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Digital revolutions, agile culture


The COVID-19 pandemic has impacted every sector of the economy and every area of society. Indeed, some of the impacts are only beginning to be understood. As we start to explore the full extent of its effect, we need to seize the opportunity to rebuild an agile economy, and to train the next generation of workers who will make it prosperous

François de Montaudouin





François de Montaudouin began his career in banking before moving into private equity. He then moved out of finance into operational roles. He led a major French distribution group and ran two Middle Eastern family-owned corporate groups. He is perhaps best-known as the man behind the project to build a ski resort in Dubai.

He created his own company, specialising in corporate governance, a pioneering concept for conglomerates in newly developed countries. After 12 years in the Middle East, he returned to France in July 2019. He sits on a number of boards, including as a chairman, and consults with various clients, assisting them in optimising their business by improving their decision-making organisation. Among others, he is currently leading change management efforts as chairman of the board at the leading interdisciplinary architecture practice Arep Group, a subsidiary of SNCF Gares et Connections.

*
*     *

When I was asked to introduce a collection on the COVID-19 pandemic, I immediately began to think of all the things that could fall within the scope of such a discussion. As I began to think deeply about the issues, the more I realised that there were striking similarities between parts of the crisis and parts of the response.

Our world was changing well before the crisis. It is undeniable that the past year has seen dramatic accelerations in the rate of change and all skeptics have been caught off guard. We have changed quickly, and we have changed a lot. The way companies have been able to handle this adaptation is a determining factor in their ongoing success.

In introducing the fascinating contributions in this collection, I would like to set the scene a little, and explore the way in which companies have been structuring their operations thus far, and how this may change as we build our future economic ecosystem. Before I get into the more technical details of corporate operations, I will allow myself to draw a small parallel with the way in which governments reacted.


Caught napping

No-one saw a crisis of this magnitude coming, which is probably understandable. However companies are not, generally speaking, sufficiently well-prepared for systemic crisis. Those fortunate enough to count the contributors to this collection among their leaders are the exceptions. Governments were not well-prepared either, which is less acceptable and we count their failures in relative mortality rates.

Disbelief, skepticism, and a sense of invincibility were the right things to say, any other stand was disregarded. We are, as an economy, as a species, reacting to the issues, rather than anticipating them. This lack of anticipation meant that decision makers were deprived of time to plan. Time is of the essence in a crisis, and in particular during a health crisis involving a novel coronavirus with exponential growth. Agility is essential, and decisive action was necessary.

When we look at the first response by states, we can see that the very notion of a state was called into question immediately. The first step that governments took, for the most part, was to put in place an administrative confinement, copying in their own way, what the Chinese government did. These lockdowns were put in place with very short notice and were accompanied by the removal of all of our personal freedoms.

This is a truly historic event. Political leaders took absolutely unprecedented steps on an unprecedented scale, and these steps were accepted by the citizens! Our personal freedoms are hard-won, and wars have been fought over less significant changes than those that we saw around the globe in the first part of this year.

That these changes were accepted so well is testament to our capacity as humans to adapt. The capacity of our political leaders to communicate effectively as to why these changes were needed and the speed of their decision making ,made them possible.

The departure of the United Kingdom from the European Union is another major geopolitical event that has a concrete impact on people’s rights. The impact of Brexit is much smaller than the impact the COVID-19 pandemic had, but the political process has lasted years, and will no doubt continue for years, creating uncertainty for many, and endless discussions. Slow decision making, poor communication, etc.

Governments used a power that they would never have dared wield had the circumstances been any different. Democratic rights were being modified so substantially that it could be called a coup d’état! This quick and decisive action was, in my view, agility on the part of world leaders.

This concept finds its mirror image in the corporate world. Companies with sophisticated corporate governance structures put all of these structures and processes to one side and became benevolent dictatorships overnight. CEOs and HR directors oversaw the closure of shops, factories and all other sorts of facilities. Staff were told to stay at home.

Only “essential” staff were allowed to leave their homes, and this new division of the professional world into two parts is something that will no doubt require much examination if we are to avoid excessive inequality in the future.




Remote and physical workforces

We now have two populations within the global workforce; those who use their physical strength to work, and those who need a keyboard and a screen to do their work. The latter may be performed remotely, the former may not. In addition, the former is in physical contact with the physical risks posed by the pandemic.

These two populations did not have identical fates during the crisis. A further sub-division of the first category is needed to further our understanding of this phenomenon. The first sub-category comprises all “essential workers”. Mundane jobs became critical, and employees continued working. The second sub-category comprises all physical workers whose roles were considered “non-essential”, and who were either placed on paid leave, furloughed with the government available, or made redundant, depending on the labour laws in force in their country. This is a wake up call for employers, who will need to look again at their pay scales.

The second category,workers in front of a computer screen, was almost entirely homogenous during the crisis. They were confined to their homes, but continued to work. There are of course differences in the quality of people’s confinement—we do not all have the same home, working space, or childcare obligations, or even natural light! There are also differences in the digital tools available, and this is a topic discussed by the contributors to this collection.




Accelerating hard

I am somewhat closer to the end of my career than the beginning. The professional environment is changing at a rate that I have never before seen. Even these rapid changes are put to shame by the speed at which we moved during the crisis. Having a good understanding of projected exponential growth is essential, similar to the speed of dissemination of Covid 19.

Perhaps unusually, I do not think that the response to this crisis can fairly be described as an innovative one. The changes were made possible by technologies and management concepts which have existed already for years. We took existing features of work, and accelerated them rapidly, but we did not introduce something that was actually new in and of itself. I would just like to share two examples.

Firstly, the way in which we work was of course one of the aspects of our professional lives most affected by the crisis. Something new? Not really… To give a little context: co-working tripled in three years to 2019. Freelancing growth has been witnessed for many years, and some estimates (before COVID 19) put the number of freelancers ahead of the number of employed workers within six years. These numbers are absolutely astonishing, and show quite how different the future might be.

In France, the self-employed status of auto-entrepreneur has proven to be extremely popular. The numbers of people working in this manner has had double-digit growth since it was introduced, a growth rate that has seen it pass the 1.5 million mark. Working independently has always existed, but for various reasons, it has not been envisaged seriously by a large part of society. What might the future look like if there is an even more dramatic acceleration in this style of work?

Secondly, this acceleration can be seen to have been affected by technologies. Again, these are not necessarily new technologies. Lots has been said about video-conferencing, but Skype has been with us since 2003. Cloud computing dates back decades. Whatsapp was founded in 2009, and many of us will remember BBM and Blackberries more generally.

The research to back up the use of these technologies existed as well. Employee satisfaction, productivity, security, we have always known that these technologies are very beneficial to companies and in demand from the employees. External economic factors have shifted and the hard to kill skepticism was washed away in 48 hours!




Remote from what?

Historically, we have centralised workers in “headquarters”. We have had executive suites and corner offices in skyscrapers, and floors and floors filled with offices and cubicles and other office space. Real estate costs are the second biggest cost for companies, after wages. Many city centres are now prohibitively expensive for anything except extremely high added-value work.

In building the modern office, as an unintended consequence, we have increased our carbon footprint. Not only are skyscraper office blocks expensive, they are inefficient—and I’ve put up my fair share of such buildings! As we build higher, it costs more and more to bring utilities and power to where it is needed. The only real winners are the owners of the land underneath.

Buildings are quicker to complete than complex transport networks, so surrounding infrastructure is always a step behind office space. In France, the Grand Paris project is intended to enlarge the vision of the capital, with new train and metro lines, and a better network of interconnections with the surrounding suburbs. The project is delayed, and will take decades to complete.

Despite these very concrete factors that should discourage traditional office buildings, there is substantial resistance to change. The pandemic forced the hands of a large number of people, and many workers are now dealing with the various stages of grief having lost their professional home.

While the acceleration we have seen in recent months is something that I see as the consequence of a pandemic colliding with all of these structural factors, this does not mean that everyone will move on to acceptance. Massive value destruction is at play.

Few products or services have changed, but the way we have to structure our companies has to change drastically. My personal area of expertise in corporate governance, needs to change, just like others!




The digital company

Digitally-native companies benefit from several advantages in comparison to traditionally organized companies. The first is that “silos” disappear. Digital-native companies can make all information stored anywhere in the company available instantly, at any location. Any segregation of information is a security choice, rather than a blind spot in a decision maker’s vision.

The second is that of independence. This is what lies beneath the installation of baby football tables in start-ups. Workers are being encouraged to take leisure time within the workplace. When the workplace is digital, autonomy is increased, especially if work can be done asynchronously. People can work early in the morning, or late at night, according to personal preference.

The third is that of horizontality. The traditional hierarchical structures are often ridiculously inefficient, and technology can strip out many layers and allow decision making to improve by an order of magnitude. The fourth is peer-evaluation, which is effectively a horizontal performance review.

The fifth advantage is that the first four advantages combine to empower workers and make them more independent and responsible. These factors – and there are many more advantages – make digital-native companies very successful enterprises.

In fact, other than Saudi Aramco, the biggest companies today, by market value, are all digital native companies. Alphabet, Microsoft, Facebook, Alibaba, Tencent, and others, all of which became household names in no time. These companies may have a killer product at their inception, but that is not what makes them so successful. Their success is driven by their agile culture. That is the product of the true digital revolution.

The COVID-19 pandemic has forced more companies down this path, and the most significant long-term impact will be not on the digital tools that we use, they are going to evolve again, but on the culture that this style of work creates.

These new organizational structures give new and horizontal relationships, and makes companies faster at making decisions. Speed, and agility, are what makes companies succeed in times of crisis, and no matter what the future brings, all survivors will have to use this agile culture.

But a company is first and foremost a human story! An unmanned digital tool is no better than an empty office. They need people to work. How do we make sure that this new digital revolution and agile style of work is a benefit for the workforce?




Upskilling for the future

For employees everywhere to successfully turn the corner and thrive in the new professional world, we need a training revolution to go with our digital revolution. For many of us, opening a computer and sending an email is something we don’t even think about. For many others, there is nothing obvious about such steps, and they don’t have the first idea where to start.

The differences worsen between generations. Cloud storage apps, mobile telephone updates, social media and more all come very easily to a generation who grew up with them, acquiring technical skills as they went.

Previous generations put the emphasis on reading, writing, and arithmetic. These skills are still crucial, but we need to add digital skills to this list of basics. One hour a week in a computer lab or two hours training from time on common applications are woefully inadequate, however. How can we justify spending so little time on such essential workplace skills?

In addition to digital skills for all, we need to make certain adaptations in our teams. IT support, for example, is now even more remote than it was previously, and we need to be able to provide a quality service to our teams. Managers generally, in fact, need help to cope with two different changes.

The first is that they now have flatter, more horizontal structures in which to move. There are fewer layers of management; this new structure has its own particularities and its own constraints, and we need to equip our leaders to succeed in this environment.

The second is the style of work they need to encourage. Digital tools work best when people collaborate on projects. Collaborative and creative work is the future, and management styles will need to continue to evolve in order to be able to handle this newly dominant style in an appropriate fashion.

The COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated all of these changes and created lots of needs, but our response is still lagging behind the progress that is needed. There is much hope that we will see significant developments in this field before long but the return of sckepticism as soon as the pandemic danger goes away is a major risk. Employees and managers will continue to adapt and adapt well, if we give them proper training . Seeking a better work-life balance, including in the workplace, is in high demand.




Work-life balance in the workplace

The traditional border between place of work and place of residence has been trampled by the pandemic. People work from their sofas, dining room tables, or kitchen tables. People were already massively social at work, of course, and leaders need to be careful how these post-crisis changes may affect these balances.

Do people need to be better equipped at home? What do we do about the lack of workplace socializing? I believe that the workplace may evolve from a place where people go to produce work to a place where people go to spend time with their colleagues. Physical spaces for collaboration are distinctly human and will remain necessary for a very long time despite the availability of digital collaboration tools.
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