
FUTURE OF WORK
Adaptive Organisation



KEY TOPIC

“How can organisations  
attract and retain  
engaged individuals?”

According to The Economist, Asia will again be the engine of global GDP growth for 2015. Even as 
opportunities abound at breakneck speed in Asia, organisations are fighting off competition, volatility and 
disruptions in the market every single day.

This paper discusses the merits of becoming an adaptive organisation. Organisations that create an 
environment defined by meaningful work and deep employee engagement could well hold the key 
competitive edge in this incredible place that is Asia.



An organisation’s success is almost entirely dependent upon its people. Your employees determine what 
gets done, how well it gets done, how much your organisation makes and how fast it will grow. However, 
research shows that employee engagement is low. In Singapore, out of ten people, at most one is 
engaged. What are some of the causes?

Overworked employees

“Companies are so busy measuring they forget the original intent of what they are measuring. They 
become lost in the metrics” 

More often than not, organisations get “lost in the metrics”. Highly siloed functional teams and individuals 
focus on their key performance indicators (“I ran 20 roadshows this quarter!”). This puts pressure on 
employees to increase productivity—to “do more with less”. It’s not surprising to find employees taking 
on multiple roles or multi-tasking. The line between work and personal life has blurred. How many of us 
answer emails and take work calls beyond 6pm as well as weekends?

The focus on the numbers also has a side effect—turning individuals into faceless figures, building a 
perception that they are easily replaceable.

Employees are becoming customers

The balance of power in the employer-employee relationship has shifted, making today’s employees more 
like customers rather than subordinates. It has never been easier to switch jobs. Websites like LinkedIn and 
monster.com are matching individuals to new job opportunities at a massive scale.

“People come to work to fill three buckets: Extrinsic, Reputation, Intrinsic. These buckets are 
different sizes for different individuals. Not one size fits all.” 

Employees motivation have also changed. Today, there are more employees, particularly the Millennials, 
who have a greater focus on the “intrinsic” bucket. They want to create a real impact, and do it fast. 
For other employees, it’s about survival, they have a bigger “extrinsic” bucket that needs to be filled, and 
if it is not filled, it creates a distraction or worse, dissent. Everyone’s buckets come in different shapes and 
sizes, it is not one size fits all. 

“72% Of Millennials consider having a job with impact to be very important.” (2012 Net Impact  
Talent Report)

Today’s fast-changing business dynamics and volatile workforce require organisations to adopt new 
strategies to attract and retain engaged individuals. So how do we engage employees, with  
their unique dreams and motivations, and still meet the organisation’s objectives? 

Context

Insights
Adaptive organisation

Because one size doesn’t fit all, we believe in the concept of an “adaptive organisation”. The purpose  
of an adaptive organisation is to help align purpose of organisation with individuals. 

What we heard from participants of the worklab was unanimous: The future of work revolves around the 
concept of an “adaptive organisation” and “self-organising company”.

Leaders need to provide a simple and effective rallying cry to drive behaviour towards the organisation’s 
purpose. The rallying cry is one that employees will rely on to guide their small daily incremental decisions, 
which ultimately drive the overall business. 

One of the stories shared was of a visitor to the McLaren F1 racing team’s headquarters. As he was 
admiring the gleaming racing masterpiece, he noticed a man sweeping the floor next to it, and asked 
“What do you do here?”. The man pointed to the car and replied: “I’m here to help that car win the race.”

A rallying cry drives concrete behaviours. 

What is a rallying cry?
It has to be meaningful and provide context to the company’s goal. It is adaptive to empower employees. 
It gives employees the freedom to exercise their creative confidence to do what’s right  
for the organisation and the customer, above and beyond what is expected of them. 

This applies to all jobs, including lower-autonomy jobs. For example, a hospital cleaner seeing his work as 
a means to help ill people rather than cleaning space, by entertaining the patients with song, dance and 
jokes, proactively making his guests feel more comfortable.

What it’s not? It’s not one-size-fits-all. It’s not a standard operating procedure.



Employee engagement

Something magical happens when employees feel 
they are part of something greater, and they can 
see how their work, no matter how big or small, 
drives impact through the organisation. 

Department purpose

“Provide a framework that gives employees  
the opportunity to do something meaningful,  
to make a difference” 

Leaders need to provide line-of-sight on how 
employees make an impact in the organisation. 
And at the worklab, we talked about formulating a 
“department purpose”, as a middle ground to align 
“organisation purpose” with “individual purpose”. 

Personal brand

“Enable employees to promote their personal 
brand within the organisation” 

Engaging employees is also about    that every 
individual’s personal brand matters. Employees 
want to be heard. 

Dutch multinational technology company, Philips, 
has an internal social collaboration platform 
that works much like Facebook does. With it,  
employees share what they are doing, are able to 
congratulate their colleagues on good work done 
or even share ideas to achieve common goals—
building success at Philips. 

Trust

“Employees are willing to take risk if there is trust. 
Trust them, and have them trust you” 
 
We all want to make a difference to our 
organization. To make a difference is to change, 
and change is risky.

Organisations need to provide the security to allow 
employees to experiment without worrying about 
whether they are committing career suicide. It is 
also a culture change. In Asia, people tend to worry 
about “face”, afraid of saying the wrong thing, and 
offending others.

How can organisations provide a safety net?

• Encourage an open mind with a bias to action - 
“It’s ok to fail, at least we tried and learnt from it”. 

• Create a fun learning environment to cultivate 
positive energy. 

• Allow for exit from and return to the organisation. 
The employer – employee alliance is a long-term 
relationship. When an employee decides to leave, 
don’t take it personavlly. 

• Change the education model in schools to 
encourage more risk-taking.

This idea is not new, the challenge is to make it actionable. 
It’s a personal choice to do something about it.

Steps you can take:

• Start a conversation. Initially, these conversations will throw out more questions than answers.  
An elegant solution emerges from defining the question correctly. 

• Make space for the team to have an inflection point. Bring them away from the coal face and into the 
sunshine to discuss their individual purpose and the organisation’s purpose. Start the thinking around the 
pricky question of “What do I want to do?”.
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CONCLUSION
Organisations can attract and retain purpose-driven individuals by 
empowering employees to exercise their creative confidence to 
do what’s right for the organisation and the customer. 



We at Personna believe the answers are out there. 

In discovering the new world that is the Future of Work, 
we hear viewpoints of forward-thinking leaders from across 
private and public organisations. We believe in crowdsourcing 
ideas to get innovative viewpoints that are key to finding 
solutions that work. 

Your voices, we hope, will help us collectively discover this 
movement of making work more engaging, more personal. 

ABOUT THE  
PERSONNA WORKLAB



We help purpose-driven organisations attract 
and engage individuals whose persona aligns 
with theirs, and help individuals find businesses 
that allow them to grow, express themselves 
and fulfill their potential. That is how great talent 
attracts great talent.

For businesses, we leverage design thinking 
to provide consulting around recruitment and 
employee engagement to attract and retain  
the right talent.

ABOUT US

Work fills a large part of your life.  

Be honest and true to your work persona.  

Don’t just bend to fit any job description.  

You’re more than just a part of the workforce.  

Instead, embrace your personal brand.  

Discover your true work purpose. 

Build your legacy. Don’t settle. 

We help purpose-driven organisations attract  

and engage individuals whose persona aligns with theirs.  

We help purpose-driven individuals leverage  

design thinking to design their careers,  

find businesses that allow them to grow,  

express themselves and fulfill their potential.  

That is how great talent attracts great talent.
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