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The Rapid, Mass Engagement story 
began in a factory in Walkinstown, 
Dublin in 1973.  From my position 
as the most junior employee I 
noticed a contrast between the 
non-hierarchical and powerful 
teamwork I experienced playing 
competitive sport, and the way 
in which management and 

employees interacted.  I also 
listened with incredulity to the 
negative assumptions different 
groups made about each other.  
I moved to the UK in 1974 and I 
experienced the wave of strikes 
that gave the UK the title of ‘the 
sick man of Europe’.  This reinforced 
my conviction that there had to 
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be a better way of organising the 
way management and employees 
treated each other.

Those formative experiences 
changed my life; I wanted to 
understand how individuals and 
groups developed their beliefs, 
especially negative and restrictive 
assumptions, and I wanted to 
create a better way.  The Rapid, 
Mass Engagement Process is the 
result.  Let’s fast forward 43 years...

What External Bodies Say About 
the Process:

When Toyota audited DePuy’s 
Shingo Prize-winning Ringaskiddy 
plant in 2014 they found:

“The best example we have 
seen of an organisation that truly 
embraces the cultural aspects 
of The Toyota Way to deliver 
sustainable results”.

When Investors in People surveyed 
Coca Cola employee attitudes in 
2001 they reported:

“The greatest transformation in 
employee attitudes ever witnessed.”

How are these kind of cultural 
transformations achieved?

Key Themes:

Critical to achieving these 
transformations are the following 
key themes which will be 
explored below:

• Typical mistakes that 
organisations make when 
they attempt to engage their 
workforces

• The concept of ‘motivation 
towards’ in contrast to 
‘motivation away from’, 
which explains why a burning 
platform is not essential 

• What engagement means 
and why it is not the same as 
involvement, participation or 
consultation          

• Culture change options: ‘top 

down’ or ‘bottom up’?
• Why the process is Rapid and 

Mass
• The difference between 

the width and the depth of 
engagement and why both 
need to leverage each other

• How the culture changes 
in advance of the explicit 
processes designed to 
change it, what I call the bow 
wave effect

• The necessity to optimise both 
the Social and the Technical 
aspects of a system (Trist 1981) 

• Why engagement alone is not 
enough

Overview

The Rapid, Mass Engagement 
Process is Phase 1 of a 6 Phase 
approach depicted below.   This 
article explains Phase 1, and a 
forthcoming article will explore the 
6 Phases as a system.
 
Before exploring how employees 
have created their own high 

performance culture let’s look at 
typical mistakes organisations make 
when they try to engage employees.

Typical Mistakes:

When seeking to engage 
employees, two frequent but 
opposite mistakes are common:
Mistake No 1 - Naïve Engagement.

This occurs when organisations tell 
themselves something like this:-

“No-one wants to do a bad job, so 
if we simply get out of the way and 
empower them, our employees will 
be high performing”

With the above logic, two heroic 
assumptions are made, namely that:

• Merely removing first line 
leadership will create self-
direction and

• That this self-direction would 
create high performing teams
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Both assumptions are dubious; the 
only guaranteed outcome of a 
power vacuum is that someone 
will fill it.  If what fills the power 
vacuum is random the results will 
be equally random and sometimes 
catastrophic.  There are successes 
but only when the self-directed 
teams have been thoroughly 
trained including knowing exactly 
what is expected from them to 
align with other teams and the 
wider organisation.

Sharing power can create 
engagement; merely removing 
power does not create 
engagement and it can facilitate 
bullying, systematic restriction of 
output and worse.

Mistake No 2 - Timid Engagement

This happens when organisations 
aim for high levels of engagement 
but do not facilitate sufficiently 
meaningful changes to 
employees’ work experience 
necessary to achieve it. To be 
successful, if you wish the ends 
(high levels of engagement) 
you must wish the means; this 
alignment of ends and means is 
addressed by the Diagnostic Day 
part of the process covered in the 
second part of this article to be 
published next month.

Engagement is achieved when 
the solution space available 
for employee decisions is wide 
enough to inspire meaningful 
changes in employees’ day-to-
day work experience.

The level of engagement 
discussed here is not possible if 
organisations have restrictive 
assumptions about what is 
possible and are unwilling to take 
calculated risks.  As a rough guide, 
unless employees come home 
and say, excitedly, to their partners 
“you would never believe what 
happened today”… your design is 
not radical enough to significantly 
move the culture!

Let’s examine how this process 
differs from a key aspect of 
change management thinking.

Motivation Towards not just 
Motivation Away From - no need 
for a “burning platform”

Many corporate leaders argue 
that to have the urgency needed 
to drive significant change it is 
necessary to have, or create, a 
‘burning platform’.

The issue with burning platform-
type approaches is what 
happens as the fear of negative 
consequences reduces?

If we can create a situation where 
employees can be motivated 

towards a vision or Higher Purpose, 
then such a motivation will be 
sustained better than motivation 
by fear.  The effect of a burning 
platform approach tends to 
diminish when the threat does not 
materialise or when new threats 
emerge and employees become 
increasingly distrustful of being 
manipulated.  This also undermines 
the values on which the whole 
approach is based (see Brophy 
2012, Devine 2016, Garvey 2016 
and Twomey 2011)

NB: This concept is not to be 
confused with Bandler’s “Motivation 
Strategies” concept of altering 
one’s language to influence 
individuals who are motivated 
differently (Bandler 2010).

Issue  Involvement or Consultation
Rapid, Mass Engagement 

Process

Decision-making

Who decides 
the agenda? 

(within the 
given strategy/
vision/purpose)

To provide input 
(often child-parent) 

or sometimes to meet 
regulatory/legislative 

requirements

Employee input leads 
to random and partial 

follow up

Employees often say “never”!

To make decisions and joint 
decisions (always adult-

adult)

Joint decisions are made 
in real-time on a specific 

decision-making event called 
Consensus Day - see below, 

and with large solution space 
by design

Implementation begins within 
48 hours of Consensus Day - 

see below

Employees

Table 1

Role of 
employees

How quickly 
are decisions 

made?

Leadership

Who decides 
the agenda? 

(within the 
given strategy/
vision/purpose)

Usually not 
addressed

Explicitly identified with 
employees provided with 
antidotes for immediate 

deployment!
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To do this requires an 
understanding of the difference 
between the type of engagement 
discussed here, and involvement 
or consultation.

Engagement not Involvement: 
Moving from Child-Parent to Adult-
Adult (Berne 1996)

The difference between the 
Rapid, Mass Engagement Process 
and a typical involvement 
or consultation process is 
summarised in  table 1 overleaf.

The conventional approach 
is that organisations try to sell 
their corporate culture to their 
employees; in the process outlined 
here employees create and own 
their own culture.

Traditionally, employees ‘have a 
say’ or are involved or consulted, 
but the power to make the 
final decisions remains with 
management alone.  Throughout 
this process employees are 
involved in challenging adult-
adult conversations and decisions, 
they never ‘ask management’ 
or ‘make representations’, they 
make decisions and actively 
prioritise, they are never in a child-
parent relationship.

As a result, employees are not the 
passive recipients of ‘engagement’: 
rather they act on their system 
of work in such a way that they 
become actively engaged.

In this sense, management doesn’t 
engage employees; management 
create a process whereby 
employees become engaged 
and then work to sustain the new 
system created.

As an analogy, the process 
creates a tiger, management has 
to feed and sustain the tiger and 
ensure it bites the right things!

To see how this compares to other 
approaches to engagement see 
Shuck (2010 and 2011).

Why is the nature of this process 
bottom-up?

Top Down or Bottom Up: rapid 
design or rapid implementation?

Most attempts to align employee 
behaviours and create a high 
performance culture produce 
disappointing results.

As we saw above, leadership 
typically design the new culture 
and subsequently attempt to ‘sell’ 
this approach to employees.  This 
is quick in design but slow, often 
unsuccessful, in implementation; 
Corporate Values are repeatedly 
relaunched with similar frustrating 
results including employee 

disillusionment with the very 
concept of ‘culture’.

The design must be genuinely 
owned by employees and any 
attempt at manipulation will 
destroy the values base on which 
this whole approach is founded.

A comparison of Top Down and 
Bottom Up Culture Change options 
is summarised in table 2.

Why is this form of engagement 
best achieved rapidly and by 
engaging all employees?

Issue Top Down Bottom Up

Negative 
and limiting 

assumptions and 
filters

Applicability

Usually slow

Negative assumptions 
‘attack’ the top down 

messages

Difficult due to ability to 
interpret corporate values and 

the small number of people 
holding leaders accountable 

from above

Can create rapid employee 
ownership e.g within days 

in small organisations 
using direct versions of the 

appraoch

Assumptions and Filters are 
systematically undermined by 
achieving outcomes seen as 
‘impossible’ to the sceptical 

and cynical and creating 
employee curiosity

Strong because:
1. Leaders held accountable 
both from below and above 

2.  Behavioural Standards 
much harder to interpret 

politically thus undermining 
political (pejorative sense) 

behaviour

Ideal when:
1. Competitive advantage 

is sought or increased
2 Survival demands rapid 

and radical change

Table 2

Pace

Accoutability 
of leaders

Suitable when uncertainty 
prevents long-term planning 

or when change in senior 
leadership is expected
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Why Rapid, Mass Engagement?

1 - Rapid

When I ask employees how long 
they have to wait for an answer 
after making a suggestion I often get 
answers like “months” or “never”.

Imagine the contrast and 
symbolism of employees 
themselves identifying the 
major issues preventing their 
engagement and starting to 
resolve them, together with 
codifying a new culture, within 
2 working weeks (DePuy for 650 
employees) or within 6 working 
weeks (Boston Scientific for nearly 
3000 employees)?

Remember that engagement has to 
be meaningful and the speed with 
which action is taken is extremely 
meaningful to employees, partly 
because of the powerful contrast to 
their normal experience.

The speed also signals powerful 
leadership intent and seriousness.

2 – Mass 

Mass means engaging all 
employees not a sub-set of them.  
Making change via selecting a 
pilot process to test if an approach 
works often creates:

• ‘Not invented here’ attitudes 
leading to a rejection of 
the ‘foreign body’ in other 
locations

• The impossibility of giving 
as much emotional support 
from senior leaders and other 
resources to the non-pilot 
processes and locations 

With the Mass approach, all 
employees are included in creating 
their new reality including their 
local culture.   This also ensures 
the width of ownership necessary 
for a new culture to withstand the 
kind of early challenges that can 
undermine it before it grows strong 

enough to sustain itself.  Depth of 
ownership is achieved by the more 
intense experience of collective, 
joint decision making (known as 
Consensus Day) which will be 
explained in next month’s article.  
Both width and depth are sustained 
and leveraged by the continuous 
improvement outputs from this 
collective, joint decision-making 
and by on-going improvements. 

For an alternative approach 
to mass engagement see the 
Search Conference method 
(Weisbord, 1993).

The Rapid and Mass nature of the 
process also has other effects on 
the culture change.

The Bow Wave Effect

During the first few weeks of the 
process in Boston Scientific, the 
canteen manager approached 
me and said:

“My staff have asked me to tell 
you that whatever you are doing 
in those workshops please keep 
doing it because people are 
treating us better”.

This was after the initial workshops 
covering the first 300 of nearly 
3,000 employees.  As will be 
explained in next month’s 
article, the initial workshops are 
explicitly purely diagnostic, yet 
the facilitation of the workshops 
has deliberately implicit effects 
and sensitises participants to think 
about how they behave towards 
each other.  This was what the 
canteen staff had noticed.
 
These implicit effects are designed 
into the process at all stages and 
have a cumulative impact on the 
culture; they are one reason why 
the experience of the facilitator in 
managing such a radical process 
is so important for success.

Other examples of this effect 
include:

• Non mandated changes 
in the way 360 degree 
feedback is given, whereby 
individuals internalising the 
values explicit within the 
Cathedral/Higher Purpose 
Model of Leadership 
(Devine 2016), began giving 
feedback to individuals 
before completing the 
corporate electronic 360 
degree inputs.  This changed 
the quality of individuals’ 
experiences from receiving 
anonymous and out of 
context comments to two 
individuals openly exploring 
the issues and working 
together to overcome them.

• Informal changes to the 
way progress is reviewed 
whereby the values base 
of the overall approach led 
to more focus on what had 
been done well including 
appreciating preventative 
interventions.  This creates 
a more developmental 
rather than blame-oriented 
experience for employees.   
See the Managing on Green 
section in ‘Demystifying 
Leadership’ Devine 2016.

Let’s examine the Systems 
Thinking aspects of this process.

Optimising a Whole System: 
Socio-Technical System Design

Throughout the process, including 
the leadership development 
and continuous improvement 
aspects, systems are examined 
to optimise the whole system i.e. 
both the social and the technical 
aspects (Trist 1981).  This is much 
wider than ergonomics and 
involves issues such as the effect 
of changes on employees’ social 
standing, self-image and related 
issues which are often missed 
even when employees are 
deeply involved in the changes 
by improvement events.
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In this process, all employees 
participate in diagnostic 
workshops to identify the key 
obstacles to achieving the 
organisation’s vision and the 
nature of the new culture needed 
to overcome these and all 
subsequent issues. 
 An example of a systems thinking 
analysis from the diagnosis 
done by employees in the 
early diagnostic workshops is 
represented in table 3.

Effects of this sub-optimisation on 
the organisation:

• Short term thinking drove 
repeated fire-fighting of the 
same issues with no time for 
root cause fixes - but time for 
fixing the same things again 
and again!  This prevented 
continuous improvement and 
innovation and demoralised 
those employees most keen 

to make improvements.
• Continuous improvement 

data gathering tools were 
seen by employees as 
repressive rather than signals 
to help employees do their 
work.

• Continuous Improvement 
done to Operators by 
Engineers thus frustrating 
the higher performing 
operators with systematic loss 
of potential improvement 
opportunities. 

The Systems Thinking aspects of the 
Rapid Mass Engagement Process 
are examined in detail by Garvey  
(Garvey 2015).

Engagement Alone is not Enough:

Even if the engagement process 
is implemented in a systematically 
excellent way the new culture 
will not sustain unless two other 
processes are leveraged.

The crucial interrelationships are 
between:

1. The Rapid, Mass 
Engagement Process 

2. An approach to Leadership 
Development systematically 
designed to sustain the culture 
created by it (see Brophy, 
2012 and Devine, 2016)

3. The specific approach to 
Continuous Improvement 
which sustains it.  

The leverage created by these 
three areas of focus is crucial 
to the long-term success of 
any High Performance and 
continuously improving culture.  
Diagram 2 gives an overview of 
the leverage achieved.

This article explains the first circle, 
engagement; the leadership 
aspect is explained in Devine 2016. 
How the continuous improvement 
aspects have been implemented 
are addressed in Brophy (2012), 
Garvey (2016), Twomey (2011) and 
Whyte (2011).

In next month’s LMJ we will explore:

• The consequences of 
selectively implementing one 
or two of the above three 
focus areas

• Why relying solely on a values-
based approach is insufficient 
to create the powerful and 
rapid impact possible with this 
approach - the conventional 
method is to rely on 
integrated Corporate Values.

• The detailed process required 
to achieve the powerful levels 
of employee engagement 
that produced results such as 
those above 

• Why diagnosis is separated 
from problem-solving in the 
process

• Risks and examples of when 
the process has not achieved 
its objectives - this will provide 

Lack of behavioural standards 
and leadership skills training 
(Cathedral/Higher Purpose 

Model)

Under checking

Random Outcomes/High 
Variability

Perverse treatment of high
performers/assumption of 

infinite capacity

Social

Technical

Over checking

Over preperation for checks

Managing upwards

Sub Optimised
i.e. too little

Sub Optimised
i.e. too much

No integration 
therefore no 

optimisation of the 
whole system

Table 3
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practical help for any 
organisation serious about 
achieving such high levels of 
engagement

• The need for leadership 
development specifically 
designed to sustain the High 
Performance culture created 
by the employees, and to 
systematically reinforce 
the quality of continuous 
improvement explicit in the 
process

Conclusion

This article has demonstrated that 
a more radical approach to the 
engagement of employees has 
produced results which many 
commentators thought impossible. 
An example being Bacardi’s 
employee majority Pay Working 
Party recommending a new pay 
system that froze most of the 
Working Party members’ pay until 
the lowest paid caught up.

Next month’s article will outline the 
practical challenges facing any 
senior team serious about achieving 
these kind of results.
It will also outline the detailed 
processes and interdependencies 
that enabled these radical and rapid 
culture changes to be achieved.

Diagram 2
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Make sure to pick up next month’s 
issue to read how to practically 
embed this in your organisation 
and the conclusion to this piece. 

1 November 2016  
THEMANUFACTURERTOP100.COM

Supported by:

2 November 2016  
THEMANUFACTURERMXAWARDS.COM

1 - 3  N O V E M B E R  2 0 1 6

LIVE

THE MOST DYNAMIC EVENTS IN 
UK MANUFACTURING

On 1 - 3 November 2016 The Manufacturer hosts its

FEATURED EVENTS

2-3 November 2016  
TMSMARTFACTORYEXPO.COM

1 - 3  N O V E M B E R  2 0 1 6

LIVE

THEMANUFACTURERLIVE.COM

1 - 3  N O V E M B E R  2 0 1 6

LIVE

1-3 NOVEMBER 2016

LIVE

1-3 NOVEMBER 2016

LIVE

’s

2-3 November 2016  
TMALC.COM

Supported by:

REGISTRATION 
NOW OPENflagship events in Birmingham.

THEMANUFACTURERLIVE.COM


