a call centre employee came on
to inform me that one of my accounts
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was over the limit. Not by $2,000 or even
$200. It was over by $2.11. A rarely used
but still active account had charged a
monthly fee, nudging the account into
overdraft. It blocked 11 separate
accounts and held up transactions in the
millions. All for $2.11.
From a rational point of view, I
suppose it made sense. After all,
overdrafts are unacceptable, and a
bank can’t transfer funds from one
account to another without the account
holder’s permission. The bank faces this
situation thousands of times with
thousands of customers, so they
introduced a rule. Unfortunately,
common sense had left the room.
Having spent thousands of hours
at some of the largest banks in the
world, I’ve seen my share of nonsense.
I understand it often results from good

intentions gone wrong. Take the lovely
lady in compliance, for example. She had
been responsible for producing more
than 1,000 rules.
As I thumbed through one of her thick
volumes, she proudly explained that
these rules “make our bank safe”. I
landed on a random rule: when a
contract has been conﬁrmed, email the
client a copy as well as a fax copy.
“Do you have a fax machine?” I asked
her. “Well, of course,” she replied. “And
all of your customers?” This is 2021.
Maybe it’s time to revise this rule.
She explained that her role was to
establish rules, not to kill rules. “Why
would I be self-destructive?” she asked
with a smile.
As companies grow, so does
bureaucracy – by which I mean red tape
wrapped in bullsh*t. Bullsh*t is the
inability to see the world through the
eyes of another person and feel what
they are feeling. It’s the opposite of
common sense.
Common sense is linked to empathy.
Yes, most executives associate the word
empathy with crying babies, but the
more empathy there is, the more
common sense there is.
Here’s the problem. Especially these
days, when we’re all stuck behind our
Zoom call screens, company culture
collapses before our eyes. The ﬁveminute water cooler chat has vanished,
and we forget to put ourselves in the
shoes of a customer or fellow employee.
As a result, empathy fades.
How can we revive it? I intentionally
spend a day with customers or coworkers, forcing myself to see things from
their point of view. You’ll notice friction
points that aren’t visible from the ofﬁce.
Select a simple, cost-effective,
impactful issue. Allocate 90 days to
solve it. Once you’ve succeeded,
celebrate the victory and cement the
behavioural change you’d like to
deﬁne your organisation.
Repeat it with another friction point,
then with another.
Your people will begin to feel what
other people are feeling. Viewpoints will
change, empathy will revive and
common sense will recover. You’ll be
amazed at the positive change it makes
– even if the difference is only $2.11.
Martin Lindstrom is the author of The
Ministry of Common Sense: How to
eliminate bureaucratic red tape, bad
excuses, and corporate bullsh*t.
For more information, visit tinyurl.com/
BAM-Lindstrom
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Out of
sight but
in control
As new homeworking practices
become entrenched, the onus
is on employers to adopt more
sophisticated and sustainable
methods of measuring employee
productivity. Paul Golden reports
ILLUSTRATIONS BY VANESSA BRANCHI
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time but will often do the minimum amount
of work possible.”

I

n a world obsessed with data, it is only to
be expected that academics and business experts
have spent much of the pandemic period trying
to determine the impact that remote working has
had on productivity.
Advocates of flexible working have long argued
that associating productivity with physical
presence is an ineffective approach to maximising
employee output. COVID-19 has provided an
unexpected opportunity to test the validity of
this theory, and the findings of early research
appear to be supportive of it.
More than three-quarters of the almost 3,000
office workers surveyed for a May 2020 report by
Global Workplace Analytics said they were fully
productive working from home and the average
respondent was “giving back” half the time they
saved on commuting in additional work time.
The report estimates that an employee allowed
to work their preferred number of hours at home
would add more than four and a half days to their
productive work time each year.
Research conducted by consulting firm Eden
McCallum found that 43% of the businesses
canvassed reported increased productivity,
compared with 29% who said remote working
had a negative impact.
Peter Thomson, founder of working practice
consultancy WiseWork, says employers can be
broadly divided into two types – those who
don’t trust staff to work on their own and want
to check on them using activity-tracking
technology, and those who believe if employees
are given clear guidance as to what is expected
of them, they can be trusted to get on with it.
“The second group of companies is more
productive because most employees respond
positively to trust,” he says. “People who work for
companies that track their activity will log in on
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Understanding staff output
This begs the question: why do companies
still use activity-tracking technology? Thomson
believes the answer lies in management who
don’t know what level of output to expect
from their staff and instead focus on time by
ensuring those staff are at their desks for eight
hours a day.
“Very few contracts of employment include
productivity targets, so people employed by time
will make the work fill the time available – or
even claim they can’t do their work in the
allotted time and claim overtime,” he says. “In
contrast, paying for results incentivises people to
find smarter ways to do their job.”
According to Thomson, many managers have
been surprised to learn that employees have been
at least as productive while working from home
during the pandemic and that in some cases
teamwork has even improved.
The importance of improving management
skills is also highlighted by James Gribben, Head
of Communications at Be the Business, which
is a charity sponsored by the Department for
Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy. It
operates as an independent organisation to
support companies and their boards to reach
their full potential. He suggests that many
managers have received little to no training, and
the effects of this will have been exacerbated
over the past 12 months.
“Formal training can really help, but there are
other effective ways to improve leadership skills,
such as mentoring schemes or peer learning
groups,” explains Gribben. “Access to this sort of
information and support can reap huge rewards
and can help managers communicate more
effectively with employees, empowering them
to express new ideas and share their thoughts.”
Gribben says that while there are a variety of
actions businesses can take to create a culture
that works for everyone, the most important
is keeping lines of communication open and
encouraging this within the employee network.
“Remote workers can become less productive
if they are not in regular contact with managers.
This can also lead to feelings of isolation, which
can become detrimental to mental health over

‘An employee allowed to work
their preferred number of hours
at home would add four and
a half days to their productive
work time each year’
February 2021 Business & Management
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The boss is watching
In October 2014, authors of a working
paper produced for the Future of Work
Project warned that passive monitoring
technologies blurred the lines between
efﬁciency-oriented and toxic or
demoralising workplace surveillance.
They noted that overt surveillance
was potentially becoming less relevant
to productivity, whereas explicit efforts
to achieve privacy in a heavily surveilled
workplace gave workers a sense of
control and autonomy.
Fast forward more than six years and
one of the most controversial aspects of
the coronavirus-era productivity debate
is how — or even whether — employers
should use activity tracking tools, such
as Hubstaff, Prodoscore and Teramind.
Tyler Sellhorn, Director of Customer
Experience at Hubstaff, says employers
should emphasise beneﬁts such as
enabling staff to avoid frequent check-ins
and work when they are most productive,
as well as explain how the software
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works. “With our system, every team
member has access to information their
manager can see, and can delete time
and the data attached to it,” he says. “The
app only records data when the team is
actively tracking work time. Screenshot
notiﬁcations are on by default.”
Teramind’s monitoring feature can be
customised to include disabling web
monitoring when the user logs into a
health or ﬁnancial portal, or monitoring
corporate email boxes and ignoring
webmail, explains Eli Sutton, the ﬁrm’s
Vice President of Operations.
“We take a variety of factors into
consideration when reporting on
productivity, including classiﬁcation
of websites and applications that are
deemed productive or unproductive,
reporting on active and idle time, and
trigger-based alerts with supportive
video playback of actions, so employers
can investigate rather than jumping to
conclusions,” he says.

But Gemma Dale, Human Resources
Consultant and Lecturer at Liverpool
John Moores University, rejects the
notion that companies should monitor
employee activity, stating that if an
employer has to constantly monitor
people to get them to do their job
properly, they are failing as a leader.
“Give people objectives and get out of
their way. If they don’t deliver on them,
then deal with that,” she says. “Activity
tracking technology is not sufﬁciently
sophisticated to distinguish between
quantity of work and the quality of the
worker’s output, which is why it should
not be deployed.”
With working from home blurring
the line between the workplace and
where people live, James Gribben, Head
of Communications at Be the Business,
says companies should encourage
employees to log off at sensible times,
take lunch breaks and consider the times
they allow meetings to take place.
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time,” he says. “Employers should keep in touch
with employees however they can, whether
that is through daily calls, virtual meetings
or group activities.”
Where appropriate, this should include
non-work-related discussions in order to
maintain a balance between professional and
personal relationships. It is also important to
consider that some employees might have
childcare or other caring responsibilities.
“In the first three months of lockdown, we
experienced the equivalent of three years of
technology adoption,” observes Gribben. “There
was a seismic shift to online, which has turned
old practices on their heads and driven a need
for fast decision-making and digital skills.
“We also saw a huge amount of business
model innovation, with businesses pivoting their
products and even creating new ones. Some of
these products will become established. The
innovations that businesses were pushed into
will definitely give leaders the confidence to try
new ways of creating value and becoming more
productive in the future.”

‘Remote workers can become
less productive if they are
not in regular contact with
managers. This can also lead
to feelings of isolation’

Permanent change?
The Social Market Foundation, an independent
public policy thinktank, believes COVID-19 will
lead to a permanent change in the way people
work. But its research director, Scott Corfe, is
keen to stress that we are effectively going
through a massive experiment and that it is too
soon to draw long-term conclusions.
“We don’t yet fully understand the
productivity implications of homeworking,”
he claims. “For example, it is very difficult to
train and mentor staff remotely – a lot of
learning in the workplace happens informally
by observation.”
Corfe is not suggesting that everyone should
return to the office every day, but he says
companies will need to rethink how they use
them and that offices will need to be redesigned
with less desk space and more spaces for
collaboration, which will require a smaller overall
footprint. He also suggests some companies are
making long-term decisions without knowing
how to maximise productivity between office
and homeworking.
“These decisions are being made by senior
management, who are more likely to have room
at home to work comfortably and are not
bothered about losing out on the learning or
social interaction that takes place in the office,
which is of much greater value to more junior
employees,” he adds.
Gemma Dale, Human Resources Consultant
and Lecturer at Liverpool John Moores
University, goes even further, suggesting that the
stress of working through a global pandemic
means businesses should not be thinking about
ways of improving their productivity but should
instead focus on supporting employees in light of
the potential for burnout and exhaustion.
“This will be true for many months to come,”
she says. “If companies really want productivity,
the best thing they can do is to empower people
to work in the way that best fits their life and
other commitments.”
Strike a balance
Dale’s advice to employers looking to create a
healthy work culture and encourage teamwork
among staff forced to work on their own is
to provide training, support and guidance on
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Consultation and dialogue
Jurga Žilinskienė is CEO of Guildhawk,
a language services company with
more than 60 full-time staff in addition
to contract employees. Prior to the
outbreak of COVID-19, these permanent
staff worked in the company’s ofﬁces
in London and Shefﬁeld, while the
contract employees worked mainly
from home.
“We had started to move more
towards digital services and realised
that we had to change, but we were
only some of the way through this
process when the pandemic started,”
she explains. “We had planned to
introduce homeworking from 2021.”

Žilinskienė says the company has
always been focused on the output
of its employees, “not to police them,
but rather to understand the impact
of how they work”. The company’s
customer relationship management
system includes activity analysis, but
this is used to determine allocation of
project resources rather than monitor
individual workers.
Guildhawk decided in February 2020
that its staff would be working from
home for the next three months come
what may, which it believes helped staff
by creating certainty. It also surveyed all
employees to determine the feasibility

creating effective work-life balance. “Leaders
should be role models for effective working
practices themselves and talk regularly about
wellbeing and mental health,” she says. “They
should also create opportunities for people to
come together on a regular basis for work and
non-work – although the latter should not be
mandated, as not everyone wants enforced fun.”
According to Dale, the coronavirus crisis
should wake businesses up to the fact that they
often conflate presence with productivity and
performance, and see presenteeists as being
good employees.
In a speech given to the Engaging Business
Summit in October 2020, the Bank of England’s
Chief Economist, Andy Haldane, said there were
good grounds for thinking any initial hit to
productivity from homeworking would lessen
over time and even reverse. He also expressed
the opinion that happier people tend to be
more productive.
With the Health and Safety Executive
estimating that 17.9 million working days were
lost due to work-related stress, depression or
anxiety in 2019/20, it is clear that companies
should consider how prioritising employee
wellbeing can improve output.
When employers monitor employee wellbeing
and health, workers don’t feel like they are under
surveillance – they feel cared for and valued.
Managers play a vital role, as they can be trained
to look for signs from face-to-face or online
communication as well as text-based interaction.
Ian Martin, Managing Director of Delphis
Learning, outlines five main areas managers
should be focusing on.
Behaviour: are employees missing deadlines?
Have they become less responsive?
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of working from home in the longer
term and kept them informed about the
commercial decisions it was making.
“Constant dialogue between
employees and their managers helped
us ﬁgure out how each person could
work more efﬁciently, and we introduced
a weekly CEO brieﬁng where they are
informed about all the factors affecting
the business,” says Žilinskienė.
These initiatives have enabled the
company to record an 18% increase in
overall productivity since staff started
working from home, which has allowed
it to surrender its leases and reinvest the
money saved by using a virtual ofﬁce.

Language: are they using more pronouns (me,
myself), absolutist words (always, nothing)
or negative language (sad, miserable)?
Focus: is there a lack of concentration and
focus? Are they making simple errors or more
mistakes than usual?
Emotions: are their responses overly
emotional, such as hasty sending of emails
or an abrupt change in the tone of their
communications?
Sleep: are they complaining of being tired or
having problems with their sleep?
“Managers should act on these signs and direct
employees to appropriate health and wellbeing
support,” says Martin. “They need to provide
positive feedback to team members and not
leave them guessing if they are doing a good
job, as this can lead to anxiety. Recognise and
reward progress and achievement, but don’t
praise workaholism. Technology can blur
boundaries, so consider policies regarding
the sending of emails in working hours.”

‘The coronavirus crisis should
wake businesses up to the
fact that they often conﬂate
presence with productivity
and performance’
21

Sowing the
seeds of success
Recruiting a balanced team is key to any
strong business, says Mark Simmonds.
Right person, right place…
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Creativity gap

C

PEPE SERRA / IKON IMAGES

OVID-19 continues to disrupt everything
in the corporate arena. Business models are
upside down. Retail, hospitality, airlines,
small businesses and entrepreneurs have paid a
high price, while conversely, and unsurprisingly,
the online sector and food retailing have gone
from strength to strength. But we are where we
are, so how do we deal with this?
What kind of individual do businesses require
in this tumultuous, unstable and unpredictable
environment if they are going to survive and
thrive? Is it the commercially minded, logical
business analyst, or is it the creative,
freewheeling maverick armed with new ideas?

Commercial or creative?
In an IBM study conducted back in 2010, more
than 1,500 CEOs from more than 60 countries
and 33 industries ranked creativity as the number
one skill in helping their companies deal with a
complex and ever-changing world. According
to the survey, the majority saw creativity as the
only quality that could help them navigate a
challenging business environment characterised
by several large-scale and volatile shifts.
What is the current state of the nation as far
as creativity is concerned? What has happened
during the past 10 years? What is required today
during the COVID-19 era?
In 2020, GENIUS YOU carried out a study
involving more than 2,000 respondents from
17 multinationals across 10 sectors. The study
analysed information that was extracted from a
psychometric survey completed by respondents
in the period from 2015 to 2020, which explored
the creative strengths of individuals. Were they
at the more generative end of the creative
process, characterised by the Explorer and the
Detective, or were they at the evaluative,
decision-making end of the creative spectrum,
characterised by the Judge? The results were
conclusive (see right for definitions).
The dominant behaviour was clear, with 31%
of respondents scoring highest as the logical,
analytical Judge character. This compared with
21% for the Explorer, the generator of ideas, and
only 9% for the Detective, the spotter of ideas
with potential. The pattern of results was
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consistent across the vast majority of companies
that took part in the survey.
So, why is there such a strong bias towards the
Judge? Is it a product of our education system? Are
we knocking that childlike curiosity and can-do
attitude out of people in their formative years?
Maybe Judges are what companies are looking
for when they recruit individuals. Do employers
view commercial rigour as a more important
competency than creative flair? Perhaps the realities
and pressures of day-to-day work are just not
conducive to the more exploratory, experimental
front end of the creative process. Is there simply
not the time available for Explorers and Detectives
to weave their magic in the workplace?
The question that companies should be asking
themselves now during the COVID-19 era links
back to the IBM study: which competency should
they be championing? In a period when everything
is going to be in a state of flux, when nothing
will be certain and everything will need to be
questioned and re-examined, they need to decide
if they want logic or magic. Do they need people
with the ability to look for imaginative solutions
or people to look after the profit and loss
statement? The answer is surely both, but the
balance needs to be 50:50 rather than the current
80:20 or 70:30 in favour of the former, because
we need both the analysts and the mavericks.
If this is the case, there are three things that
companies must do.
1. Ensure they are recruiting Explorers and
Detectives and that the recruitment process
itself is designed to uncover those people who
excel at both. Hiring somebody with a 2:1 degree
in business from a Russell Group university
might not be the automatic answer anymore.
How about taking a chance on an ambitious,
hard-working 19-year-old, fresh out of school

The ﬁve core creative behaviours
Explorer

Judge

Always curious, always inquisitive
about the world outside. Ideas
forever popping into their head
and continually asking the
questions ‘why?’ or ‘why not?’.

Every creative process requires
somebody to make hard
choices between different
options, using both a rational
head as well as gut feel.

Detective

Conductor

Very comfortable sifting through
mountains of data, spotting
interesting patterns, making
connections and identifying
gems with potential.

Skilled at facilitating the
creative process. Understands
which creative behaviours are
required when, and who is
strongest at which one.

Architect
The builder of ideas. Impatient
to progress from the conceptual
to the concrete. Able to clearly
and succinctly communicate
ideas to others.
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Creativity gap

‘What kind of individual
do businesses require in
this tumultuous, unstable
and unpredictable
environment if they are
going to survive and thrive?’

and brimming with ideas, who can’t wait to
get stuck into the real world?
2. Put into place development programmes that
encourage every individual in the company to
strengthen all their creative muscles. Provide
them with opportunities to learn in the way that
generation Z and millennials are now accustomed
to – online, bite-sized, visual, dynamic. I believe
the classroom is dead.
3. Work hard to create a corporate environment
that tackles the three key killers of a creative
culture. Let’s find out more about these.
The three killers of creativity
In the GENIUS YOU study, the participants were
also asked one open-ended question: “Do you
have any suggestions for how your organisation
can improve creativity at work?” The findings
made for some interesting reading.
1. Time poverty: just over 10% of all responses
to the question complained that there was
insufficient time available in the workplace
to allow the creative juices to flow. One said:
“Our biggest downfall within the business is
not giving enough time to creative thinking.
We need to put importance on thinking as
much as doing. The team are constantly
executing projects but spending little time
crafting new creative ideas.”
2. Process overload: of all the responses, 12%
indicated that many organisations are swamped
by myriad processes and procedures, structures
and systems that simply serve to clog up the
working day. Companies are also extinguishing
the creative spark by installing an overabundance
of committees, checks and reviews at different
stages of the creative process.
3. A lack of brainstorm workshops: a dearth of
brainstorming time was pointed towards by 18%
of responses. Employees remain chained to their
computers, unable to leave them for a couple of
hours or days in order to share and build ideas
with colleagues. It doesn’t take a mathematician
to work out that point one plus point two
probably adds up to point three.
So, what can we do to create more time and
space for creativity? After all, isn’t COVID-19
giving us the burning platform we need? Has there
ever been a time in our working lives when it has
been more important to find creative solutions to
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the constraints and challenges placed in front of
us? The simple answer is ‘no, never’. In gardening
terms, it’s important that companies pick the
right seeds to plant, but it’s equally important that
they prepare the soil so that the seeds have every
chance to grow and flourish.
I believe that businesses should do three things.
1. Process pruning: take a good, hard look at all
the processes in place and work out which ones
really add value to the business. If they don’t add
sufficient value to merit a place at the corporate
table, then prune back hard. It’s unlikely that
anybody is going to complain about not having
to fill in a template or two.
2. Allow space to breathe: the net effect of a
hard process prune is that all of a sudden the
clutter will begin to clear away and companies
will start to enjoy a strong sense of catharsis.
It will be that same feeling gardeners get when
as part of the autumn sweep all the weeds are
dug up, the lawn is given its final trim and all
the dead leaves are disposed of. The garden is
given the equivalent of a short back and sides,
and you are gifted with the space to create
when spring returns.
3. Use the time wisely: the absence of commuting
time for many of us will only serve to increase the
amount of mind space available. The trick is to
use it productively. Instead of filling it with more
boring bureaucracy, how about inserting a weekly
Zoom/Microsoft Teams session, involving a
random selection of colleagues, who meet up to
tackle a challenge the business is currently facing?
An opportunity to bring together a set of disparate
and diverse minds with fresh perspectives.
Interestingly, the one problem highlighted in the
GENIUS YOU study that drew most responses
(almost 23%) was an absence of cross-pollination
in the business. In other words, the one resource
that companies have in abundance is the one thing
they are least exploiting – their people.
So, in summary, we are living in an uncertain
and unpredictable world right now, and this will
likely remain the case for some years to come. It
will present us with many constraints, but it is up
to us to view these constraints as beautiful. See
them as opportunities rather than as threats. In
order for this positive mindset to flourish, we
have to make sure that we recruit the right people
in the first place – a balance between analysts
and mavericks. But if the latter are going to weave
their magic in the workplace, then the conditions
at work (or at home) must allow them to do so.
Seeds, soil, time and space to breathe are the
prerequisites for any stunning garden. They are
also the critical ingredients of any successful
creative process.
Mark Simmonds, creativity, insight and innovation
expert and founder of GENIUS YOU. For more
information on how your organisation can maximise
its creative potential, contact mark@geniusyou.co.uk
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Office politics

Navigating politics
in the workplace
“I’m not political, others are.” You may believe that, but,
says Joanna Gaudoin, ofﬁce politics are unavoidable.
However, with the right approach they can be managed
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he words ‘office politics’ provoke
predominantly negative thoughts.
And when an organisation’s office
politics are negative, the repercussions
can be significant. These are likely to
include decreased productivity and
project progress, staff absence due to
stress or sickness, mistrust leading to
an unpleasant environment and loss of
valuable talent – a cocktail of negativity
that affects business performance and
stunts careers. Opting out isn’t a choice
if you want to progress in your career.
The challenge is that nobody thinks
they are political themselves, so it is
blamed on others. However, our actions
make sense to us because they are based
on our beliefs, values and assumptions.
Without that insight, it is unlikely that
others will always understand our
(usually) innocent motives for our
actions and the decisions we make.
This becomes a real problem when
these patterns and behaviours embed.
For example, the belief that a certain
colleague is always critical of our
proposals for change at work. Consider
how that is likely to make you behave
and communicate your next proposal:
probably not in a focused, positive way.
You’ll either be on the defensive or
you’ll lack confidence. Neither is likely
to inspire the desired response from
that colleague, which reinforces your
original belief. Hopefully you can see
how this sort of situation breeds
ongoing negativity.
This self-fulfilling prophecy needs to
be broken for a more positive situation
to arise. We can’t change other people’s
behaviour except by changing our own,
so the ability to ‘act as if the belief we
hold doesn’t exist’ comes into play.

I am often asked: “Is it possible for
office politics not to exist?”. My candid
reply is: “Not really.” Where you have
people with different beliefs, values and
assumptions, this would be hard to
achieve. It can be positive though, with
an understanding and appreciation of
what office politics are and why they
occur, as well as insight into how we are
as individuals and how that shapes our
behaviour. On a simple level, that means
considering how our actions could come
across to others. There is a diagnostic
you can use to understand how you
might be perceived and the behaviours
you should work on. If things are really
negative, you may need expert help to
work through your political challenges.
In the short term, thinking about your
own behaviours, the potential point of

view of others and considering how you
can develop your skills in the following
areas can be a great start:
communication;
networking;
influencing; and
factor X (skills that don’t fit into the
other categories).
Office politics don’t disappear when
we are all working at home. Some of
the day-to-day ‘pain’ may be absent, but
the pandemic is unlikely to have shifted
workplace cultures and relationships. In
some ways, the situation becomes more
concerning. Interactions and behaviours
are all virtual, so we get a more limited
view of what is going on.
Discern how negatively political (or
not) your organisation is, and think
about what you can do to be more
politically intelligent.
Visit tinyurl.com/BAM-OPWebinar
to listen to the 55-minute webinar on
this topic.
To discuss this in more detail or to
request the follow-up materials, email
joanna.gaudoin@insideoutimage.co.uk
Joanna Gaudoin, Managing Director,
Inside Out Image, specialises in helping
professionals and organisations improve
performance and achieve their goals.
insideoutimage.co.uk

‘Our actions make sense
to us because they are
based on beliefs, values
and assumptions’
icaew.com/bam
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Long-term gain
It is important for companies to exercise social responsibility. William Hughes of
Mazars explains why we need to view sustainability as an investment, not a cost

W

ith a background that includes running a
farm in Zimbabwe and starting a textile
manufacturing business in South Africa,
sustainability has always been at the forefront of my
thinking. In fact, that textile business grew tenfold on
the back of a sustainability strategy, became the first
carbon-neutral textile manufacturing business in
Africa and pioneered sustainability reporting for SMEs.
Since exiting that business in 2015, I’ve been
consulting on sustainability, and I’m now a carbon
footprint analyst, accredited by the Institute of
Environmental Management and Assessment. I
joined Mazars in South Africa to help set up and run
their business sustainability service line, and I came
to the UK in August 2020 to lead on sustainability
services. My primary focus is to grow this area while
further strengthening Mazars’ position as a leader
in the sustainability/environmental, social and
governance (ESG) space.
With this in mind, Mazars has developed a unique,
online ESG health check, specifically aimed at privately
owned businesses (see right). This has been created in
collaboration with KudosOne, an ESG consultancy
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based in South Africa, and builds on many years’
experience in this field. The online tool has been
designed to be of good value and help businesses start
an enlightening ESG journey, taking them from ESG
awareness to addressing the issues involved.
Why ESG matters
While our economy isn’t perfect, it has led to a
structure where, all over the world, many have jobs
and income, governments are supported through the
taxes those jobs provide, and in turn this enables
public spending on education and healthcare. On
almost every front, people are better off today than at
any other time in history (see ourworldindata.org).
However, the pursuit of unlimited profit without
accountability for the bases on which those profits
were earned means that social, environmental and
community values have become separated from capital
in the pursuit of profit.
So, how do we create a financial system that serves
society effectively and how long should this take?
The answer points directly to behavioural change.
This is rarely achieved without some form of
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Sustainability

‘A company that is more committed
to the sustainability journey and
has embedded ESG into its wider
business strategy will be more
efﬁcient and resilient to change‘
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incentivisation. A classic example of this is the
remarkable work done by Discovery Health through
its Vitality programme. By managing the risk
exposure of its client base, it has entrenched its
business resilience and, at the same time, improved
the health of its clients.
The ESG aspects of a business have usually been
considered as separate and secondary to the financial
performance of a company.
This has been particularly prevalent within financial
markets, which are generally focused on short-term
results. Moreover, companies are currently only
legally beholden to their shareholders, not society. In
the interest of short-term performance measurement,
companies often decide to make the short-term profit
decision at the expense of negative environmental
and social impacts.
However, good corporate citizenry does exist
and always has. Many companies are either purpose
driven or have excellent leadership with an interest in
more than just their own short-term wealth. Matters
have become more interesting in recent years, with
financial performance data being tracked for those
companies with high levels of ESG awareness.
The origins of ESG can be traced as far back as
the early church policies of negative screening for
their portfolios (no gambling, no alcohol etc).
However, it really came into the spotlight in the
1980s, following the Exxon Valdez oil disaster,
when shareholders began asking questions about
how to avoid future incidents and the associated
risk to share value. The sanctions against South
Africa during the apartheid era were also a prime
example of this thinking.
The way forward
The responsible investment movement is born,
and more funds are waking to the opportunities
for superior returns, as well as having a lasting and
positive impact on the world. It is now a fact that
banks, pensions and investment funds employ ESG
criteria to a much larger extent than has been done
in the past and, as the movement grows, so do the
support structures around it and the various tools
for enabling these responsible investment practices.
Green bonds and social or environmental impact
bonds are some of the innovative financial structures
emerging to deal with very specific challenges, such
as climate change, energy and social issues.
The movement has gathered significant momentum
and the United Nations Principles for Responsible
Investment boasts a membership representing assets
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under management in excess of $103trn, up from
$20trn just 10 years ago.
The business case is emerging that active ESG
management is directly linked to superior financial
performance. We now have the ingredients for an
incentivisation strategy that demonstrates that
purpose and profit aren’t mutually exclusive.
ESG indicators are varied and numerous. The key
to any successful strategy is prioritisation and this
will vary from business to business. It is vital that
businesses understand how their business activities
can potentially have a negative and severe impact on
the environment and people. The most negative and
severe issues are those likely to correlate as the most
important to your business. These need to be tracked
and measured.
A company that is more committed to the
sustainability journey and has embedded ESG into
its wider business strategy will be more efficient and
more resilient to change. The 2021 message is clear:
directors and investors need to pay attention to ESG
to properly fulfil their fiduciary duties.
The evidence is overwhelming. The groundswell of
demand for change in society is deafening. Not only
has the availability of ESG-based capital become way
more attractive, it is most probably the single most
transformative power of our time.
William Hughes, Sustainability Services Lead, Mazars

How the Mazars ESG health check works
At Mazars, we have developed
a unique online ESG health
check to start businesses on
their ESG journey and provide a
foundation to move from simple
awareness to engagement,
measurement, behavioural
change and ﬁnally to becoming
an ESG innovator.
The good news is that
incorporating ESG into your
business does not need to be
expensive or time-consuming
– this online tool has been
designed to take about
20 minutes. We can show
you how to future-proof your
business while also being a
responsible member of
corporate society.
Acting sustainably should
not be seen as a cost but
as an investment, and that
return on investment needs
to be monitored.
The health check includes
an assessment of your current

ESG status backed by an
action plan to best address
your next steps. You will be
introduced to the United
Nations Global Compact 10
principles, the International
Finance Corporation
Performance Standards and
the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals (SDG).
We will then show you which
SDG goals are most appropriate
for your business.
Once completed, Mazars
will provide you with a report,
which will then form the basis
for a consultation.
For more information on
Mazars sustainability services
and our ESG health check,
please contact Richard Karmel
at richard.karmel@mazars.co.uk;
William Hughes at william.
hughes@mazars.co.uk; or
visit the Mazars’ health check
web page at tinyurl.com/
BAM-Mazars

27

Hindsight, insight, foresight
Carolyn Clarke explores how internal audit is paramount in
creating a stronger and more resilient organisation

I

nternal audit has come of age in recent years.
Once a function that primarily focused on the
testing of financial controls and the poor cousin
of external audit, it has been revolutionised to take
its place as a critical element of a sound system of
internal control and risk management, underpinned
by the requirements of the UK Corporate Governance
Code and associated Financial Reporting Council
Guidance for Audit Committees.
A fundamental element of the three lines model
of governance and risk management, internal audit
brings risk and assurance expertise to issues that
are integral to the survival and prosperity of any
organisation – matters such as reputation, growth,
the organisation’s impact on the environment and
the way it treats its employees. Internal audit
should bring hindsight in learning from past
experience, insight into current operations and
practices, and forward-focused foresight to create
a stronger and more resilient organisation.
Essentially, internal audit must provide an
objective and balanced view of risks and risk
management, first and foremost for the board,
to enable directors to fulfil their stewardship
responsibilities in the assessment of risk and
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associated controls. The Internal Audit Codes of
Practice (the Codes), for all companies and for
financial services specifically, require a primary
reporting line to the Chair of the Audit Committee
to anchor and underpin this independence. All
organisations face risk and directors are required to
be thoughtful in the amount and nature of risk they
take in delivering their strategic goals and purpose.
The Codes emphasise that internal audit should
provide an assessment of the effectiveness of
governance and controls over prioritised categories
of risk – financial and non-financial – within the
risk appetite levels established by the board.
A level of assurance
While assurance over the core processes of the
organisation such as finance and technology is
critical, the assessment of strategic risks, culture
and behaviours will drive value and insight.
Experienced internal auditors will be able to take
seemingly unauditable issues and evaluate the
underlying processes or outcomes. This will give
directors a level of assurance that their judgements
and deliberations, and underlying management
information, are appropriate, or show where
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Internal audit

changes need to be implemented. In doing so, the
function will consider both upside and downside
risk, with the Head of Internal Audit acting as a
strategic adviser to the directors.
The success of internal audit is driven by what
it covers and the approach, positioning, impact
and influence it is able to have with management
at all levels. A commonly used metaphor is that
of a doctor. Internal audit cannot shy away from
delivering difficult messages and being honest
about the causes of the issues identified. But
bedside manner is critical. Messages must be
delivered with pragmatism and empathy. The
Head of Internal Audit must use their judgement
to evaluate which issues are most significant or
material and report accordingly.
To really make a difference and create
improvement, they must be aligned with the
strategic purpose and commercial priorities
of the organisation, and have the interpersonal
qualities to influence. With the right experienced
individual leading the function and positioned at
the senior executive level, internal audit should be
the eyes and ears of the directors and management.
It should both protect and create value.
In delivering effective internal audit services,
internal audit must conform with the Institute
of Internal Auditors’ International Professional
Practices Framework, the International Standards
for the Professional Practice of Internal Auditing,
and the Code of Ethics. In a similar manner to the
standards set for external auditors, these include
requirements that evidence professionalism and
build trust, setting out specific expectations in
relation to: the assessment of risk; determining the
audit universe; planning the overall plan; scoping
individual activities; execution of the audit work;
engagement with stakeholders; reporting; and
follow-up of identified actions.
The requirements are based on principles and
it is for the Head of Internal Audit to determine
how to pragmatically and proportionately interpret
them. These standards are augmented in the financial
services sector, particularly by the requirements of
the regulators. Public sector auditors must follow
the Public Sector Internal Audit Standards.
In addition to the broader scope of internal audit
compared with the external auditor – covering all
risks, as opposed to only financial risks – internal
audit differs from external audit in relation to the
nature of reporting generally adopted. Internal
audit will assess the effectiveness of controls
in mitigating risks in accordance with risk
appetite, and will identify weakness or areas for
improvement in the maturity of the control
environment. This will often result in a graduated
outcome, usually colour coded, with red being
reports that represent a significant risk to the
organisation without further action, and green
being those where the underlying activities are
appropriately managed and controlled. Leading
internal audit functions are increasingly looking
to work with the first and second line in a way
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‘Internal audit cannot shy
away from delivering difﬁcult
messages and being honest
about the causes of the
issues identiﬁed’
that delivers real-time or continuous assurance,
enabling improvements to be made before they
result in a specific incident or issue. The fact that
internal audit sits within the organisation enables
a closer relationship and familiarity with the issues
than may be present with the external auditors,
while the reporting line to the Audit Committee
ensures that independent thinking is maintained.
A key indicator of effectiveness is the value that
arises from the actions identified as a result of
audit work. It is important these are specific and
actionable in relation to the activities and processes
that are audited but also that thematic issues and
levers be identified. Internal audit has a unique
ability to look across all parts of the organisation:
functions; processes; management layers; divisions;
products; and geographic locations. The function
should be focused on the concerns most critical
to management and wider stakeholders, in areas
such as: the potential for fraud or security lapses;
the delivery of non-financial targets, including
environmental, social and governance priorities;
and the performance and risk culture. It can identify
systematic concerns and opportunities, and provide
early-warning indicators for management, so long
as they are prepared to listen and engage.
Innovate, learn and strive
A strong internal audit function should drive
success in the organisation. A Formula One racing
driver will only succeed and win championships
if they have complete confidence that they can
push the car to its technical limits. This means,
most importantly, knowing that the brakes will
work when they need to. The same is true of
organisational success. Organisations can innovate,
learn and strive for growth if they have confidence
that the underpinning foundation of controls are
designed to manage risks appropriately and that
they operate in line with expectations.
Internal audit can be thankless: no one notices
the incidents that are avoided when operations run
smoothly. The Head of Internal Audit will often be
the messenger that has to relay difficult messages
at the highest level, willingly exposing themselves
to challenge. In driving for resilience, directors and
management should look closely at often hidden
assets and talents that exist within their team.
ICAEW’s Internal Audit hub (tinyurl.com/
BAM-InternalAudit) provides a range of resources.
Carolyn Clarke, Founder and CEO, Brave Consultancy
and a member of ICAEW’s Internal Audit Panel
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Listen…

Our regular roundup of the latest books, podcasts
and more on all aspects of business

Read...
Creating Value Through Technology
by Andrew Hampshire (Bloomsbury Business, £25)
The role technology plays in business has grown exponentially
over the past few years. To ensure their businesses don’t get
left behind, CEOs need to be more tech savvy than ever.
Andrew Hampshire, Chief Technology Officer at Gresham
House plc, provides a guide to the available technologies and
offers insight into how their implementation can help increase
revenues and raise profitability. It’s written in clear, easily
understandable language, so it’s accessible to all business
leaders, whatever their level of expertise. Covering everything
from websites and marketing to streamlining working practices
and processes, this is technology looked at from a pragmatic
business/financial point of view, and will equip non-experts
with enough knowledge to not feel bamboozled by a tech
person speaking incomprehensible jargon.
Hampshire has focused on technologies that are common
and applicable to most business environments, and are more
likely to add demonstrable value. There’s plenty of practical
guidance through all areas of tech in business, and readers
can dip in and out of sections, depending on what’s needed.
Overall, this is a useful guide for anyone in business who
wants to harness technology for the benefit of their company.

The Management Delusion: What if we’re doing it all
wrong? by Matt Casey (DoThings Publishing, £14.99)
We’ve all had a manager who’s the opposite of inspirational,
right? Many of us will have had more bad managers than good.
That was the experience of Matt Casey, who has worked in the
IT industry and was hired by Yell.com to transform Moonfruit
into a self-sufficient business. His response over the following
three years was to remove all management structures, along
with performance reviews, pay reviews, one-on-ones and status
updates. The business turned a profit in each of those years.
Casey shares his thoughts on why traditional management
doesn’t work and explains his principle of ‘minimum effective
management’. The aim is to create workplaces that everyone
can thrive in. It’s not about not learning the usual management
techniques, it’s about learning to truly care about your team and
give them the chance to blossom and contribute. There are six
pillars to minimum effective management: keep management
activities simple; assume people will do a good job; automate
and decentralise; give people real autonomy; group recognition;
and open information. Casey regards these as non-negotiable.
He discusses his views on traditional management ‘essentials’
such as one-on-ones and performance reviews, explaining why
we shouldn’t be slaves to their importance, but he is keen to
avoid turning the book into an instruction manual. It’s a
thought-provoking outlook and worth reading if only to
challenge your own preconceptions.
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How I Built This with
Guy Raz
A US journalist interviews the
founders of the world’s most
innovative and best-known
companies, from beauty guru
Bobbi Brown to Patreon
founders Jack Conte and
Sam Yam. Good storytelling
with inspirational people.
tinyurl.com/BAM-GuyRaz
HBR IdeaCast
A regular podcast from
Harvard Business Review,
with a star-studded roster
of guests talking about the
latest thinking in business
and management, including
Martin Lindstrom expanding
on the perils of bureaucracy
(see page 15). A podcast as
authoritative as you’d expect.
tinyurl.com/BAM-IdeaCast
Money Talks from
Economist Radio
Every Tuesday, editors
and correspondents from
The Economist give their
take on the economy,
markets and business.
tinyurl.com/BAM-Economist

Watch…
The Offer You Can’t Refuse
If you enjoyed reading his
explanation of the essential
customer experience trends
on page 12, head to Steven
Van Belleghem’s YouTube
channel and hear him talk
about what’s inﬂuencing
customer experience in the
21st century, using the
Muppets as an example.
tinyurl.com/BAM-StevenVB
What’s your favourite
podcast? Do you have a
must-read blog or go-to guru
for inspirational videos? Share
your recommendations for
business and managementrelated content by emailing
dipak.vashi@icaew.com
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Adapt to change
EXPERT GUIDANCE IN CHANGING TIMES
JOIN AN ICAEW FACULT Y TODAY
Visit icaew.com/faculties for the latest offers

We provide the expert knowledge, trusted guidance
and practical support you need to adapt and thrive
in times of change.
We’re here to support you in your role whether you’re
in business or practice; to enhance your professional
development and enrich your life-long learning.
ICAEW Faculties are centres of technical excellence;
the leading source of know-how in the world of
DFFRXQWLQJEXVLQHVVDQGŵQDQFH
We’re here to support you when you need us most.

Choose to join any of the following faculties today:
• Audit and Assurance
• Business and Management
• Corporate Finance
• Financial Reporting
• Financial Services: Banking, Insurance
and Investment Management
• Tax
• Tech (includes the Excel Community*)
If you are interested in more than one faculty,
join Faculties Online**, and gain digital access
to the resources of all seven ICAEW Faculties.
Find out more at icaew.com/faculties

Faculty membership is open to all – you don’t need to be an ICAEW member to join
* You can join the Excel Community separately
** excludes access to eIFRS

Fixed Price Motor Insurance

£999^

A simple solution for your motor insurance
To arrange your motor insurance, or ﬁnd out more,
call our Motor Team on

03714 542 258

^Premium inclusive of Insurance Premium Tax (IPT charged at appropriate rate)
This scheme excludes Teslas plus vehicles valued in excess of £150,000, as well as certain
specialist, rare, classics, supercars or imported vehicles.
Primary insured must be over 30 years. Acceptance restrictions apply for conviction and
claims experience.
This scheme is not suitable for cars registered in a company name.
The Fixed Priced Motor Insurance product is arranged by Aon UK Limited and is provided
by Aviva Insurance Limited.
Aon UK Limited is authorised and regulated by the Financial Conduct Authority. Aon UK
Limited is registered in England and Wales. Registered number: 00210725. Registered
Office: The Aon Centre, The Leadenhall Building, 122 Leadenhall Street, London EC3V 4AN.
Tel: 020 7623 5500 FP.APC.2784.LM

