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Background

BI Worldwide, based in Newport Pagnell near Milton Keynes, describes itself as a communications and motivation company. It helps clients effectively to incentivise, reward and recognise their employees and change employee behaviour and culture in order to grow their businesses. 

Taken over by a US conglomerate four years ago, the company operates in a very tough market characterised by narrow margins, exacting time pressures and incredibly demanding clients.  As Karen Collins [HR Director] puts it: “They don’t want to pay a lot of money for our services. They do expect everything yesterday.”

Just months after the US takeover in 2001, the events of 9/11 caused huge ructions in the live events market, one of the mainstays of the BI’s UK business, with disastrous consequences for its bottom line. In 2001-02, it saw a drop in total revenue of 46 per cent; in 2002-03 – a further 16 per cent, and in 2003-04, 3 per cent.

Also, while the company’s business was delivering strategies to clients to improve motivation and commitment, it was entirely failing to achieve this in its own operation where employee turnover was around 60 per cent. 

“We tried very much to emulate what our US owners were trying to do. But it wasn’t working in the UK. Their model just didn’t translate,” explained Karen. 

“It was known as a hire and fire organisation, with very much an “everybody’s using each other” type of mentality. They had come for what they could get out of it relatively quickly and we probably bled them dry for that time – we worked them hard and long. 

“There was a lot of pressure on people to deliver, they worked incredibly long hours – it was a very demanding culture.”

What changes were made?

In a bid to stop the huge losses both financially and in terms of human resource, a new Managing Director was brought in to run the UK operation last April and a change programme was quickly put in place.

“One thing that struck me when I joined is that people seemed quite downtrodden – not surprisingly perhaps, quite wary of speaking out,” says Karen.

Adds line manager Richard Johnson: “Because the [business founders and previous] owners had been successful, any mention of change met with resistance. It had always worked this way so there was no need to change it. You would just keep your mouth shut sometimes.”

Rather than sweeping in with a “new broom” approach, the new MD made it his first step to ask employees what they thought of the company and the changes needed. 

“With such low morale and motivation, productivity is going to slide, no matter how many hours people work.” One of the first things he did was to engage literally everybody in the company – to start to lay the foundations for change. People don’t mind giving their all if they feel they have had a say in it.”

Internal communications & Increased Empowerment

Not surprisingly given its business, internal communications has been at the very heart of the change agenda at BI Worldwide. Karen says it was essential for the company to be “quite grown up about communicating regularly and honestly” with employees about how it was performing financially, to manage people’s expectations and avoid any major shocks and dips in morale.

At quarterly company meetings, employees traditionally had the opportunity to address the MD directly. To these meetings, the company added a range of different communication methods in different styles to engage everyone in the organisation, including those in non-customer-facing roles. 

For example, the MD started an email bulletin highlighting the main business developments week by week, such as any new contracts won. 

He also instigated an end of week Round-up every Friday at 4pm, for which as many employees as possible are encouraged to get away from their desks and gather in an informal meeting area. Amid drinks and sociable chat, either the MD or one of the leadership team will talk through what has been happening business-wise. 

“It is also the opportunity to mention the names of people who have really worked their socks off, to do a bit of reward and recognition.”

Karen also started to run monthly “HRM round tables” – once a month, she picked ten employees at random and invited them into a meeting room to talk informally on a confidential basis for an hour or two “about anything on their mind that was worrying them”. 

“At the beginning,” she recalls, “it was probably the worst hour I had ever spent in my life – people didn’t feel they could talk openly, or that it would get reported back. People had a lot on their chests. But once people did believe me and trust me, the things that came out were phenomenal. I found out so much about what employees thought and what was important to them. The really big issues came out in the initial months, some of them about why people were leaving, no salary increases had been paid for years.”

She also turned the tables to ask employees what changes they would ideally like to see. “Working fewer hours and having more flexibility came up. Because of our financial situation we couldn’t get extra resource in, in fact we had just had a redundancy scheme go through. But it was really important to have this in the open – what can we do to help? Some of the [initiatives] we came out with came from the employees - these were the things they really valued.” 

The long hours culture was extremely ingrained in the habits and behaviour of the organisation, Richard admits. While contractual hours were 9-5.30, the reality was that 10 or 11 hour days were the norm for many. With no overtime pay, these hours were largely driven by peer pressure and a culture of presenteeism.  

“[You were] always feeling if you didn’t do it you had let yourself down. It would affect everyone else. Employees… didn’t want to let each other down,” says Richard.

An important part of breaking down this culture was for the leadership team to model alternative behaviours, explains Karen. “Sometimes our MD doesn’t come in until 9.20 and some evenings he will say, I have got to go home now. It is quite refreshing. It is about focusing on when is it important to be there, but then again on the importance of balance. It is a really good thing to stand up in a meeting and say, ‘Actually, I have got to go and get my son from school.’”

Another innovation in the past year has been the “People Forum”, made up of representatives from every team or department and all levels of the business, who volunteer to represent their colleagues’ views at two-monthly meetings and feed back the ensuing discussions to the workforce. 

Though initially set up as a two-way communication vehicle, the forum has since taken on a more strategic role as the company has introduced employee information and consultation mechanisms ahead of the implementation of the Information and Consultation Directive in the UK. 

The first real test for the new consultative forum was in May this year when the company decided to close the unprofitable PR arm of its business. 

 “Quite a few ideas were discussed by the MD and the leadership team and then it went to the I&C forum. “The forum managed to save two people from redundancy – we were able to redeploy them into roles we did not know we needed. In the longer run it saved the company longer hours or the cost of outsourcing the work.”

BI also instigated an ideas factory – one idea that has been implemented as a result of this is e-mail free Fridays (other than those that are operationally necessary) which have increased communication between members of staff and also boost productivity by allowing staff to get on with their work without being constantly interrupted.

One of the things the business didn’t have much clarity on 15 months ago, was: What it was in the business of doing and where it was going? What was its vision, mission and strategy? 

“We were trying to be all things to all people. We hadn’t really focused on what are we going to deliver, what are we going to offer the client and how are we actually going to make it happen?”

The leadership team introduced a five-year plan defining its vision, mission and strategy, subject to annual reviews. Of seven strategic initiatives included, one was a clear focus on the business’s people.

The content of this plan was based on a series of SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats) analyses carried out by every team in the company. 

“It was a bit unusual to say the least,”  “saying, tell us what our weaknesses are as a business. There was no blame culture, we genuinely wanted to hear from them. Each team had to give three recommendations on what the company should do next to become more effective. There were 30 recommendations – people had been very honest about which bits of company were or weren’t working. It gave us a really solid foundation to act on. The leadership team took these away and these were the basis for our strategy for 04-05.” 

But before it could move any further, the leadership team had some important work to complete – on itself. While made up of strong individuals – some of whom had run their own companies and from a whole variety of backgrounds, it didn’t work effectively as a team. 

“ We spent a lot of time talking about preferred styles and what was lacking,”  “The team was very skewed towards goals, objectives, hard task-driven stuff. There were only two who thought about people first – we had some serious work to do to shift this.”  The leadership team has since been cut back and the savings invested in the parts of the business that most need it.

Performance management

Improving performance at BI Worldwide has not been about “beating people even harder and making them work even longer hours”, but about examining and identifying the precise links between how long people were working and how well. Were they doing things over and above their role? Or were they under-performing, despite their long hours in the office?

In order to redress the emphasis on task-driven performance management, person specifications were introduced for each job. “We wanted to say not just this is a list of tasks; but how we want them to do it to get the cultural fit, the people who are motivated and committed but have a good balance.”

The company introduced rolling appraisals so that managers were not expected to carry out appraisals for the whole of their team over a short period of time but they could pace themselves over the year and ensure better quality and consistency in the process.

On top of the annual appraisal, regular one-to-one performance meetings were introduced on a quarterly or even monthly basis. The results of this feed into the annual appraisal and also give individuals a better view of their performance over the whole year rather than just the last few months.

The company has also introduced a new career development and succession planning programme to identify and support the talent that needs to be retained and nurtured for the organisation’s future. 

About 15 of the organisation’s 110 employees have so far been invited on to the programme, which offers career counselling, leadership and management training, and mentoring. As part of their development, they also get the chance to work on live operational issues.

“This is partly why we have had such high turnover – there has been no career path through the company. By doing this, while we can’t guarantee they will get promotion, we can expose them to things they would never have had the chance to do before.”

“And it helps the business,” says Richard; “People might come up with a gem of an idea that is really going to benefit the company – they are often thinking so far out of the box, because they don’t necessarily understand the operation fully.”

The career counselling function also allows the company to help valued employees to identify and work to their strengths and natural abilities, to avoid losing them to the business through burnout or disillusionment.

Other motivational tools range from the serious to the slightly frivolous – such as giving employees the opportunity to apply for their fantasy job. “It is fun, it is about what motivates people? What makes them tick? What is their dream?” 

“It started a massive conversation through the company,” says Richard. At the Friday roundup, for example, some people who find it hard to make small talk, it gives them something to talk about.”

Managing stress

On a more serious note, a stress management policy has been introduced to address problems around workload and long hours.

“The culture had been so grim and everybody was too frightened to say if they felt overworked,” “They just resigned as soon as they possibly could. We felt it was important that the company was adult enough to say yes, you can come and talk about this and we will resolve it, we don’t want to keep working you into the ground.”

While some managers found this “really hard to swallow” and were reluctant to acknowledge stress as a real issue, the culture of the company is such that it can now be discussed openly, though confidentially, and HR is empowered, if the individual agrees, to approach his or her line manager to try to resolve issues.

Revised Benefits

For a company that has not been in profit for a number of years, how to motivate people through non-monetary means has become a major issue. One surprise was that when Karen asked employees what were the benefits that really mattered to them, she found they weren’t interested in “big things” with monetary value, such as childcare vouchers. Instead, people mentioned reinstigating Christmas closure, being able to have extra holiday, and flexible start-finish times. 

“It was not much to give away to get back the goodwill” 

While most people still work core hours, the option is now there to stagger start and finish times. In addition, employees can now “buy” an extra week’s holiday at a time, and have the money deducted from their pay packets over 12 months. 

“We still think we can do more but it is a step change because the culture was so different before,” “The feeling is let’s walk before we can run.”

Bringing in flexible working hours also made more people realise how many hours they were actually working.  As Richard pointed out “it changed my perception and made me more disciplined because I could leave at 4.30” – “you get it done for that day and go home”.

A system of TOIL was also introduced (a combination of time off and pay) which was particularly important for those people involved in delivering events and who previously had worked weekends with no opportunity to claim any time back during the week.  

Karen also made the fundamental point that whilst we had formal policies – it was also important to change the culture – you need to make it natural - “people are living it – you almost don’t need policies - it is becoming instinctive”

Improved Measurements/Processes/Planning

BI have now developed better ways of measuring and planning their business – including a mid term plan that enables them to effectively divert resources if need be.

Quarterly reviews of hours people are working are now conducted – to enable them to flag up any issues that there may either at a team or individual level.

As well as the usual entry and exit interviews Karen has also started conducting stayer interviews – people who have been with the company for a period of 5 years or more are selected at random.  Results from the exit interviews are also improving – reasons for leaving are no longer ‘you’ve run me down’

The structure of the business has also been streamlined with the previous 8 levels reduced to 5.  Operational improvements have seen the client service team sitting with people with other specialisms that builds a more team approach and provides the client with a better service – another indication that productivity is rising.

Impact on employees of the changes

There is now a collaborative approach to work and better communication between departments about negotiating and managing deadlines - peer pressure is eroding the old command and control culture.

As Richard points out “you feel free to voice what you want to say” and “more of a buzz in the office – you don’t dread coming into work”

A few people have moved on as they feel that this new culture is not for them and Karen points out that there is a need to manage expectations – the changes have been so fundamental that some people start to believe that you can fix everything.

What have been the outcomes?

The company's financials have improved beyond the pro-rata market rate with a 9.5% growth in gross profit, which includes a 20% increase in the events side of the business.  BI Worldwide also have 50% more work on than last year.  They are also receiving improved feedback from their clients – currently they are receiving ratings of 8.6 out of 10.

In addition employee turnover had fallen to 28.7% - whereas before the organisation had the reputation locally for being 'hire and fire' people are now ringing up asking whether there are any vacancies – including previous employees.

Sickness absence has fallen from over 2% to 1.77% and 83.9% of employees received training last year, which is an increase in 25% over the previous year.  The company is now gearing up for its first IiP assessment. 

Questions and answers

Q How did people take to the MD meetings -if people were not that enchanted with the organisation, I can imagine people were resistant to all this communication when you started it. Did you have to encounter a lot of resistance?

A Richard: “If you lead people tend to follow you. We had to chivvy people up when it first started. Once people saw actually it is not that bad, that the whole environment is informal, sofas, bistro chairs, screens with News 24 – it makes it easier to go in.”

Comment: The culture of working long hours is very difficult to break. My people are spread all over N Yorks. Very difficult. I ended up catching up at home.  have not broken off working from home completely – I do still access emails from home. But took a really major effort on my part to say this is not going to work if you carry on this way. It really isn’t easy to make that cultural shift. Some jobs are simply never finished and you need to accept this




BI Worldwide is a US owned communication and motivation company - partly due to the effects of 9/11 in 2001-02 it saw a drop in total revenue of 46 per cent; in 2002-03, a further 16 per cent; in 2003-04, 3 per cent.


Employee turnover was running at 60 per cent per annum. Morale was low: there was a lot of pressure on people to deliver, and they worked incredibly long hours. 


A new MD, who came in 15 months ago, has been a vital force for change, himself modelling a new approach to work-life balance.


Improving internal communications and performance management have been crucial in building commitment, retention and productivity.


A range of internal communications methods were introduced, including an informal end-of-week gathering, weekly email bulletins, and a “People’s forum” of employee representatives from all sections and levels of the business.


BI have also made significant changes that have increased employee empowerment and improved their measurement, processes and planning


As a result of the changes staff turnover has reduced by almost 30% and 84% of employees received training during the last year – an increase of over 50%


The changes made were also introduced for minimal or no cost and most importantly BI have also seen its profits rise








