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Base Behaviours: A Discussion
Howard: People don’t need a University
degree to know that they should endeavour
to turn up to meetings on time with all their
previous actions complete and having prepared
properly for the meeting. Nor do they need
a University degree to inform them how to
effectively manage the volume of incoming
emails on outlook. They most certainly don’t
need a University degree to know that if
someone is ringing them up then it’s rude not to
ring them back. So why do so many jobs insist
on applicants having a University degree?
Bruce: I have a lot of observations, data,
research and financial impact that supports
the argument for fixing these base behaviours.
But I rarely see leaders working on fixing these
behaviours. It just doesn’t seem to be a topic
that captures their attention.
Richard: I think the reason people don’t see
the significance with the simple stuff is because
it’s difficult to see the impact without someone
else pointing at it. I haven’t come up with a
good analogy for it yet. Perhaps it’s like having
a solid foundation for a building? It’s under the
ground and you never see it. The building might
stand for a long time without a good foundation,
but the structure is fundamentally unsound. The
analogy fails when you realise that you have to
destroy the building to rebuild a foundation, but
anyone can fix those base behaviours with a
little effort.

Sometimes Peace Makes It Worse
By Bruce Faulkner
When aversive conditions arise in a meeting there is a
strong desire to defuse the tension. The most senior person
can simply assert and the immediate threat is removed.
Peace is restored, but it is a negative peace. One that is
only marked by the occasional removal of aggressive or
aversive behaviours.
It is desirable to remove the aggressive and aversive
behaviour, but that desire alone is insufficient. There are
downstream consequences of relying just on negative peace.
Favouring a restoration of order over justice leaves the
underlying problems unresolved. The feeling of frustration and
of a lack of fairness will accumulate. Left unaddressed, the
relationships will enter a downward spiral into dysfunction.
There is second stage to peace, called positive peace.
Positive peace seeks to change the environment by
addressing the factors contributing to the tension. A leader
changes the environment by adding intent.
Intent sets the context by defining better expectations and
clear direction. The leader uses intent to capture and direct
the attention of others; orienting them towards solving
problems, not allocating blame. A positive peace creates
a safe environment where both social and procedural justice
exists. In this setting, collaboration will not only emerge, it
will flourish.

Behavioural Management Techniques (BMT) is a blend of
applied behavioural science tools and project management skills.
BMT is used to improve business and safety performance.

Safety Leadership, A New Book By Howard Lees
The new book by Howard Lees, Safety Leadership, is out now. It is
a leadership book that looks at where the field of safety is now, and
examines why many current approaches are not necessarily making
workplaces more safe.
Ensuring that there is a safe place for people to work is one of a
leader’s most important responsibilities,
morally and legally. Leaders often receive
leadership training and safety training,
but the link between the two is rarely
examined closely. This book looks at
safety from a leadership point of view,
examines what safety is, and uses the
tools and techniques from behavioural
science to help leaders better influence
safety within their organisations.
Visit www.hollin.co.uk/shop to order your
copy now.

Too Big To Be Trusting?
By Peter Smith
I think there are just too many bean counters in positions of power
in big organisations. Everything you need to do your job requires
asking someone else’s permission to act, even to go on a £250
half-day course.
This is loss aversion gone mad, hiring competent and qualified
people to deliver multi-million pound projects and then removing
their responsibilities from them in the name of cost control.
The effect of restricting my ability to spend company money on
something I think is essential makes me feel neutered. The effect
it has on everyone here is that it takes away our ‘responsibility’.
Of course, this leaves our Directors mystified as to why their
expensive people don’t ‘show initiative’ or ‘take responsibility’ or ‘do
the right thing’…
(Peter Smith is a pseudonym.)

Shades of BMT
• If an organisation creates a culture where the only way to get

recognised is to ‘do something’ then ambitious people will look to
‘do something in order to get noticed’.

Catastrophic Catalyst
By Lisa Kazbour
Catastrophic outcomes can sometimes
be a catalyst for big, lasting changes in
behavior. Lots of people spend years
of their life with unhealthy behaviors in
their repertoire, until they are confronted
with an adverse health event, let’s
say a heart attack. At this point, their
motivation for changing behavior is
more imminent, more concrete, more
obvious than it was years before when
they were debating that extra piece of
cake at a party.
At that point, they have a choice:
change, or likely continue to have more
bad health outcomes. Unfortunately,
they are also going to be fighting
decades of behavioral history of doing
unhealthy behaviors, as well as decades
of damage already done.
Something similar occurs in the safety
setting. Many times, companies go on
with the status quo because “nothing
horrible has happened” and so they
must be doing somewhat “OK”. When
that major injury finally does occur, it
forces them to consider what needs to
change in order to avoid another injury
in the future. But, in the same way that
our heart attack patient will be fighting a
behavioral history of eating cake and not
exercising, leaders in organizations will
be fighting a long behavioral history of
shortcuts, unsafe behaviors, and pencil
whipping on the job.
In all of these cases, people are fighting
years of entrenched behaviors. While a
catastrophic event provides a powerful
catalyst for change, organizations would
do better to act now rather than wait.
Otherwise, lasting damage may have
already been done, and fixing it will
require twice the effort and time.

• If organisations produce work processes that have punishment

baked into them, then key practitioners will probably focus on
removing the nearest punishment. This might have nothing to do
with the task at hand.

• Neither of these things is the same as having people working

Click here to join the BMT
group on LinkedIn for original
content and debate.

productively for the good of themselves and everyone else in
the company.
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