
shhh! objective 
assessment: the secret 
weapon in successful 
organizational change

So how are organizations dealing with this? CEO’s are 
putting increasing focus on changing cost structures, and 
creating operating models and cost bases that are better 
aligned with these changing market conditions. In the last 
12 months alone, over three quarters of organizations have 
cut costs and nearly two thirds plan to do so over the next 12 
months. This indicates that a large number of organizations 
are going to experience a degree of organizational change in 
the form of a restructure in 2015.1

But here lies the bigger issue – few organizations fully meet 
the expected benefits of their organizational change. They 
focus too much on the logical and structural aspects, and not 
enough on the people aspects of change. It is by having the 
right people in the right roles that organizations can respond 
to competition, increasing customer demands and product 
advances, at the same time as applying innovation and 
knowledge in a meaningful and sustainable way. The right 
people are the key to unlocking business success.

change is disruptive
 Here’s a startling statistic for you: at least half of mergers 
result in no overall benefit, and in 10 per cent of cases, 

leaders believe they destroy more value than they create.2  
Time and time again, we see that change can hit the bottom 
line hard with productivity dips, loss of key employees and a 
negative impact on customers.

However, we often forget to think about the effect of change 
on employees. As human beings, we struggle to adapt to 
change. Recent neuroscience research suggests that our 
automatic response to change is to treat it like a threat. This 
means that our ability to access the parts of the brain where 
we do rational tasks such as planning and decision making 
is reduced. Instead we tend to rely on the parts of the brain 
linked to emotions – the ‘fight or flight’ response. We focus 
on dealing with the threat until it’s resolved. Therefore 
performance and productivity suffer for as long as we 
perceive the change to be a threat. A Harvard Management 
Update suggests ‘people are normally productive for about 
5.7 hours in an eight hour day. But any time a change in 
control takes place, their productivity falls to less than an 
hour’. 

So is it really a surprise that only nine per cent of business 
leaders told us their M&A experience had been fully 
successful?

Despite the fact that the global recession hit businesses almost seven years ago, 
organizations are still feeling the effects in a climate of shaky economic growth. The 
business challenges brought by the downturn of 2008 have been intensified by the 
pressure of ever-changing technological, economic and demographic demands. Staying 
competitive while operating at lower margins remains a tough challenge.
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“only nine per cent of business leaders told 
us their m&a experience had been fully 

successful.”

the solution: focus on your people
In order to get the best outcomes, Jim Collins, in his book ‘Good 
to Great’, argues that it’s important to ‘get the right people on 
the bus’. He found that companies that move from good to 
great ‘start by getting the right people on the bus, the wrong 
people off, and the right people in the right seats.’

Successful organizations recognize that during any major 
change process it is critical to establish the right culture 
and behaviors from the outset. The more radical the change 
required, then the more drastic the behavioral and cultural 
shift is likely to be. This is where the CEO and the top team ask 
the million dollar question - “what sort of skills and behaviors 
do we need from our people, in order to meet our strategy?”

objective assessments
This can be a real challenge – unsurprisingly, people feel 
insecure. The best-in-class companies try to remove emotion 
and irrationality from the decision making process. They 
begin by agreeing a set of criteria which identifies what ‘good’ 
looks like under their new strategy and by being very clear 
about job requirements. They then apply an objective way of 
systematically assessing their people against this criteria and 
the role.

Assessing people objectively against the new requirements 
helps identify individual strengths and weaknesses and 
provides crucial data on individual, team and organizational 
capability gaps. This includes those who are ready now, those 
who will be ready with some support and, inevitably, those 
who are not capable of delivering the requirements of the 
new strategy.

By assessing people in this way, organizations can hit many 
key buttons for long term success. You will:

   Be seen to be fair, robust and clear about what skills and 
behaviors are important

   Retain frustrated but talented staff. Research by Talent Q 
suggests that the performance of your top 30 per cent of 
employees is about 15 per cent above the average performer; 
losing even just one or two can have a significant impact on 
your bottom line. Engaging and enabling these employees 
minimizes performance dips and helps protect against 
costly recruitment.

   Help people to deliver their best by having the right people 
in the right roles.

   Create clarity about what is expected of them.

This approach is new for many organizations and those with 
a genuine desire to get it right may well seek specialist help 
and support. This can provide benefits such as:

   Predefined solutions – external providers can provide 
predefined competency models against which to assess 
your people. This can be particularly helpful when you 
want to move quickly and don’t have time to develop 
bespoke solutions.

   Benchmarking – consultancies that work with a broad 
range of organizations should have a clear idea of 
what ‘great’ looks like, and can challenge you to create 
a stretching benchmark that will ensure you identify 
employees that will quickly drive forward your change 
initiative.

   Objectivity – an additional level of reassurance for 
employees that the process is fair and equitable.

   Diagnostics – such as personality and ability tests that 
allow you to quickly gather assessment data.

“the best-in-
class companies 

try to remove 
emotion and 
irrationality 

from the 
decision making 

process.”



want to know more?
Speak to Hay Group about how our assessment services can 
help you succeed in your organizational change.

Visit us at www.haygroup.com

We believe that it’s people who make change 
happen. So, while we operate on a global scale,  
we keep the individual at the very center of  
our thinking.

We’re world-sized: 4,000 employees, 86 offices,  
49 countries. We draw on management data  
from over 125 national centers. We work alongside 
more than 8,000 organizations in the private, 
public and not-for-profit sectors, across every major 
industry, in virtually every corner of the earth.

We’re focused: on people – who they are, why they 
do what they do, and how they can be inspired and 
enabled to perform better at every level. Confident 
of the knowledge and methods we’ve originated 
over 70 years in business, we remain enthusiastic 
about new ideas that prove their worth.

We transform: we help managers to become 
leaders, and leaders to perfect their skills. Because 
when people are at their best, your strategic vision 
is ready to grow into business reality.
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conclusion
Today’s increasingly challenging business environment 
means that organizational change, in the form of a merger, 
acquisition or restructure, is inevitable for many companies. 
But all too often we see very few succeed.

A big wakeup call is needed to stop us from doing what 
we’ve always done and then being surprised when it doesn’t 
support our strategic intent. New strategies and structures 
require new capabilities to make them successful, and too 
often organizations give insufficient thought to what those 
capabilities should be and whether their people meet those 
capabilities to make change successful.

So, what can you do to ensure change within your 
organization is a success?

Melody Moore is a consultant at Hay 
Group. She combines her psychological 
expertise and management experience 
to help clients become high performing 
organizations. She helps them get the

best from their staff, resulting in a happier, more 
motivated and productive workforce.

1. Identify the new capabilities that are required from your 
people to achieve the desired outcomes and any gaps 
which need filling.

2. Be very clear about what you expect people to deliver in 
their new roles.

3. Assess your leadership team at an early stage in the 
process.

4. Work with an external provider to create an objective, 
stretching assessment process that offers robust data to 
help make difficult decisions.

5. Adjust the assessment process according to 
organizational level – you don’t need the same level of 
investment at all levels in the organization.

6. Recognize that you will also need to invest in 
development - use the assessment data to identify what 
development is required.

1     PWC annual CEO survey, 2014
2.   Hay Group, Dangerous Liaisons. Mergers and acquisitions: the  
      integration game, 2007


