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A QUESTION:

Why knowledgeable, experienced and 
intelligent people at the top of organisations 
frequently make bad decisions, particularly 

when it comes to human resources?



HUMAN LIMITS 
IN STRATEGY IMPLEMENTATION: 

RATIONAL VERSUS “IRRATIONAL” CHANGE 

§ Strategic change often fails because 
organisations do not take the HR (people) 
implications into consideration – particularly their
“human” (irrational) side

§ Need to understand how the human brain forms 
its judgments



LITTLE GREY CELLS

§ What does the brain really need? 
§ What puts the brain into a good place where it 

is more willing to collaborate?

§ For the brain it’s all about survival, that's the 
key thing brain wants to do!



SCARF MODEL (Rock, 2008)

Data gathered through MRI (a measure of brain activity) 
show that physiological response is triggered in the same 
way as a physical threat when we experience threats to our:
§ Status (our relative importance to others), 
§ Certainty (our being able to predict the future – e.g., 

change introduces a degree of unpredictability about the 
future and that sends the brain into a flight/fight state –
that’s why we need to be informed – our brain craves 
information so that we can have a sense of control in 
order to “survive”), 

§ Autonomy (our sense of control over events), 
§ Relatedness (our sense of safety with others), and 
§ Fairness (our perception of fair exchanges between 

people) 



IRRATIONAL V RATIONAL THINKING

Nobel Prize winner Daniel Kahneman (2011)
established that our brains operate on two different
systems of thought:
§ “System 1” refers to our snap, intuitive
(“irrational”, emotional) judgments
§ “System 2” is used consciously to solve problems
in a more rational way

What we believe is objective thinking is often our
attempts to confirm what we already have decided
instinctively!



CREATING A “FELT NEED” FOR CHANGE

§ Negative employee attitudes towards change 
often characterised as irrational resistance 

§ People’s brains impact on how they react to 
change (e.g., SCARF model)

§ Information and frequent communication 
explaining the what and the why behind a 
strategic decision are some of the most effective 
ways to create a “felt” need for change, because 
they reduce uncertainty



POINTING TO THE OBVIOUS:
PEOPLE ARE WHAT THEY THINK, FEEL, 

AND BELIEVE IN

§ When there’s a “felt” need for change, people 
“unfreeze” their belief in the status quo and 
become receptive to change  (Brown et al., 2017)

§ Employees’ sense of the fairness of the change 
process and its intended outcome is important to 
take into account – they may even go against 
their own self-interest if the situation violates 
other notions they have about fairness and 
justice



A QUESTION

Do you think it is possible to change your 
employees' behaviour without them even 
realising?



LOTTERY TICKET EXPERIMENT

§ Half the participants are randomly assigned a 
lottery ticket number

§ The other half were asked to write down any 
number they would like on a blank ticket

§ Just before drawing the winning number, the 
researchers offer to buy back the tickets from 
their holders

§ What do you think was the result?
§ And why?



LOTTERY TICKET EXPERIMENT (cont.)

§ Researchers had to pay at least five times 
more to those who came up with their own 
number!

§ The reason for this is the very human nature: 
when we choose for ourselves, we are far 
more committed to the outcome



NUDGE THEORY
§ Nudge theory – the science behind subtly leading people 

into the “right” decision (Burt, 2019)
§ Nudges - subtle interventions used to influence people’s 

behaviour by steering the choices people make
§ “Choice architecture” - a design of different ways in which 

choices can be presented to people
§ The choices may be our own, but the context is important -

our environment informs our decision-making 
§ Nudging recognises that System 1 thinking often overrides 

the more rational process when making decisions 
§ Richard Thaler (“Godfather of Nudge Theory”) won Nobel 

Prize for economics in 2017



“NUDGE UNIT”

§ UK Government founded the Behavioural 
Insights Team (known as the Nudge Unit) to 
improve social outcomes using low-cost 
interventions 

§ An example: from spring 2020, everyone will be 
considered to have no objection to becoming 
an organ donor, unless they specifically register 
to opt out

§ is expected to save 700 lives a year
§ This change counts on most people’s tendency 

not to act



SOME EXAMPLES OF WORKPLACE 
NUDGING

§ Pension auto-enrolment strategy: a classic 
example of a “low hassle” nudge which 
capitalised on individual inertia by changing 
pensions to a standard opt-out rather than opt-in 
scheme. 

§ To persuade people out of the office during 
breaks (“healthy body, healthy mind”)  an 
organisation installed blue painted footprints  
trail marking safe walking routes around the site. 
“People ask what they are for, and we tell them 
to see where they end up. There’s your nudge –
they’re out of the office.” 



POSSIBLY THE MOST FAMOUS 
EXAMPLE OF NUDGING

§ A small house-fly painted on the urinals in 
Amsterdam’s Schiphol airport

§ A tiny intervention but highly effective- reduced 
unpleasant spillage by 80 per cent on the 
basis that when presented with a target, men 
instinctively aim for it!!  J



DIFFERENT DISCIPLINES 
LOOK AT THE ISSUE

A variety of disciplines focus on increasing our 
understanding of how humans interpret their 
environment and choose to act, e.g.: 
§ Neuroscience: a science of the brain, i.e., the 

study of the anatomy and physiology of the 
brain

§ Behavioural science: mix of psychology and 
economics - used to manage the irrational 
mind, employing techniques such as nudging 
to change people’s behaviour and have a 
positive effect on business 



SUMMARY

Why do knowledgeable, experienced and 
intelligent people at the top of organisations 
frequently make bad decisions, particularly 
when it comes to human resources? 

Some of the main reasons for this are that the 
strategic leaders:
§ expect rational response from others 
§ don’t understand enough how people –

including themselves - interpret their 
environment and choose to act



A QUESTION

What are the implications of all this for HR?



IMPLICATIONS FOR HR

While HR profession spends much of its time creating 
policies, designing effective interventions demands 
consideration of how people think and what influences 
their behaviour (“the behavioural science of HR”)
By persuading people towards choices rather than 
mandating behaviours at work, it is possible to create 
lasting change in: 
§ Strategic planning (influencing strategic leaders 

about company strategy)
§ Company strategy implementation / change 

management (influencing managers  and 
employees)



THANK YOU!

Any questions?


