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Of course, learning is always a choice. We can choose to learn 
from our experience, or not. We can choose to apply what we 
have learned to change how we live and work, or not. 

At the time of writing, the global pandemic is far from over. 
And it seems entirely possible that we will fail to learn anything 
from the experience, or that we will fail to apply that learning to 
create change. 

This paper is an attempt to capture some of the important 
things we have learned from the pandemic and to provide some 
guidance around how we might use that learning to change 
things. Our agenda concerns learning and change in the context 
of organisations of all sizes, across all sectors, in every part 
of the world. Specifically, we want to explore the concept of 
human-centred organisations. 

This focus reflects Impact’s 41-year commitment to using the 
power of learning to liberate human potential. Through this 
process, we help organisations to be more powerful forces for 
good in the world, and we believe that in the face of urgent, 
collective, global challenge, now is the time for action.

The global pandemic has offered us an opportunity to learn about our world,  
our experience of living in it, and our relationships with the planet and each other. 

Introduction
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The big three interconnected challenges are:

On global heating, scientists estimate that average global 
temperatures have now increased by 1.02°C since 1880i. Carbon 
dioxide levels in the atmosphere now stand at 416 parts per 
million (ppm)ii, well above the 350ppm threshold of what is 
considered ‘safe’ and heading towards the 450ppm where 
we risk runaway heating effects. Although increases in CO2 
concentrations slowed a little in 2020, it has not curbed the 
overall increasing trend and we are still adding around 2.4ppm 
year on yeariii.

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) state 
that in order to have even a 50% chance of remaining below 1.5°C 
warming, global CO2 emissions must now decline by about 45% 
from 2010 levels by 2030, reaching net zero around 2050iv. We 
have a decade to act, but we are already 18 months in and we are 
still moving in the wrong direction, fast.

Secondly, on biodiversity loss, the WWF 2018 Living Planet 
Report concluded that wildlife populations have fallen by 
more than two-thirds in less than 50 yearsv. In 2019, the UN 
Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity 
and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) produced a report that found 
‘around one million animal and plant species are now threatened 
with extinction, many within decades, more than ever before in 
human history.’ The implications of these losses are irreversible; 
once a species is extinct there is no bringing it back and this will 
have consequences for all of us. 

You don’t need to be an expert to understand that we are in the middle of multiple 
crises, which could have catastrophic consequences for our collective future. 

The need for change
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Finally, the third of the three problems is social inequality. As 
of 2019, the richest 1% owned 43% of the world’s wealthvi. From 
March – December 2020, global billionaire wealth increased 
by $3.9 trillionvii, whilst global workers’ combined earnings fell 
by $3.7 trillion over the same period, as millions lost their jobs 
during the pandemicviii. The implications of these trends and 
the resulting shifts in social cohesion and trust are clear (see 
this IMF research paper for more). Social cohesion and trust are 
central to the effective functioning of society and have a major 
impact on quality of life. (For more on the negative social and 
economic impacts of income and wealth inequality see the work 
of the Equality Trust.)

What these three crises all highlight is a deeply worrying 
inability to respond at the scale and speed they demand. 
Change is urgently required in our use of fossil fuels, in the 
protection of the natural world, and in the economic and social 
effects of inequality. But despite the efforts of many, all of the 
data suggests that we are simply not moving far enough or fast 
enough to secure our collective future on earth.

Our organisations, of all sizes, shapes and sectors, are central to 
our ability to respond to these challenges and to our collective 
ability to change. From government departments to voluntary 
community groups, enterprising start-ups to global multi-
nationals, organisations are the primary vehicle for getting  
things done in society. 

But how we ‘do’ organisations – how we design, operate, 
structure, lead, manage and change them – all seems to be 
stuck in a narrative of mediocrity or worse. We seem to apply 
a standard template in the creation of organisations. They all 
look the same, they function in largely the same way, and they 
are structured in ways that are depressingly familiar, despite 
the huge variety of context, purpose and change happening all 
around us.  

It’s not as if we’ve found a formula that actually works in most 
cases. Sadly, our collective experience of working within 
organisations could be significantly improved. Gallup tracked 
global employee engagement levels from 2014 – 2016, and 
found that over that period, an average of only 15% of employees 
could be regarded as engaged in their workix. The varying data for 
regional disengagement at work is reproduced below.

The need for change: Continued
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What these three crises all 
highlight is a deeply worrying 

inability to respond at the 
scale and speed they demand

https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/wp/2016/wp16176.pdf
https://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/about-inequality/latest-research
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Fig. 1. Gallup Global 
Employee Engagement 

Scores 2014–2016

*Within each region, results were weighted proportionally by population size in each country.
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It seems likely that the majority of employees in our global 
organisations are either not engaged or actively disengaged – 
acting out their unhappiness in lots of negative ways. But does 
engagement really matter? Perhaps the ends justify the means 
if our organisations are still productive? Indeed, one way of 
looking at organisational effectiveness is through productivity 
data, asking questions such as: Are our organisations continuing 
to improve productivity rates? Are they getting more effective 
and efficient? Are they learning and growing successfully? In 
reality, productivity growth was weak leading up to the 2008 
financial crisis and has not yet recovered. Economic productivity 
data can be complex to gather and interpret, but productivity 
matters, a lot. As Paul Krugman observes ‘Productivity isn’t 
everything, but in the long run it is almost everything’. It is the main 
source of lasting per capita income growth, which in turn is the 
primary driver of poverty reduction. One of the most recent 
and comprehensive studies on global productivity trends and 
policy responses is from the World Bankx, and their conclusions 
confirm that our organisations are failing to improve productivity 
across all economic activity.

Gallup and other organisations think there is a connection 
between low employee engagement scores and poor 
productivityxi. But organisations seem uncertain about their 
ability to effectively measure or evaluate productivity in the first 
place. For example, Gallup talked to 150 Chief Human Resource 
Officers (CHROs) in February 2021 to discuss post-pandemic 
productivity, only to observe that: ‘Productivity measurement was 
probably broken before the pandemic – and nobody is quite sure 
how to fix it.’xii

It is clear that we stand little chance of our organisations 
improving their collective performance on productivity if, 
individually, they are struggling to define, measure and track the 
productivity of their employees and processes.

One explanation for poor productivity is that organisations are 
less concerned with productivity and more concerned with 
delivering the wider social and economic benefits of providing 
lots of good, well paid jobs. However, it seems the opposite is 
the case. The International Labour Organisation (ILO) Annual 
Flagship Report 2020xiii adds weight to concerns about the 
underutilisation of people in the global employment market, in 
which over 470 million people have inadequate access to paid 
employment opportunities. Even those who do have access to 
paid work have no guarantee that it will be decent work, with 
61% of the global workforce (that’s two billion people) ‘informally’ 
employed. Furthermore, 19% of all those employed in 2019 
were not paid enough to lift themselves or their families out of 
poverty, earning less than $3.20 per day. 

It appears that the way we currently design and run our 
organisations fails on multiple levels: in providing a great place 
to work for employees, in being efficient and effective in terms of 
productivity, and in providing decent jobs and income to support 
families, communities and the economy. Clearly this isn’t the 
case for all organisations, indeed there are many examples 
of organisations that are forces for good in our economy and 
society, but evidence suggests that we need more of them, 
urgently. We need to change our approach.

The need for change: Continued
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In a sense, 2020 invited us all to look deeper. We were out 
of our comfort zones. Our familiar routines collapsed, and 
we were left to reconfigure our working lives in spaces and 
circumstances where there were no templates or useful 
best practices to deploy. Our work lives collided with our 
home lives in unfamiliar ways. For many, paid work became 
precarious as business survival became the only strategic 
intent. Too many lives and livelihoods were lost. 

We were invited to look deeper because of the need to make 
sense of it all. Of course, we could take the easy route and 
decide to learn nothing, denying that anything important 
happened and hoping that things will simply return to how 
they were. We could ignore the need to make sense of our 
experience, and to change how we live, how our companies 
operate, and how our society functions. But if we fail to learn 
from our experiences then we are doomed to repeat the 
patterns that led us into this struggle in the first place. Learning 
is always optional, but it is always fundamental to the process of 
change. As we say at Impact: ‘No learning, no change.’

As we move beyond the pandemic, we do so full of hope that 
this year will be better than the last. But hope is not a strategy. If 
we want our collective future to be better, then we have to seize 
the invitation to learn from our experience and approach the 
future with new wisdom. We have to make conscious choices 
about what learning we will take with us and what outdated or 
unhelpful beliefs we will leave behind. Given that the pandemic 
has taught us that radical change is possible at speed and scale, 
we need to use that learning to help us in the work of changing 
all organisations for the better.

In the world of organisational change, there are two things 
we hear all the time. Firstly, that change is inevitable – that 
organisations are, in fact, changing all the time. Secondly, that 
most change initiatives fail. If we put these together then it 
seems our organisations are constantly failing to change. Seems 
about right. 

It would be easy to write 2020 off as a terrible year and move on without 
a backwards glance. It would be easy because looking deeper is hard. 
Learning is hard. And deep learning is the hardest of all.

Hope is not a strategy. If we 
want our collective future to 

be better, then we have to 
seize the invitation to learn 

from our experience. 

Lessons on change from the pandemic
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Change is necessary, but change is also difficult, so generally 
we don’t do it unless we have to. Covid-19 provided a powerful 
example of a necessary change. We had no choice but to 
respond to the virus as a global community, both directly and 
systemically. And respond directly we did, with all the altruism, 
innovation, compassion, collaboration and community-
mindedness that defines what being human means.

We also had to respond in a systemic way, because the crisis 
shone a light on things that have been in urgent need of change 
for some time. In our economy, for example, we have been 
confronted with the paradox that those of us providing ‘essential 
services’ are actually amongst the most poorly paid in our 
society, and that poverty creates health inequalities as much as 
economic ones. 

Socially, we have confronted the truth that racism continues to 
scar, fragment and undermine our social cohesion. Politically, we 
discovered that some world leaders were not up to the task of 
crisis management, while others met the challenge successfully. 

The pandemic demonstrated that the difference between 
leading in a crisis successfully and unsuccessfully depends on 
the ability of a leader to combine a human-centred approach 
with expertise in managing complex systems. 

So, is there an important lesson in all of this for our work in 
changing our organisations? Perhaps it is this: we will only change 
our organisations successfully if the purpose underpinning those 
changes is to make the organisation more human. 

Why? Because we have learned that our humanity is the only 
thing that matters. 

In the teeth of pandemic, we avoided millions and millions 
more people dying because we reached for our particularly 
human gifts. We built a global community on a foundation of 
compassion, connection, collaboration and learning. We applied 
our humanity to work for each other, to care for each other, to 
save each other. We all became the meaning and the purpose. 

Being separated from friends, family and colleagues by the 
restrictions only served to reinforce the blurring of these 
categories, as we realised how vitally important we are to each 
other. It turns out that the most important transactions that 
take place are human-to-human transactions. These are the 
exchanges that matter beyond all others. But we lost sight of 
that somehow in our organisations. We forgot some things that 
are unshakably true. 

We forgot that all organisations are simply groups of people 
working in service to other groups of people. We forgot that 
all organisations are full of people with feelings, stories, 
relationships, hopes, dreams and soul, not employees, 
professionals, numbers, targets, or units.

We will only change our 
organisations successfully 

if the purpose underpinning 
those changes is to make the 

organisation more human.

And we forgot that people 
aren’t assets of an organisation; 
they are the organisation. 

Lessons on change from the pandemic: Continued
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We don’t work for an organisation; we work for each other. 
If you think this is wrong, try this. Imagine you want to show 
someone – let’s say an alien entirely unfamiliar with the world 
– your organisation. What do you show them? The buildings? 
The factory floor? The products? The services? The desks? 
The computers? The accounts? These things are just used 
or created by the organisation; they aren’t the organisation 
itself. The only thing you could show them that is real is your 
colleagues – the people and their relationships with each other. 
Organisations only exist because of the relationships between 
the people that work together. And organisations are created 
and recreated every day in their interactions, conversations, 
laughter, tears, hopes and fears. 

But the shame of it is that we have either forgotten or 
ignored this deep truth. And we have not only failed to create 
organisations that are places where our humanity can thrive 
and grow, but we have also intentionally built organisations 
that squeeze out our humanity in service to flawed ideas about 
efficiency through control. This means that, typically, when we 
try to change organisations, we continue to squeeze out the 
humanity from the process and are surprised and disappointed 
when the change doesn’t work.  

As well as reminding us about the importance of humanity in 
our organisations, the pandemic also demonstrated two other 
things. Firstly, that rapid change is possible in organisations 
– we no longer have to accept the idea that organisational 
change is difficult or impossible. Secondly, that we can change 
how we work at speed – we can learn new skills fast, adapt 
quickly, and find novel ways of working together. So perhaps the 
hopeful message emerging from the pandemic in relation to 
organisational change is that it is possible – and it is possible to 
do it quickly. 

Indeed, the organisational change prompted by the pandemic 
succeeded primarily because it was driven by human needs first: 
the need to keep everyone safe, to maintain salaries, to look 
after each other, and to show compassion for customers, clients 
and each other. In other words, organisational change works 
when it is human centred, when the purpose and outcome of 
those changes is to make the organisation a more human place 
to work.

The reason why so many organisational change initiatives fail 
is that they are not designed to make the organisation more 
human, instead they are designed to dehumanise. There is 
nothing more futile than taking an organisation that is simply a 
collection of people and trying to change it by dehumanising it.

There is nothing more futile 
than taking an organisation 

that is simply a collection of 
people and trying to change 

it by dehumanising it.

Lessons on change from the pandemic: Continued
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With this in mind, if organisations now want to respond 
positively and move towards a more human-centred 
approach, what should they do and how should they do it?

A logical place to start is at the beginning: what is the 
organisation actually trying to do? A human-centred 
organisation puts humanity at the heart of its purpose. It 
recognises that the organisation is simply a group of people 
working in service to another group of people. If that isn’t clear in 
the organisation’s stated purpose, then that is where the change 
needs to start. The idea of service is central. If the organisation, 
whether public, private or voluntary, doesn’t think that it is in 
service to humanity in some way, then it has lost any grip on the 
wider meaning driving its existence. The only reason to ever 
start an organisation is to create value through serving society. 
Value comes in lots of forms and, as we have seen through 
the pandemic, the thing we value most is relationships. When 
asked what we missed most about working remotely, it was our 
colleagues, the human connection, that gave meaning to our 
lives. This is what putting people at the heart of organisational 
purpose means.

Putting people at the heart of our organisational designs, operations and objectives 
shouldn’t be contentious. But the fact that that the pandemic helped us to discover 
how important this is only serves to illustrate how badly we have failed at it –  
how we have failed to prioritise people, to run their organisations successfully,  
and to contribute to the wider health of human society and the planet. 

Human-centred organisations
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Purpose and meaning: Start with the heart
The organisation is simply 
a group of people working 
in service to another group 
of people. If that isn’t clear 
in the organisation’s stated 

purpose, then that is where 
the change needs to start. 
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In practice, organisations could start by reflecting on their 
highest purpose and their moral centre. All organisations have 
multiple purposes at several different levels and the art of 
building a successful organisation is managing the trade-offs 
between these layered purposes. Every organisation should 
be able to articulate their highest purpose and it should speak 
powerfully to their humanity, to that of their employees, their 
customers, and the wider social fabric of which we are all a part. 
At Impact our highest purpose is to liberate human potential in 
organisations. This purpose motivates our work and animates 
our relationships with our clients and each other. 

All organisations either have a moral centre or a vacuum 
where their humanity should be. A moral centre explains the 
organisation’s commitment to be responsible and ethical in 
everything that it does. It is often the absence of a clear moral 
centre that makes an organisation a de-humanising place to be. 
As we will discuss later, trust is the vital fabric that makes any 
group of people work together effectively and without a moral 
centre, trust is impossible. 

One of the reasons an organisation might fail to be guided by a 
higher purpose and clear moral centre is if they see a difference 
between customer-centricity and employee-centricity. Too 
many organisations seek to describe and manage the customer 
experience and the employee experience differently. For 
example, many organisations treat customers as king (‘because 
they make us money’) and employees as disposable (‘because 
they cost money’). Human-centric organisations just see people, 
and they understand the symbiotic relationship between how 
employees are treated and how customers are treated – it is all 
just people working with and for other people. 

The role of meaning and purpose as a platform for 
organisational success isn’t new or particularly contentious. In 
his 1974 oral history of workxiv, Studs Terkel positioned meaning 
as equally important to financial reward in motivating the 
American worker: ‘Work is about a search…for daily meaning 
as well as daily bread, for recognition as well as cash, for 
astonishment rather than torpor.’ More recently, Harvard Business 
Review reported that they had found that nine out of ten people 
are willing to earn less money to do more meaningful workxv.

The role, value and function of organisational purpose has 
been much discussed. The idea of ‘meaningful work’ can seem 
elusive and many organisations have instrumentalised purpose 
and meaning as a way to try and create a commercial edge. 
It’s vital to recognise that purpose and meaning are crucial to 
us all in living fulfilling lives and that at the heart of a fulfilling 
life are our relationships with others. If an organisation is 
genuinely trying to make the world a better place for people, 
then articulating meaning and purpose as a defining feature of 
human-centricity should be easy. If an organisation is not trying 
to make the world a better place, then no amount of marketing 
spin is going to make a difference.

Human-centred organisations: Continued
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‘There’s nothing wrong 
with the reductionist 

method so long as  
we don’t confuse the 
method with the way  

the world actually works.’
Wes Jackson
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No organisation is an island. Every organisation is intrinsically 
dependent for their success on the wider social, economic 
and environmental context, on both local and global scales. 

The pandemic reminded us of the deep, systemic 
interconnectedness of life on our planet: what happened in 
a food market in China changed the lives of everyone on the 
planet; a failure to control a pandemic in one country impacts on 
all countries as new variants emerge.

Human-centric organisations reflect this by working to positively 
and actively shape the social, economic and environmental 
ecologies they are part of. They see no boundary between what 
is happening inside and outside the organisation; instead, they 
see only relationships, interconnection and interdependence. 

This isn’t about strengthening corporate social responsibility, 
green practices, new initiatives or charitable giving. It is about the 
fundamental understanding that all organisations need to work in 
a way that actively strengthens the fabric of our shared systems.

How organisations handle the ecology of relationships internally 
should mirror how they contribute to the collective ecology of 
relationships externally. How we treat employees should mirror 
how we treat customers and clients, which in turn, should mirror 
how we treat each other, how we treat the natural world, and 
how we contribute to the battle against climate heating.

Thinking and acting systemically isn’t easy, especially given 
that it requires a completely different mindset to the linear, 
extractive approach that has underpinned our standard 
economic thinkingxvi. But we have no choice other than to act 
systemically and to think differently, because the issues that 
confront us are systemic and complex. Before the pandemic we 
lost sight of the human interconnections between and across 
our complex systems. The pandemic helped us to rediscover 
our interdependence. Organisations now need to step up 
and operate ecologically and systemically in response to the 
difficulties and the opportunities we collectively face. 

In terms of these difficulties and opportunities, the primary 
difficulty is that we cannot seek to solve problems at the 
same level at which they were created; we need a new way 
of thinking about how our global systems need to work. And 
opportunity comes on the back of a potential ‘superabundance’ 
of free energy from the huge scaling up of renewable power 
generation. Free, abundant energy will transform the potential 
of our economy – from electrifying road and sea transportation, 
to scaling up desalination, to creating new materials, 3D printing 
technologies and so much more. 

Human-centred organisations: Continued

impactinternational.com

Ecology is everything
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As James Arbib, Tony Seba and Deepak Chopra put it a recent 
LinkedIn articlexvii about the challenges and opportunities 
ahead:

There are several interdependent movements, initiatives 
and institutions that are working to help organisations act 
ecologically. These include the thinking that underpins the 
Regenerative Economy and the Circular Economy, and 
initiatives like the B-Corp movement, which legally requires 
organisations to consider the impact of their decisions on their 
employees, customers, suppliers, community and environment.

Regenerative Economy thinking is a step forward beyond the 
sustainability agenda, acknowledging that we need our global 
systems and our organisations to actively work to regenerate 
our natural capital rather than just slow down our extractive 
consumption and do less harm.

In a 2021 update to their 2018 research reportxviii, Wunderman 
Thompson wanted to explore how the attitudes toward 
regenerative economic thinking had shifted as a result of the 
pandemic. They found that:

Human-centred organisations: Continued
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‘Humanity needs radically new mental 
approaches to manage this emerging 
reality. This cognitive revolution requires 
us to tap into human awareness—the 
creative wellspring of intelligence 
within Nature itself. This is a level of 
consciousness where all the systems and 
activities of humanity and the natural 
world are integrated, harmonised and 
mutually supportive. As we activate our 
inner potential we find the human values 
of security, compassion, connection, 
self-worth, and mutual respect that 
are needed to navigate this time of 
monumental transformation.’

Of respondents said that they expect businesses 
to play their part in solving big challenges like 
climate change and social justice

Of respondents agreed that people must  
be prepared to rethink the way we live and 
spend to tackle climate change

Of respondents are prepared to make  
dramatic changes to their lifestyle if it will  
help address climate change

86%

85%

70%

https://theobservatory.volans.com/
https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/circular-economy/concept
https://bcorporation.net/
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Fig 2: Summary  
from Wunderman 

Thompson research

Companies/brands should do a lot more  
to reduce their carbon impact

Sustainable practices should be  
a standard business practice

Companies/brands have a responsibility  
to take care of the planet and its people

I think its good that brands use their money and  
power to raise awareness of important issues

I expect businesses to play a part in solving  
challenges like climate change or social justice

I think companies should put people  
and planet before profit

Attitudes to company and brand sustainability behaviours. 
Percentage agree, all countries

Human-centred organisations: Continued
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89%

88%

88%

86%

86%

82%

Here’s a summary of the wider findings from the research 
that speaks to the need for our organisations to step up and 
act to help shape our collective global future.
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There are many companies that are now contributing their 
thinking and resources towards the creation of a more 
regenerative economy. They are recognising that the imperative 
to act responsibly has not gone away, but rather that it is no 
longer anywhere near enough. But we need more organisations 
to do this.

Here, for example, is Doug McMillon, CEO of Walmart, talking 
in September 2020 about Walmart’s commitment to a 
regenerative approach that goes beyond sustainability.

In his speech he ends by saying: ‘We want to go beyond 
sustainability to become a regenerative company dedicated 
to placing nature and humanity at the center of our business 
practices. Restore, renew, replenish. That’s regeneration. That’s a 
better world.’

Human-centric organisations act ecologically in ways that 
recognise that markets are simply human constructs that can 
serve the need to regenerate the natural and societal capital 
that all our futures depend upon. 

Human-centred organisations: Continued
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https://corporate.walmart.com/newsroom/videos/2020-regeneration-doug-mcmillon-speech
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‘You never really 
understand a 

system until you try 
and change it.’

Kurt Lewin

impactinternational.com
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Fig. 3. Learning 
Organisations from 
The Fifth Discipline  

by Peter Senge
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Human-centred organisations: Continued

A new learning organisation

The concept of a ‘learning organisation’ was popularised by 
Peter Senge in his seminal book, The Fifth Discipline: The art 
and practice of a learning organisationxix. 

Senge talked about the need for five interconnected ‘disciplines’ 
including the ability to think and act systemically – the vital ‘fifth 
discipline’.

Although the ideas within the book were very popular, somehow 
they failed to transform our organisations in the way that Senge 
suggested. However, the concept of a learning organisation 
remains hugely relevant, especially when discussing the need 
for organisations to be more human-centric in what they do and 
how they do it. This section explores that idea.

Perhaps one of the reasons why Senge’s work hasn’t been 
widely adopted is that in reality, all organisations are already 
learning organisations. All organisations are learning all the time, 
but in most cases the focus of that learning is to reinforce what 
we think we already know, to strengthen our commitment to our 
mental models of how the world works and to our organisations’ 
identities.

In such situations, learning is filtered through a sense of 
organisational identity which is constructed through largely 
historical narratives. This is normal, but Senge talked about the 
need for discipline in ‘being able to see the reality for what it is’ – 
not easy in a world of disinformation that is readily manipulated 
to support and reinforce individual identitiesxx.
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The issue for organisations isn’t that they are not learning 
organisations; it isn’t that they can’t learn. The issue is whether 
our organisations can actually learn something new. 

If all our organisations are just groups of people working in 
service to other groups of people, then organisations will 
only grow if people grow. And we can only grow by learning 
something new. Human-centred organisations are new learning 
organisations; they are committed to learning new things that 
change mindsets and behaviour, that help them to grow, to 
move beyond frozen mental models, identities, fears, and 
previous experiences.

But what does ‘new learning’ really mean? A human-centric 
organisation defines new learning as everything and anything 
that changes what people are doing or how they are doing it. 
In other words, new learning is about the application of that 
learning, the use. It is the action that flows from learning that we 
are interested in. As Wittgenstein said, ‘Don’t ask for the meaning, 
ask for the use.’

The only meaningful change that can happen in an organisation 
is a change in the work: either doing work differently or doing 
different work. Another way of thinking about this is that if the 
work people are doing in an organisation isn’t changing in a 
meaningful way, then we haven’t learned anything new or we 
have failed to apply new learning to create new action.

Seeking to leverage new learning to change the way that people 
do their jobs creates a challenging paradox. By focusing learning 
on people’s jobs – on their job descriptions, person specifications, 
competency lists etc. – we are making it harder for them to learn 
something new. Why? Because we are creating a cage that traps 
the learner in a ‘job’ identity that instrumentalises and reduces 
learning. Of course some jobs are standardised or procedural, 
but the world isn’t full of them anymore. The arrival of machine-
learning and ever more sophisticated algorithms suggest that 
any job that can be reduced to a flowchart will, at some stage, be 
replaced by software. 

 

The issue for our 
organisations isn’t that 

they can’t learn; the 
issue is can they learn 

something new?
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Fig. 4. From routine, 
standardised work to unique 

non-standardised work

Human-centred organisations: Continued
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Harold Jarche captures this shift perfectly in the following diagram:
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In human-centred organisations, machines do the 
standardised work, leaving humans to do the creative, 
emergent, innovative work. This work is essentially human, 
creating value for other humans through human-to-human 
connections (our networks, relationships, and colleagues).  
It can’t be taught or captured through a standard job 
description, person specification or competency statement. 

Our corporate learning systems, with their often reductionist, 
instrumentalised, just-in-time, micro-learning agendas and tools 
are designed for a standardised working world that increasingly 
no longer exists. They were designed for a time when we were 
busy extracting our humanity from the workplace because we 
didn’t need it. 

Machines now do an increasing amount of this work. The global 
labour market is changing rapidly and will continue to evolve, 
driven by technology, global demographics, and the need 
to run our global economy in ways that respond to the wider 
environmental crises engulfing us.

In 2018, McKinsey researchxxi laid out the challenge facing the 
global labour market as we transition to the age of automation. 
They suggested that 14% of the global workforce will need to 
switch occupations by 2030 as technology disrupts the world 
of work. To put this into context, McKinsey wrote that ‘it’s akin 
to coping with the large-scale shifts from agricultural work to 
manufacturing that occurred in the early 20th century in North 
America and in Europe and more recently in China.’

The difference between the industrial revolution and the present 
is the speed at which this transition is arriving. There is no time 
for older workers to move out of the labour market and younger 
entrants to arrive. We will need to reskill millions of people in 
the coming decade. The demand will be for both technological 
and uniquely human skills (higher cognitive skills and social, 
emotional and relational skills). Of course, the detail of what 
will happen to the labour market, to skills and to the learning 
agenda is complex and will impact in different ways across 
different countries, sectors and scales. But in general, all the 
research points to huge transitions that are already underway 
requiring all organisations to scale up their learning activities in 
order to adapt at speed and scale to the disruptions ahead.

Much of our corporate 
learning approaches were 
designed for a time when 
we were busy extracting 

our humanity from the 
workplace because we 

didn’t need it.
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To respond to the challenges facing the huge transitions in 
the global labour market, we need modern, human-centric 
organisations that are places where our essential humanity 
flourishes, where we are constantly learning new things, 
growing, meeting new challenges, fostering new collaborations, 
and creating new value with, and through, each other. 

There are two clear features of human-centric organisations 
that will build agility:

1. The first is that organisations need to disentangle a person 
from their job. We are not our job, our position in a hierarchy, 
or the size of our paycheck.  Human-centric organisations 
see the person, not the job they do, and create learning 
opportunities for everyone regardless of position. Too 
often, investment in people development is concentrated 
at senior levels. The arrival of digital learning technology 
no longer allows limiting learning opportunities to be 
explained by cost. Democratising learning and making it 
core to the culture of an organisation is what human-centric 
organisations do.

2. The second way human-centric organisations build agility 
is by transforming the learning agenda to reach beyond 
job-specific competency requirements and embrace whole-
person development. Human-centric organisations foster 
agility by building everyone’s potential; they understand 
that learning isn’t a means to an end, it is an end in itself. 
Too many organisations have gone in the opposite direction, 
seeing learning only in narrow instrumentalist terms to 
be delivered in the shortest possible time, at the lowest 
possible cost, and with the maximum and quantifiable return 
on ‘performance’. 

Human-centric organisations 
see the person, not the job 

they do, and create learning 
opportunities for everyone 

regardless of position. 

Of course, training people to do a specific task isn’t wrong, 
but it is nowhere near sufficient to create agile, innovative, 
productive and essentially human organisations. In a rapidly 
changing world, human work is also changing rapidly, 
becoming fluid, emergent, dynamic. For example, currently 

being discussed is the shift beyond the need for ‘T-shaped’ 
people, those able to use their expertise across a range of 
contexts, to ‘key-shaped’ people, those who have multiple 
layers of expertise and skill that they can apply across 
multiple contextsxxii. 
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Learning something new and applying it to working differently 
or doing new work isn’t easy, and the deeper or more disruptive 
that new learning is, the more challenging we find it. New 
learning can be uncomfortable because it threatens the 
familiar, the orthodoxy, the status quo. At a personal level, new 
learning can challenge our mental models and assumptions 
about how the world works and our role and identity within 
those assumptions. At an organisational level, hierarchies are 
created and reinforced by what it is perceived that people know 
(specialist knowledge and experience) rather than their ability to 
constantly be open to learning. And when the going gets tough, 
we tend to retreat into what we know rather than staying open to 
the unknown. It feels safer, but it doesn’t work.

We have already considered the connection between new 
learning and the application of that learning to make change. 
It is this connection, between new knowledge and new action, 
that human-centric learning organisations are seeking. 

The rise of learning technology has offered organisations new 
ways to access information, expertise and knowledge. But 
having access to a library doesn’t make a scholar and having 
access to expertise does not make an expert. We need to 
practice and integrate our experience into the process of 
learning. A ‘New Learning Organisation’ is one where everyone 
is learning all the time, where learning is seen as an end in itself, 
and where there is a clear focus on learning something new and 
applying that learning to change.

In 21st century human-centred 
organisations, the work is new learning, 
and learning is new work.

A ‘New Learning 
Organisation’ is one where 

everyone is learning all 
the time, where learning is 

seen as an end in itself.
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Experiential learning: A human-centred approach to transformation

At Impact we have been developing our experiential 
learning methodology for over 40 years. We specialise in 
building the connection between learning and doing into a 
reflective, transformative process. Experiential learning is 
often mischaracterised as ‘learning by doing’, but experience 
alone isn’t necessarily a good teacher, as we can continue 
to do things badly or incorrectly without learning from our 
experience or integrating new knowledge and skills. 

Experiential learning is human-centred: it is social, relational 
and contextual. It provides opportunities for what we call ‘direct 
encounter’ with challenges that demand new learning. Almost 
always, these challenges involve groups of people working 
together, rather than individuals sitting alone at a screen. The 
‘direct encounter’ methods can be challenging and disruptive 
because that is where the real new learning takes place.

We believe that all organisations need to apply experiential 
learning methodologies to enable human-centred learning 
and transformation to take place at the speed and scale that 
we collectively need. Experiential methodologies are not 
a fix-all to the challenge of helping organisation become 
more human, but they play an important role and are often 
misunderstood or underestimated.

Read more about our global practice of developing, 
designing and delivering experiential learning here

Experiential learning 
is human-centred: 

it is social, relational 
and contextual.

https://www.impactinternational.com/experiential-learning
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Human-centred management and leadership

What are the implications of developing more human-
centred organisations for leaders and managers?

Human-centred leaders and managers focus their attention, 
skills and practice on two integrated areas:

Of these two we might feel that the latter is obvious, but it is 
not. The practice of leading and managing people is difficult 
and is often done badly or not at all. 

The role of managers and leaders in creating either a positive 
or negative work environment is well documentedxxii. In this 
section, leadership and management are integrated, because 
in human-centred organisations all leaders have to manage 
people and all managers have to lead people. The difference 

relates entirely to focus, scale and impact. A leader in the 
C-suite has a wide focus: the implications of her leadership 
reach across a broad and wide scale and the impact of her 
decisions are high; but she still has to manage her team, 
manage her relationships with peers and with her internal and 
external professional networks etc. A first-line manager still 
needs to take leadership decisions, but their focus is on the 
direct management of a team and the immediate operations 
that team is working on. Therefore, their focus is tighter, the 
scale of their activities is narrower and the impact of their 
decisions is important, but more limited in scope. In this sense, 
we see leadership and management as being on a continuum, 
rather than entirely separate concepts.

At Impact we have rich experience working on the 
development of leaders and managers. In our leadership 
practice we understand leadership not as a person or a 
position in a hierarchy, but as a special and vital form of action. 
Leadership action must come from anywhere and everywhere. 
In the context of human-centred organisations, the leadership 
and management action we are interested in relates to action 
with people. 

Leading and managing new learning

Leading and managing people

Leadership is a 
special and vital 

form of action.
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Human-centred leadership and management isn’t easy. 
Research by Gallup demonstrates that only about 10% of 
people possess the capabilities to be a great managerxxiv, 
which might be one reason why they seem so rare. Another 
reason might be that people aren’t promoted to management 
and leadership positions because they manifest the 
capabilities to manage and lead people, but because of 
performance – because they showed aptitude in a previous 
role rather than for managing and leading people. Poor 
productivity in organisations around the globe has been 
tracked back to the poor quality of managers and leaders. 

Poor quality management has led to the belief that 
management as a concept is bad for organisations, and that 
self-organisation, flatter structures and matrix systems deliver 
better results. But when we criticise the idea of management, 
we are often criticising poor management. Abandoning the role 
of leaders and managers is self-defeating.

Instead, human-centred organisations place a premium on 
high-quality management and leadership skills, they invest in 
their development, and put a laser focus on the ability of their 
managers and leaders to liberate human potential.

So what are the key capabilities of human-centred leaders 
and managers? McKinsey research in 2014xxv found a total of 
18 leadership and management behaviours that were relevant 
to effectiveness, with four behaviours that accounted for the 
majority of the difference between great performance and poor 
performance. The four key behaviours (in order of impact) were:

1. Being supportive

2. Operating with a strong results-orientation

3. Seeking different perspectives

4. Solving problems effectively

Great managers 
exhibit expertise, 

have strong people 
skills and are 

results focused.
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A simple way to frame these four behaviours is aligning expertise 
with human-centred action, and a focus on delivering results.

Google is another organisation that has been deeply  
interested in what makes an effective manager. Through 
Project Oxygenxxvi, they came up with 10 behaviours that  
make a great manager:

1. Being a good coach

2. Empowering the team and not micromanaging

3. Creating an inclusive team environment, showing 
concern for success and well-being

4. Being productive and results-oriented

5. Being a good communicator – listening and sharing 
information

6. Supporting career development and discussing 
performance

7. Having a clear vision/strategy for the team

8. Having key technical skills to help advise the team

9. Collaborating across the organisation

10.  Being a strong decision maker

Again, this list supports the idea that great managers bring and 
exhibit expertise, have strong people/relational skills, and are 
focused on getting results.

Our human-centric leadership and management framework 
builds on research results like these and focuses specifically 
on the people-related elements of the leadership and 
management mix. It assumes that the vision, strategy or goal of 
the team is clear and owned by all. If that is not the case, then 
no amount of effective management or leadership will work. 

Our interest is in how human-centric leaders and managers 
deliver people performance that strengthens rather than 
weakens the human qualities of an organisation.
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The framework is a simple way of expressing complexity in 
the management and leadership of people. Let’s step through 
each element in turn and then explore the synergies and 
systems that bring them together.

 Empathy: At the heart of human-centred leadership and 
management is empathy. Without empathy there can be 
no understanding, compassion, trust, or foundation for 
relationships. It is at the heart of our ability to see difference 
as a strength, not a weakness. Human-centred leaders 
and managers are strongly empathetic and are therefore 
able to lead and manage through relationships rather 
than traditional power and control approaches, which 
have little or no role in human-centred organisations. It is 
impossible to create the conditions for people to be agile 
by controlling them. 

 Instead, human-centred leaders and managers show two 
levels of empathy: personal and professional. On a personal 
level, leaders and managers understand the person they 
are working with; they have taken the time to get to know 
them, to build a relationship, establish trust, and create 
positive regard. On a professional level, they can empathise 
with the challenges and problems facing the work 
because they understand the work. Professional empathy 
strengthens the credibility of the leader/manager and 
enables them to add value to the work of those that they 
are responsible for. This doesn’t mean micro-managing, 
but rather creating the conditions for empathetic expert 
problem solving.

Human 
centred

leadership & 
management

Empathy:
personal and 
professional

Expert
support

Expert
challenge

Fig. 5. A framework for 
human-centred leadership 

and management
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 Expert challenge: This relates to the leader/manager’s 

role in stimulating performance and liberating potential. 
It is the foundation for personal and professional growth, 
which is the foundation for organisational growth and 
performance. This isn’t a case of setting targets, creating 
balanced-scorecards or listing objectives and key results. 
Instead, it means creating goals with two levels of 
expertise. The first is the professional empathy outlined 
in the last bullet point, which allows the leader/manager 
to be able to frame expectations of performance that are 
both realistic and motivating. The second level requires 
integrating an understanding of how human motivation 
works with an understanding of how the individual person 
works. This allows the leader/manager to be able to frame 
challenges that are relevant not just to the work but to the 
individual. 

 Expert support is concerned with the leader/manager’s 
role in helping to proactively solve problems, in rolling 
their sleeves up and helping their people overcome 
challenges, manage paradoxes, collaborate with others 
etc. This support is expert in two ways. Firstly, it is rooted 
in their professional expertise. This doesn’t mean that they 
solve the problems for their people but rather that they can 
inhabit the problem space and add value to the team and 
the learning process. Secondly, their support is expert in 
the quality of the coaching and facilitation skills that they 
bring to the process. There is a delicate balance between 
directly solving problems and supporting individuals and 
teams to do it for themselves. Making good judgements 
about that balance is at the heart of the expertise 
necessary to be a human-centric leader/manager.

The skills and capabilities of human-centred leaders/manager 
are deep and broad. The key to their development is the 
ability to constantly learn something new and to bring that 
learning ability, as an instinct and method of enquiry, into 
their relationships with the individuals and teams they are 
responsible for. 

The key role that leaders/managers play in human-centric 
organisations is to lead new learning. 

The key role that 
leaders/managers 

play in human-centric 
organisations is to  
lead new learning. 
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In essence, human-centred leader/managers can be 
described as teachers; not in the sense that they transfer 
knowledge but in that they create the conditions where 
everyone is learning, learning about themselves, about the 
problems and challenges they face, and the systems in which 
they work. As Senge put it:

The most effective method for developing human-centric 
leaders/managers is experiential learning. We cannot learn 
to be empathetic from watching a video; we cannot learn to 
be an expert coach or facilitator from reading a book; and we 
cannot learn to lead new learning without learning new things 
ourselves. 

The only way to become an effective human-centred leader/
manager is through the integration of knowledge and skills 
with deliberate practice and active reflection. This is Impact’s 
experiential learning methodology.

‘“Leader as teacher” is not about 
“teaching” people how to achieve their 
vision. It is about fostering learning,  
for everyone. Such leaders help people 
throughout the organization develop 
systemic understandings. Accepting this 
responsibility is the antidote to one of  
the most common downfalls of  
otherwise gifted teachers – losing  
their commitment to the truth.’
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‘Make your organisation 
more human. It is the only 

change that works and the 
only change that counts.’

Grahame Broadbelt

impactinternational.com
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Human-centred change

Organisational change isn’t what it used to be. Before the 
pandemic we understood change to be a difficult or even 
impossible task, with around 70% of change initiatives 
failing. But when Covid-19 hit, huge numbers of organisations 
had to make profound changes to the way that they worked, 
almost overnight. 

Clearly, given the right conditions and motives, change is 
possible. But we shouldn’t have to hit crisis point in order to 
create the conditions for organisational change. There must be 
an easier way. 

Human-centred organisations do change differently. They 
start by acknowledging three key things:

 Firstly, that meaningful change in an organisation means 
a change to the work or the way that the work is done. 
Changing anything else (the colour of the walls, who gets 
the new corner office etc.) isn’t meaningful.

 The second thing to acknowledge is that the people who 
are currently doing the work that is the focus of the change 
initiative should lead the process of changing that work.

 Finally, it’s vital to understand that learning something new 
is at the core of changing anything in the organisation. No 
learning, no change.

‘People don’t resist 
change, they resist 

being changed.’ 
Peter Senge



Human-centred organisations  |  © Impact 2021 34

impactinternational.com

Human-centred organisations: Continued
The understanding that organisations are simply groups 
of people working in service to other groups of people is 
central to a new, human-centric approach to organisational 
change. By putting people at the heart of a change process 
we open up the opportunity for engaging them in a process 
of change through learning. This change can be a ‘continuous 
improvement’, incremental kind of change, or it can be a 
huge, big-budget culture or operational change initiative – or 
anything in between.

One of the primary reasons that big change initiatives fail is that 
they are designed, managed and controlled by people who 
don’t understand how the work they want to change is done. 
There are endless examples of senior managers discovering 
surprising new insight and understanding after taking the 
time to actually walk the shopfloor, operate machinery on the 
production line, stack a line in a warehouse, serve a customer 
at a till etc. Such personal interactions and experiences are 
key to a leader’s/manager’s ability to build the empathetic 
professional and personal relationships that they need to be 
able to provide expert challenge, expert support and design 
organisational change effectively.

In Impact’s work on organisational change, we use experiential 
learning methods to get senior leaders and managers to 
directly encounter the issues their change initiatives are 
designed to affect. For example, a group of senior leaders 
visited a distribution hub that sent their products and 
competitor products to customers. These senior leaders had 
never seen how their competitors package their products, so 
they had no insight into how their customers saw their products 
in comparison to others. The change initiative for improving 
the quality and effectiveness of the product packaging was 
transformed by this new learning experience.

Case study
We recently heard a story about a retail company that was 
trying to improve the productivity of its in-store bakery. After 
much data and workflow analysis, senior managers decided 
what needed to be done, and briefed the store managers 
on the changes. Some senior managers had suggested 
that they consult the people who worked in the bakeries 
but they were rebuffed – those employees were perceived 
as being in part-time, low-paid, high-turnover positions 
and therefore unable to understand the context nor to 
analyse and interpret the data. Months later, a senior leader 
visited a store and checked on the changes in the bakery; 
they hadn’t been implemented. When he asked why, the 
staff patiently explained how the bakery actually worked 
and that the proposed changes did nothing to improve 
things. The senior leader was outraged and wanted to 
understand why bakery staff had not told managers about 
the problems. ‘No-one ever asked us,’ was the response. 
Putting the bakery staff in charge of designing the changes 
in the first place would have been far more effective.
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A human-centred approach to managing change in 
organisations puts people learning together at the core of the 
process. It connects the strategic goals and intentions driving 
the change with the people doing the work. It focuses the 
process of change on new learning and using that learning to 
make change happen.

There are several key principles and core practices of a 
human-centred approach to organisational change. 

First, the principles:

 Change initiatives should be focused on making an 
organisation more human, strengthening the quality and 
diversity of people-to-people relationships as a core design 
principle.

 Change initiatives are learning initiatives and should be 
designed to support groups of people to learn. If there is 
no new learning there will be no new change. 

 All meaningful organisational change should result in 
a change in how people do work, either doing work 
differently or doing different work. 

Now the practices:

 The people that are doing the work that is the focus of 
the change initiative should be in charge of designing the 
change. This is one of the key differences in how a human-
centred organisation practices change. 

 The change process should be designed to support new 
learning at a meta-level, so that those involved help the 
organisation to continue to learn how to do change. In this way 
the new change practice builds change agility over time.

 The core methodology for provoking and supporting new 
learning is an experiential methodology, one which connects 
practice with knowledge and experience into a coherent, 
transformative learning process. Experiential learning is a 
people-to-people process where learning emerges from the 
collective and individual experience of processing information 
and creating new knowledge and skills.

 The new learning process embedded in the change 
process should both broaden and deepen the skills and 
capabilities of all those involved. In this way, any change 
initiative is making real the commitment of a human-
centred organisation to see learning as an end in itself.

Human-centred change, if it is designed, led and 
managed well, will always result in strengthening 
people-to-people relationships, deepening capacity to 
work collaboratively, and building the capabilities to 
continuously improve the change and learning process.

The people that are doing 
the work that is the focus 

of the change initiative 
should be in charge of 
designing that change.
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‘Remember that 
where you stand 

determines  
what you see.’

Dr Martyn Newman

impactinternational.com
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The vital importance of trust

All successful relationships are built on a foundation of trust, 
and this is essential for any organisation to work effectively. 
Mistrust in a workplace is a predictor of high turnover 
rates, poor performance, and low levels of productivity and 
employee satisfaction.

Human-centred organisations pay deep, expert attention to the 
building and maintenance of trust in their organisations. 

There is a wealth of research exploring the issue of trust in 
organisations, with many models and frameworks designed to 
help organisations build it. 

Many of these studies name the following factors in helping 
to build and maintain trust in organisations:

 Co-dependency, with managers and employees depending 
on each other to get the job done

 Mutual respect

 High levels of engagement, particularly in decision-making

 Open communication

 Fairness, particularly in appraisals

 Being part of a high-performing team

 Delegation of responsibility

 Equality in the distribution of resources

 A focus on relationship-building
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There is no magic bullet to creating and maintaining trust 
in any organisation; there is just the work. All leadership and 
management action is a transfer of trust that either enhances 
or erodes it. The absence of trust in our organisations is the 
greatest source of stress in our working lives; for us to spend 
a significant amount of time in a relationship with people we 
do not trust threatens our health and wellbeing and reduces 
our performance. The absence of trust between teams, 
departments, and the layers of any organisation creates politics, 
tensions and vendettas that distract from the day-to-day work.

One of the biggest obstacles to creating trust is leaders/
managers deciding to use methods of control rather than 
establishing high-quality human relationships that create 
the conditions for trust. Some of this is classic organisational 
design, some of it is just poor leadership/management practice, 
but much of it arises from a sense of meaninglessness or 
inauthenticity, often found in vision/mission statements, brand 
books or values workshops. Inauthenticity kills trust dead. If an 
organisation or its leaders/managers say one thing but do the 
opposite, then trust crumbles and is difficult to restore.

One way to think about how trusting relationships work is to 
consider the interplay between three features of trustworthy 
behaviour. Empathy, as we have already explored, is central to 
the success of a human-centred leader/manager. Honesty is 
the simple but often difficult work of telling the truth as we see 
it. And reliability, the heartbeat of effective working relationships, 
is pivotal to the ongoing process of maintaining trust.

However, if there is one core capability central to the creation 
and maintenance of trust it is dialogue. Dialogue describes the 
ability to talk together intentionally, to retain a focus, and to work 
towards a generative, learning process where issues are aired 
and resolved. Crucial to developing dialogue are openness, 
transparency and effective listening. The ability to talk together 
is core to the development of any human-centred organisations.

So much of Impact’s work has been to create the conditions 
where the right people can have the right conversation, at the 
right time, in the right way. Building skills in leading new learning 
around dialogue with individuals and in groups is foundational to 
creating and maintaining high levels of organisational trust.

In a world of 
uncertainty trust 

matters more than 
ever. We need to be 

able to trust ourselves 
and each other.
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Human-centric organisations are places where both people 
and productivity thrive because they build from a clear 
moral centre and are aligned towards their highest, most 
human purpose.

Human-centric organisations are forces for good in service to 
the planet, our communities and our economies. They serve 
the system within which they are located (not the other way 
around) and pursue goals in ways that strengthen the fabric 
of human society, regenerate the environment, and create 
value in an economy where people matter most. Human-
centric organisations are adept at learning new things, and this 
commitment to new learning makes them dynamic, challenging 
and agile places to work. They understand that new learning 
involves everyone in the organisation, because the learning 
and growth of people is an end in itself, not a means to task 
execution. In this way, human-centric organisations learn faster 
and adapt faster than their competitors.

The primary learning methodology used by human-centred 
organisations is an experiential methodology that connects 
knowledge and skills with direct practice and reflection. 
Experiential methodologies unearth new learning and 
connect that learning to new action, new ways of doing 
things, and new value.

The most important thing for human-centric organisations 
is that they focus on constantly improving the quality and 
effectiveness of people-to-people interactions, both internally 
with employees and externally with customers. These 
interactions, and the dialogic skills that underpin them, are the 
basis for transformation and personal and professional growth. 
The growth of people leads to the growth of the organisation in 
all dimensions of success.

Human-centric organisations are led and managed by people who 
are ‘people people’, who are skilled in building and maintaining 
generative and transformative relationships through a combination 
of empathy and expertise. These leaders and managers see their 
work as leading new learning and strengthening trust across their 
organisation, and they do this by encouraging and supporting 
openness and transparency. They are ‘key-shaped’ people, who 
are multi-skilled, with a range of expertise that they can apply to a 
variety of contexts and problems.

Human-centric organisations do organisational change 
differently; they put the people who are doing the work in 
charge of learning new things and, ultimately, changing it. 
Human-centred organisations are constantly improving how 
they do people-led change so that they get better with every 
change initiative and project.

The key lesson from the pandemic is that it is our humanity that saved us. 
Now we need to put our humanity to work by changing all our organisations 
for the better – making them more human.

Summary
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The pandemic has taught us that we live and work in an 
interconnected world where we collectively depend on our 
global economic, social and environmental systems to survive 
and thrive. All organisations are part of this global web of 
interaction and interconnection. 

We need our organisations to be the best examples of human 
endeavour, enterprise and creativity, to be places that liberate 
human potential in service to all our futures. But the world is at 
an inflection point, where our collective capability is confronting 
multiple global challenges. We will only succeed if we reach into 
our hearts as well as our heads and turn our organisations into 
places where our humanity can thrive. 

Our organisations are the only tools we have. Let’s make them 
work for all of us and for all our futures.

Summary: Continued
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