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Most people I have worked with know that I love to use modes of transport (cars mainly) as 
an analogy when speaking of organisation design and organisation development.  One of 
my favourite exercises involves nothing less than Baby’s Very First Book on Trucks, What 
Car? Magazine featuring Tesla, a TopGear book – ‘Where’s Stig?’, a magnetic playboard of 
different modes of transport and of course, a Hot Wheels police car and red convertible 
sports car. 

 
Last summer Lewis Hamilton of team Mercedes and 
Max Verstappen of team Red Bull gifted me an 
excellent example of organisation design and 
development in action at the F1 German Grand Prix.  
One of their respective ‘pit stops’ proved to be the 
ultimate less than two-minute example of how 
organisations competing in the same industry, exact 
same competitive conditions can differ so greatly in 
their performance.  In F1 this is the difference 
between a coveted place on the podium or a deep 
dive session on lessons learned. 
 
That wet summer afternoon…if I can be so bold to 
say… good OD made the difference. Thank you, 
Mercedes and Red Bull. 
 
Team Red Bull smashed their own world record: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U1MnVvVRkSk  
 

While, Mercedes had … ‘a bad day in the office’ 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f205T6Y4btw 
 
When I ask participants what they glean from this exercise, they immediately recognise 
the well-known tenets of healthy organisations.  One of the more recent and extensive 

Reflections on the Future 
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research pieces published by Q5 Partners outlines these well in the modern context in a 
framework they call PEARL – Purpose, Ecosystem, Adaptability, Real empowerment and 
Leadership. 
 
https://www.q5partners.com/news/five-game-changing-traits-connective-organisation-
what-you-need-build-thrive-2020s 
 
At the team level, participants quickly point out the benefits of having clear roles.  
Especially everyone knowing their roles, being ready to execute with precision timing with 
all critical decisions (like which tyre) having been made well in advance.  One basic F1 pit 
stop includes up to 36 tasks and involves 22 people! 
 
How has the coronavirus crisis influenced my thinking? 
Of course, what we believed was a modern context was jolted by a seismic shift with the 
arrival of a global pandemic.  What experience and learning do we draw upon to survive in 
a 1 in a 100 years type of multi-faceted crisis that has forced such profound changes?   
 
Pre COVID 19, OD practitioners were likely focused on: 
 

1. Digital - Still trying to support, convince, in some cases plead with organisations to 
accelerate their on-line/digital capability which was already over a decade behind. 
 

2. Organisation strategy – Probing executives whether they truly, collectively 
understood their business model, whether how they operate is fit for known 
disruptive trends like consumer behaviours, workforce demographics, AI, continued 
geo-political turmoil.  More importantly, was their organisation model aligned with 
their aspirations? 

 
3. Core work – a hard and fast for organisation designers.  What is the true core purpose 

and work of the organisation, how effectively and efficiently are they executing on 
this vs. a myriad of distracting pet projects?  Are they exploiting new technologies, 
partnerships, stopping non-essential work and diverting precious resources to 
strengthening the core? 
 

4. Leadership/Culture – how equipped, honest, courageous even, are leaders to forge 
new paths, relinquish the status quo, even reveal a slightly human side – what was 
popularly labelled in consultancy terms as being ‘authentic’.  What behaviours were 
leaders actively demonstrating and how did that materialise in the day to day 
‘culture’? 

 
Any one of these topics would keep a good OD practitioner busy for some time. 
 
What is the organisational protocol, however, for a shock of this magnitude? 

1. Everyone is immediately told to Stay Home 
2. Stop all but essential travel – no cars, no transport 
3. Keep a 2 metre distance, wear a mask 
4. Shut-down non-essential operations  
5. Consumers stop buying all but the bare necessities – food, disinfectant, toilet paper 

https://www.q5partners.com/news/five-game-changing-traits-connective-organisation-what-you-need-build-thrive-2020s
https://www.q5partners.com/news/five-game-changing-traits-connective-organisation-what-you-need-build-thrive-2020s
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6. Isolate the most vulnerable for 12 weeks 
7. Keep working whilst home schooling, caring for loved ones and worrying about the 

safety of friends, family and co-workers 
8. Stay alert to the changes in government, travel and employment regulations 

 
…and so on 

 
No one would fault any organisation for not being prepared to handle any one of these 
COVID scenarios singularly much less all of them at once. 
 
The impact on financials, societies, communities, health and mental well-being have been 
unimaginable.  No one can truly understand at a macro level the great harm and difficulty 
people have been facing.  There is a deep, deep well of issues we are only likely to discover 
over time that will trickle down and impact on the true health of organisations. 
 
A Case Study 
In January, I was in discussions with a new client in Singapore to stress test their 
organisation design.  They had made some fundamental decisions 18 months ago to 
introduce new leadership roles which impacted on how they had operated for decades.  
The new ‘CEO’ along with her leadership team felt that the organisation was not quite 
performing as anticipated with the new design and wanted to get an outsider’s perspective. 
 
By early February, we had agreed the objectives, scope, timing and method. I had booked 
my flights, hotel and airport transfers.  They had sorted my visitor’s pass, set me up with 
a temporary Google account as well as booked my induction which included a physical walk 
through the site.  The team had booked rooms for workshops, interviews and locked me 
into the appropriate diaries.  They even invited me to sit in on key Board meetings as an 
observer.  All of this a fairly typical protocol for an OD practitioner. 
 
Then a week before flying out, the CEO updated me about the corona virus situation: 
 
“You will have seen much debate in the press re the corona virus and the link to Singapore. 
In many respects, life continues here as normal, with some precautions re keeping good 
personal hygiene, and behaviours in mass gatherings etc. I don't know what your tolerance 
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is for travel in these circumstances and would fully understand if you are not keen on 
travelling at this time. Should travel go ahead, you might anyway want to get prepared 
with some antibac hand wipes and hand gel - you can't get for love nor money here; face 
masks are only advised IF you feel you are infected, but some are using as a precaution. 
You also can't get masks here any more. 
The latest run has been on loo roll....” 
 
I remember responding to the client letting her know that the main front-page headline in 
the UK was regarding Storm Ciara which at 80mph gusts had brought the country to its 
knees. 
 

With a little more research, I learned 
that Singapore had raised its 
outbreak alert to ‘Orange’ after 
cases surfaced which could not be 
traced to the source of 
infection.  One level below Red - an 
out-of-control pandemic.  Since the 
outbreak response was raised ‘rice, 
instant noodles, and toilet paper 
began flying off the shelves’.   
 
The UK government had not issued 
any travel advisory warnings to Asia.  
All flights were operating as normal.  
There were some suggestions they 
may exercise quarantine practices 
on individuals for 14 days who travel 
from Asian countries including 

Singapore.  
 
I commented that I usually have a high tolerance for various world events, but I wasn’t 
sure what to make of this one.  The singular reason I was hesitant was that the past year I 
had also been caring for my niece who requires a liver transplant and is on the waiting 
list.  I was mainly concerned of any exposure to myself which may in turn affect her or my 
ability to help the family care for her.  I offered to work through some of the programme 
remotely in the short term, work to local Singapore timeframes and adjust my fees 
accordingly.  
 
Could OD work really be done purely remotely? Could one really be as effective without 
seeing, getting a feel for the environment, without locking eyes with executives and 
without running our beloved workshops?  Thankfully, the answer is a resounding YES! 
 
Not only did I work with the Singapore client remotely during this crisis, I have also worked 
with two other clients and am looking forward to following up with all of these teams. 
 
What are my reflections on OD? 



THE HENLEY FORUM 
KNOW | LEARN | ADAPT | INNOVATE 

 
 

© The Henley Forum 2020 

In previous ‘crisis’ situations, especially financial, my observation has been that 
organisations hesitate to invest in organisation design and development work.  
Alternatively, if they have already invested in this capability, they feel this may now be a 
luxury.  Very much echoing Chris Collison’s question regarding KM functions – ‘will they be 
incinerated as collateral damage’. 
  
You can imagine then how it warms my heart to also observe those leaders who 
unwaveringly recognise that actually this is the absolute perfect time to make that 
‘winning pit stop’ 
 
All of my clients could have easily and without question delayed this OD intervention in 
favour of something else more pressing.  There is always something else operationally more 
pressing.  All of them, however, recognised the perfect timing.  In between COVID crisis 
meetings, unexpected changes in travel regulations, government regulations, technical 
challenges and the health of key employees or their families, we persevered through our 
efforts. 
 
Making that winning pit stop 
At the best of times and with even an abundance of resources, most organisations struggle 
to strike the right balance between the pressures of daily operational matters and the need 
to pave a strategic course.  The infamous ‘how do you expect me to change the tyre whilst 
driving’ saying comes to mind.  
 
True transformational change is often catalysed by a force that seems to threaten survival, 
a familiar mini-jolt like unexpected decline in revenues, take-over threat, natural disaster, 
etc.    
 
What should organisations do then with the black swan event called COVID 19? Now is the 
crucial time to put in play changes that can sustain the organisation for the long run. Now 
that we have experienced the seismic shift – take full advantage. 
 
Make this crucial pit stop 
when the organisation is NOT 
operating at 110%, when 
weaknesses have already 
been so brutally exposed, 
when you have already had 
to make tough decisions 
about essential work and 
furloughing staff. 
 
Commit to addressing with 
integrity those four key 
areas your OD practitioners were advising before the crisis – Digital, Organisation strategy, 
Core work, and Leadership/culture. 
 
Most organisations have had no choice – restaurant suppliers have been forced to sell 
directly to consumers, grocery stores that relied on store visits have had to partner with 
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delivery services.  Organisations have had to reduce their workforce and/or go back to 
investors to see them through.  Their very survival has depended on it and many have 
already declared they are out. 
 
Take heed of the many long-standing myths that have been proven otherwise: 

• Working hard is not equivalent to working productively 
• People can adapt quickly, can become productive quickly in unfamiliar yet necessary 

circumstances 
• Employees can work from home whilst schooling their children, caring for their 

family and contributing positively to their communities 
• The social purpose of work is of huge importance – people expect as a given that 

organisations are integrated into the betterment of society and community 
• Collaboration and partnership are natural human behaviours that require little 

convincing and training 
• The permanent sense of uncertainty means there is no longer an ‘optimal’ solution.  

There is only the most robust at a point in time.  Constant evolution is non-
negotiable. 

• Systems change to adapt to the culture not the other way around 
• Our human side is our best side. Amongst all the talk of the importance of 

‘differentiation' ultimately being human, what organisations have in common, is the 
greatest source of strength. 

 
For OD practitioners our ability to be pure and decisive about our skill set is more needed 
than ever. Here are my current Top 10:  
 

1. We must be honest about what we offer – is it really design, development, change 
or HR? 

2. Our approach must be even more iterative, dynamic and intuitive 
3. We ourselves need to shift from an ‘optimal’ design to one that is resilient based on 

what we know at any given point in time 
4. We must be able to work as effectively remotely as we do in a workshop setting 
5. Our work needs to be flexible 
6. We need to press harder on identifying and making the tough choices 
7. Our recommendations need to be even more precise with clear options, so leaders 

have choices when circumstances change 
8. We must be firm and persevere to articulate useful design principles/non-

negotiables  
9. Stick to the method and principles – focus on the work rather than org charts and 

individuals – the why before the what; the how before the who 
10. Work strategically, whole system and longer term – stick to the mission, be prepared 

to adjust the plan 
 
As the world overcomes the health crisis, business leaders will be the next cadre of front-
line workers.  My favourite quote comes to mind as the best advice: 
 
“I've learned that people will forget what you said, people will forget what you did, 
but people will never forget how you made them feel.” 
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― Maya Angelou 

Author bio: 
 
Jaimini Lakhani 
 

Jaimini runs her own consulting practice, Lumiere, 
where she specialises in working with organisations 
of all sizes through pivotal moments of change. She 
has worked in diverse industries - private, public and 
third sector, from construction to retail, from China 
to South Africa. Her clients include well known 
companies such as Accenture, Burberry, British 
Council, Heathrow and the Ministry of Justice. 
Jaimini also applies her knowledge and experience 
in supporting start-ups such as Aha Retail Partners 
where she is a non-executive board member. 
 
  
She has been a guest lecturer at Claude Littner 
Business School, University of West London and 
University of Westminster, Business School.  Jaimini 
teaches the CIPDs Advanced Organisation Design and 
Development accreditation course. Born in Uganda, 

educated in the USA and now based in the UK, she enjoys blending her personal and 
work-based international experience towards business change.  
 
Website : https://jaimini.co.uk  

https://jaimini.co.uk/

	“I've learned that people will forget what you said, people will forget what you did, but people will never forget how you made them feel.”
	― Maya Angelou

