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HAPPY NEW YEAR: 
MacGregor on 
Executive Health

For most of  Europe, especially those 
engaged in academic pursuits, September 
marks the beginning of  a new year. After 

the traditional August downtime, during which 
business leaders too may have had time to read, 
reflect, write, or simply “beach”, this month 
marks a return to full speed.

As we also begin a new chapter with the launch 
of  this column on executive health and sustain-
able leadership I wanted to challenge our notions 
on what a successful business career looks like.

The start of  a new year, if  not filled with 
intention and resolution, is certainly filled with 
aspiration. We look ahead to bold new objec-
tives, ambitious plans and, perhaps, the fruits 
of  achieving those targets. Reserved parking, 
chofer services and business class air travel may 
help simplify an executive life in order to focus 

on the business at hand, yet therein dangers also 
lie for health, which ultimately drives that busi-
ness performance.

Let’s look a little deeper. In our Sustaining 
Executive Performance model which has been 
delivered to thousands of  senior leaders world-
wide we look at five key areas of  health and 
performance. Before detailing these areas 
consider the following statements, representa-
tive of  a typical “successful” executive. To what 
extent do these apply to your life today?
• Spending a large part of  the day ensconced in 

an office behind a large desk.
• Glorifying 4hrs sleep. Being the first to arrive 

and last to leave.
• Always online, busy, hyper-reactive, and 

multi-tasking.
• Enjoying endless sumptuous business 

dinners. Mindless eating at home and work.
• No time for, or legitimacy placed on, phys-

ical training.
I am realistic. Work is work and from time to 

time our lives will represent part of  the above 
profile, yet I don’t think this should be fully 
representative at all times. Sustainable business 
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The start of a new year, if not filled with intention 
and resolution, is certainly filled with aspiration. We 
look ahead to bold new objectives, ambitious plans 
and, perhaps, the fruits of achieving those targets.
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performance is built on the foundations of  health, and this 
is driven by cultivating more MOVEMENT, RECOVERY, 
FOCUS, attention to food as FUEL, and TRAINING time, 
which are the five elements of  the Sustaining Executive 
Performance model.

And this is the good news. Executive health need not 
be about taking that near sabbatical from normal life to 
fit in training for next year’s Ironman. We see many of  
our alpha business leaders tackle such a challenge with the 
same gusto as any grand business challenge. Admirable, yet 
perhaps not sustainable.

The far easier, and more beneficial strategy for business 
performance is a change in mindset that comes from subtle 
behaviour change, new habits, routines and ways of  working.

Let’s take movement as a simple example. We have designed 
and constructed a modern world in which movement is harder 
than ever. And having an office job may be one of  the most 
dangerous things you can do. “Sitting disease” has garnered 
significant attention in recent years and the fact that “sitting 
is the smoking of  our generation” – highlighting the effects 
on life expectancy as comparable to being a heavy smoker. Yet 
what of  the business benefits of  more mindful movement?

Standing meetings, practiced by many in the Agile 
Programming field over the years are much leaner and cut 
down the wasted time of  poorly focussed, overlong meet-
ings that characterise much of  the working week. A standing 
desk, used by Ernest Hemingway for all his books, may help 
contribute to the 3-4 hours standing time at work which gives 
the equivalent calorie burn to running 10 marathons a year.

Changing the design of  a chair has been shown to improve 
brainstorming, with a more upright posture resulting in less 
criticism of  the wild ideas necessary for innovation. Also 
in the creativity domain, a recent Stanford study found 
that walking improved creativity by an average of  60% as 
compared to sitting – so take that walking meeting, also 
useful to build relationships, cover sensitive subjects and drill 
down on a tough problem. Research has also shown elimi-
nating the chair altogether improves collaborative outcomes 
with individuals less likely to defend their own territory.

Finally getting away from the desk has long been shown to 
result in more accidental encounters which drive innovation 

– a fact that is being reflected in the design of  new office 
spaces by companies including Apple and Google. This is the 
movement imperative for business performance, supporting 
what IDEO founder Tom Kelley once remarked, “When I 
see someone at their desk all day, it’s suspicious how they 
pretend to work.”

I often talk of  the first law of  executive health in my 
lectures: that movement creates energy – in the oxygen-rich 
blood that is transported around the body and brain, not 
to mention both hormonal and neurological activation that 
helps executive thinking.

A movement that changes the signs of  managerial success 
may also create energy in the organisation. When top exec-
utives have good habits, it motivates others. For example, all 
members of  the C-suite of  a top technology multinational 
that I’ve worked with no longer take the elevator. Businesses 
should also realise that work is no longer about “desktime” 
and allow their employees more flexibility and the trust to get 
on with delivering the best results.

So welcome to September, the start of  a new year. 
Although “beaching” time may be over, retaining some 
time for reading, writing and reflecting – particularly 
regarding the way you work – amongst the sedentary meet-
ings, e-mailing and multi-tasking may help make it a very 
successful one.

About the Author
Steven P. MacGregor is founder of  The 
Leadership Academy of  Barcelona [LAB] 
and author of  Sustaining Executive Performance 
(Pearson 2015). Dr. MacGregor has deliv-
ered over 1000 sessions the past 5 years 

in Executive Health and Behaviour Change for clients 
including Telefónica, Danone, IESE, IMD, and the BBC. 
He holds a PhD in Engineering Design Management and 
has been a Visiting Researcher at Stanford and Carnegie-
Mellon. His executive education teaching is informed by 
academic interest in Sustainability and Design and he 
is an article reviewer for, among others, Industry and 
Innovation, Journal of  Engineering Design, and the 
International Journal of  Design Creativity and Innovation.

Changing the design of a chair has been 
shown to improve brainstorming, with a more 
upright posture resulting in less criticism of 
the wild ideas necessary for innovation.
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BY STEVEN MACGREGOR

We Are All Executives Now

Last week I was teaching on a new “Executive 
Program” for Spanish telecommunications 
giant Telefónica at their Corporate University 

north of  Barcelona. A large multinational aiming 
to reinvent their business in the face of  massive 
disruption, investment in their top executives is a 
priority. And executives they were, with over 100 
of  the company’s senior leaders’ present from 
the company’s main markets, from Sao Paolo to 
Madrid, and Munich to London.

The word executive has also been core to our 
own work the past 10 years. Yet what does it 
really mean? I asked my class to consider exec-
utive in terms of  the verb instead of  the noun. 
Specifically we considered the term executive 
function, those cognitive tasks carried out on 
the main by the frontal lobe part of  the brain, 
and which include creative thinking, planning, 
strategising, and judging.

Such tasks are of  course critical to all human 
beings, whether or not they are senior business 
leaders, with a key stage of  infant development 
being linked to the development of  executive 
function. Yet I believe such tasks need to be of  
special interest to today’s business leaders.

This is because the efficacy of  executive func-
tion tasks has a close link to health. Research has 
shown that sleep deprivation does not signif-
icantly affect routine thinking but does have a 
great impact on non-routine executive thinking. 
Exercise has also shown to specifically benefit 
the frontal lobe part of  the brain charged with 
those executive function tasks, yet such benefits 
dissipate after a few days which show the need 
to continually invest in exercise as a busy busi-
ness leader.

So how should we action such knowledge in 
business? Of  course we can try and change our 
own individual behaviour, yet the greatest impact 
may come from trying to implement such an 
approach in the leadership of  our teams. Being 
an executive will almost always mean influencing 
and directing others, in many instances a great 
number of  others. If  in such leadership activity 
we include notions of  health, considering the 
importance of  the executive function of  our 
teams, I believe we can transform the perfor-
mance of  those teams.

In last week’s class we considered two prin-
cipal means of  designing higher performing 

Being an executive 
will almost always 
mean influencing 

and directing 
others, in many 

instances a great 
number of others.

Executive Health
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teams through an improvement in health. I use 
the word designing intentionally since I take 
both factors from my background in design.

First, environmental design is an often-over-
looked set of  basic conditions for behaviour 
change. We work on the premise that the exec-
utive environment has two main elements – the 
physical and the human. Want people to sit 
less? Experiment by eliminating the chairs one 
afternoon a week and see what happens. Want 
to quit smoking and all your friends smoke? 
Getting new friends is the drastic solution! 
Nonetheless this shows us the importance of  
peer influence that may be applied in a less 
extreme case in the workplace. As a starter, 
what is the example you are showing your team 
through your daily actions?

After experimenting with the re-design of  
the physical and human environment I believe a 
more empathetic approach will drive home the 
behaviour change necessary for high-performing 
teams. A popular TV program format, now 
picked up in many countries around the world 
centres on a company CEO, incognito, spending 
a week working at some introductory level of  
the organisation. Again, this represents the 
extreme case, but do you fully understand the 
day-to-day reality of  your team members? And 
how may your team better empathise with each 
others’ roles?

Design, or design thinking if  we are to use the 
popular term of  the past few years is, at its core, 
human. We look to understand and ultimately 
satisfy the needs we have as human beings. And 
a greater focus on that humanity is needed now 
more than ever.

A future in which Artificial Intelligence (AI) 
plays an ever-deeper role in work and society 
will need more of  our executive selves. And 
we need not adhere to the prophets of  doom 
such as Tesla and SpaceX founder Elon Musk, 
who believes AI is the single biggest existen-
tial threat to the human race. The doomsday 
future scenario, shared by Musk and other 
observers is supported by recent work such as 
an Oxford University study published in 2013 
which found 47% of  jobs in America to be at 
high risk of  being “substituted by computer 
capital” soon.

Yet another future scenario does exist, one 
in which the real danger may not lie in robots 
taking our jobs. Most cases of  technology 
disruption show net job creation instead of  job 
destruction. Many observers feel the biggest 
impact of  AI, at least in the short to medium 
term, will be the requirement for people to 
gain new skills to complement the new tech-
nology, and carry out those roles that AI cannot 
yet do. Highly empathetic jobs certainly. And 
more generally, non-routine work. Essentially, 
a greater emphasis on executive function tasks 
each and every day.

In an increasingly technological, digital, 
always-on world it seems that the human factor 
will still be critical after all. And health will likely 
be an ever-greater driver of  executive function. 
So we are all executives today. And tomorrow 
we’ll need to be even more so.

About the Author
Steven P. MacGregor is founder 
of  The Leadership Academy of  
Barcelona [LAB] and author of  
Sustaining Executive Performance 
(Pearson 2015). Dr. MacGregor 

has delivered over 1000 sessions the past 
5 years in Executive Health and Behaviour 
Change for clients including Telefónica, 
Danone, IESE, IMD, and the BBC. He holds 
a PhD in Engineering Design Management 
and has been a Visiting Researcher at Stanford 
and Carnegie-Mellon. His executive education 
teaching is informed by academic interest in 
Sustainability and Design and he is an article 
reviewer for, among others, Industry and 
Innovation, Journal of  Engineering Design, 
and the International Journal of  Design 
Creativity and Innovation.

Design, or design thinking if we are 
to use the popular term of the past 
few years is, at its core, human. 
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BY STEVEN MACGREGOR

I was watching through a crack in my fingers. 
And there it was, inevitable really. Number 
seven. My football team, Glasgow Celtic was 

getting a thrashing in the opening Champions 
League match of  the 2016-17 season at the 
Camp Nou in Barcelona.

In the days after that mauling some football 
commentators (and certainly Celtic supporters 
like myself) placed at least some of  the blame of  
such a poor performance on the weekend rout 
of  old foes Rangers. They hadn’t recovered, 
many said, from the physical and mental rigours 
of  such an intense match three days before.

Recovery is of  course a key consideration 
for footballers and athletes in general, and 
it’s something that FC Barcelona places great 
emphasis on for their global superstars. They 

also had a match on the weekend prior to that 
Champions League game, losing in La Liga but 
recovering in time to produce a magnificent 
performance.

Ever since training with Olympic track athletes 
during a visiting researcher stay at Stanford in 
2001, I’ve been fascinated by what elite athletes 
and elite executives have in common. And I’ve 
been lucky enough to get close to both types 
over the years.

Part of  the sporting story is actually with FC 
Barcelona, signing for the club as an amateur 
athlete three years ago in the same season as 
one of  Celtic’s tormenters in chief  for that 
Champions League match, Neymar. Having 
30,000 people in attendance for Neymar’s 
signing-on versus not initially being allowed to 

Leo Messi and Larry Ellison have 
more in common than you think

Executive Health
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park my car inside the stadium, is indicative of  
the vast distance between football, the raison 
d’etre for the club after all, and amateur sports 
sections’ like mine. But it nonetheless gives me a 
close-up view of  the clubs operations, including 
medical care and analysis.

One of  the acquaintances I’ve made in that 
time is Dr. Gil Rodas, previously the medical 
doctor for the football team and now for 
basketball, the second biggest sport at the 
club which has produced NBA stars like Pau 
Gasol. Rodas has developed tools to gauge 
the recovery of  the star athletes under his 
care, including advanced analysis of  heart rate 
variability (HRV).

Many of  us may be familiar with our resting 
pulse and the insight that can give us into our 
present state of  health and fitness (on a very 
general level a lower resting pulse signifies 
greater heart health and fitness) but it’s a very 
basic measure. HRV (in medical parlance 
the R-R interval or simply the time between 
beats of  our heart) tells us much more. The 
time between beats tends to vary as our heart 
constantly adjusts to the environment at that 
moment. Contrary to what one may believe high 
HRV is a good thing and a positive measure of  
health and recovery – it is a much more natural, 

human thing for our heart to vary constantly as 
opposed to the mechanical, constant beating 
associated with low variability.

Low HRV is a sign of  poor health, recovery 
and excessive stress. It is associated with the 
sympathetic, better known as the fight-or-flight, 
part of  our nervous system. High HRV on the 
other hand is a sign of  good health, recovery 
and acceptable stress. It is associated with the 
parasympathetic part of  our nervous system, or 
rest-and-digest.

Rodas and his team use HRV analysis to 
gauge recovery from hard games and training 
sessions, tailoring programmes for each athlete 
so they can maintain peak performance. And we 
are starting to work with them on applying the 
same approach in the world of  business.

My experience with executives at Oracle, 
the multinational computer technology firm 
founded by Larry Ellison, first got me thinking 
on the ebbs and flows to a working year, just 
like the seasonal or cyclic approach that athletes 
need to think about. The business quarter is a 
view many of  us may understand in that respect 
and we’ve worked with executives in Oracle to 
develop their resilience rituals around a gruelling 
Q4. Because it’s a sales-driven organisation, the 
fourth business quarter in Oracle, from March 
to May, is a challenging period that requires 
the right approach and corresponding action – 
before, during, and after – in order to maintain 
peak business performance.

Stress need not be a solely negative concept. 
The quantity of  stress that we experience is of  
course important but it is important to remember 
that some stressor allows us to remember, learn 
and develop. In physical training we force our 
bodies to become more resilient to stress, 
paradoxically through stress itself. And I believe 
the same is true on the mental level.

HRV analysis is one of those areas where both 
the physical and mental can be used to adjust 
stress levels, in order to move the busy executive 
out of that fight-or flight mode which may 
characterise their long, always-on, working days.
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The key factor in our executive health work is 
that stress is followed by recovery. Rhythms or 
waves allow us to maintain balance, and athletes 
are fantastic at balancing this ON and OFF, 
which they will view in terms of  their specific 
training cycle, season or even 4 yearly (Olympic) 
term. So what is your own principal cycle time? 
This is a necessary reflection in order to design 
the requisite recovery mechanisms. Perhaps 
it is the business quarter as noted above, yet 
appropriate recovery needs to be built in also on 
a more regular basis for today’s busy executive.

Undoubtedly global sports stars have stress 
on a mental level to contend with, yet their day-
to-day performance is dictated more by the 
physical than the cerebral. However, we are 
beginning to understand so much more on the 
close link between the two which justifies our 
application in the world of  business.

HRV analysis is one of  those areas where 
both the physical and mental can be used to 
adjust stress levels, in order to move the busy 
executive out of  that fight-or flight mode which 
may characterise their long, always-on, working 
days. We have specifically experimented with 
different coping mechanisms which may allow 
an executive to move out of  sympathetic and 
into parasympathetic mode, showing that has 
indeed occurred by post-analysis of  their heart 
rate variability. And these coping mechanisms 
can be very simple indeed, including the use 

of  controlled diaphragmatic breathing. Try this 
tonight at the end of  a busy, stressful day:

Lie flat on your back in a quiet room, bend 
your knees and keep your feet flat on the floor.
Place both hands on your belly and breathe in 
through your nose to the count of  six (use a 
timer like the MyCalmBeat app). Aim to raise 
your hands as high as possible through focussing 
that inhalation on your belly. Exhale to the count 
of  six through your mouth, lowering your hands 
and belly once again. Repeat for three minutes.

When you get better at it, you can adapt 
versions to do during the day, say in a long 
meeting or during a conference call.

Let’s be real, all the belly breathing in the 
world wouldn’t have spared Celtic’s blushes, but 
by experimenting with coping mechanisms like 
these within a more general view of  recovery 
in business, todays executive will ensure peak 
performance. And if  you’re not interested in the 
performance level of  Leo Messi you certainly 
should be in Larry Ellison’s.

About the Author
Steven P. MacGregor is founder 
of  The Leadership Academy of  
Barcelona [LAB] and author of  
Sustaining Executive Performance 
(Pearson 2015). Dr. MacGregor 

has delivered over 1000 sessions the past 5 years 
in Executive Health and Behaviour Change for 
clients including Telefónica, Danone, IESE, IMD, 
and the BBC. He holds a PhD in Engineering 
Design Management and has been a Visiting 
Researcher at Stanford and Carnegie-Mellon. 
His executive education teaching is informed by 
academic interest in Sustainability and Design 
and he is an article reviewer for, among others, 
Industry and Innovation, Journal of  Engineering 
Design, and the International Journal of  Design 
Creativity and Innovation.

The quantity of stress that we experience 
is of course important but it is important 
to remember that some stressor allows 
us to remember, learn and develop.

Lerry Ellisio, CEO and 
Founder of Oracle 
© http://richesttech.com/
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Take the Window 
Seat (Outbound)

BY STEVEN P. MACGREGOR

As we near the year-end, a fairly typical professional 
reflection may include the number of  business trips, 
and particularly flights, we have accumulated during 

the year. If  you’re really lucky, a further flight or three may 
await for travelling home for the holidays! 

I write this article on my final business flight of  the year, 
a short Lufthansa jaunt across the Alps from Frankfurt to 
Barcelona, while reflecting on a busy London Heathrow trip 
last week. I’ve done something for the first time this year (and 
indeed in recent memory) on the Frankfurt flights as a result 
of  something I witnessed on the way to Heathrow.

I was vaguely aware of  my row companions when I sat 
down, but really started to pay attention when we were nearing 
the end of  our taxi and getting ready for takeoff. The young 
brother and sister were glued to the window and talking excit-
edly to their mother as we pulled on to the takeoff  runway. 
They hushed as we monetarily paused and then squealed with 
delight as we hurtled along the tarmac. Their enthusiasm was 
contagious. I found myself  being swept along in their joy as 
we reached takeoff  speed and became airborne, the first time 
(as I enquired a few minutes later to their mother) that these 
children had left the surface of  the earth.

There can be a tremendous utility associated with air travel. 
I have generally enjoyed quality thinking and productive 
time while mobile on any form of  transport and particularly 
enjoy 2-3 hour flights in Europe and 6 hour flights to the 
Middle East. The amount of  quality work I can complete 
in even a 2-hour flight, without any distraction, can shame 
many of  my in-office days of  much longer duration. It is 
just one reason why the current trend of  bringing complete 
connectivity to air travel depresses me. As developed by Cal 
Newport in his book of  this year, how may you create the 
conditions for deep work in a world where a human beings 

Editor’s note: “Executive Health” is a new online section brought to you 
by Steven MacGregor and The European Business Review. The articles are 
released online regularly and are included in subsequent print editions in order 
for our readers to preserve the healthy advices and tips of  living a sustainable 
and successful professional lifestyle. 
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done it, I challenge you to try and capture the 
thrill of  that first-time experience. It may come 
easier than you might expect.

For all the exotic destinations that the 
professional class visit on a continual basis it is 
often the case that we see only the inside of  a 
car, office building, and hotel room. Staring out 
the window and absorbing your new environ-
ment may help you more fully enjoy your travel 
as well as make it distinct from the countless 
others you experience.

On my Frankfurt trip I gladly traded easier 
access to the loo and 10 minutes longer to 
disembark the plane for an unforgettable view 
of  Mont Blanc on a bright blue December 
morning and Bavarian hamlets caught in a 
winter fog before returning to the splendour 
that is Barcelona at night, shimmering on the 
Mediterranean. We’ve been inundated with 
mindfulness advice the past few years and 
seen how that has extended to mindful eating, 
breathing and countless other daily actions. 
Maybe as we get to the end of  another busy 
professional year you should give mindful 
flying a go. And choose the window seat. You 
may never go back. Merry Christmas and a very 
happy, healthy and successful 2017.

This article was first published on 16 December 2016 on 
www.europeanbusinessreview.com

About the Author
Steven P. MacGregor is Founder 
of  The Leadership Academy of  
Barcelona [LAB] and author of  
Sustaining Executive Performance 
(Pearson 2015) Dr. MacGregor 

has delivered over 1000 sessions the past 5 
years in executive health and behavior change 
for clients including Telefónica, Danone, 
IESE, IMD, and the BBC. He holds a PhD in 
Engineering Design Management and has been 
a visiting researcher at Stanford and Carnegie-
Mellon. His executive education teaching is 
informed by academic interest in sustainability 
and design and he is an article reviewer for, 
among others, Industry and Innovation, Journal of  
Engineering Design, and the International Journal of  
Design Creativity and Innovation.

attention span has been found to be one second 
less than the 9 seconds of  a goldfish?

So what are your own habits and behav-
iours regarding air travel? Survey research from 
qz.com has found that the more people fly, the 
more they prefer the aisle seat while The Economist 
recently commented that the aisle seat was for 
cynics and the window seat for dreamers. For 
the “cynics” there is of  course the added benefit 
of  quick access to the loo and the chance of  
a quick escape after arrival in an age of  over-
stuffed overhead luggage compartments.

But shouldn’t we put that never-ending quest 
for optimisation to one side now and again? 
And fill ourselves with the child-like wonder of  
accelerating 0-180mph in 10 seconds, propel-
ling 300 metric tons of  engineered marvel into 
the air before cruising at 37,000 feet and over 
500mph. No matter how many times you’ve 

Survey research from 
qz.com has found that 
the more people fly, 
the more they prefer 
the aisle seat while  
The Economist recently 
commented that the 
aisle seat was for 
cynics and the window 
seat for dreamers.
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As we begin a new year and return to work a fairly 
typical professional activity may include a look ahead 
to time spent on the road. I made a call for mindful 

flying through the simple act of  choosing the window seat on 
the previous outbound article.

Here we move from the reflective, perhaps philosophical, to 
the pragmatic, looking specifically at eating, exercising and jet 
lag. These are simple behaviours I’ve experimented with over the 
years, which have also helped our clients. I hope they may help 
you progress your own new year objectives and begin to view 
business travel as an opportunity rather than an inconvenience.

Eating on the Road
Being hostage to the food available at an airport, train station 
or petrol station can lead to a spiral of  poor eating choices, 
compromised business decision-making and weight gain.

When we are tired or stressed, frequent companions 
during travel, we often make a beeline for processed starchy 
carbohydrates, high Glycemic Index foods which give us an 
instant boost through the rapid release of  glucose into our 
bloodstream but which lead to a cycle of  spiking and crashing 
our blood sugar. Witness the behavioural changes in children 
after the consumption of  sugar to realise that adult decisions 

could easily be affected too. Weight is gained through the 
surging of  insulin which is stored as fat.

A simple remedy relates to a basic understanding of  our 
human anatomy: the size of  our stomach is approximately the 
size of  our fist, though a little longer. It stretches of  course, 
yet this tells us that we can achieve satiety by snacking on an 
amount of  food that fills the palm of  our hand, such as nuts 
and dried fruit. Travelling with a “survival pack” will therefore 
get you through the sticky moments of  the journey until you 
reach a destination where a broader, healthier menu is available.

Exercising on the Road
The key to exercising on the road often relates to hotel plan-
ning before the trip, and it’s not what you think. The three 
elements of  executive fitness – incidental movement, aerobic 
(heart-rate) intensity and strength-based exercise – can be 
achieved by not stepping near the hotel gym.

When booking a hotel, I look for a multistory building of  
at least seven stories. Even if  I have only 10 minutes avail-
able, I will complete a high intensity interval session in the 
stairwell of  the hotel, sprinting to the top before jogging back 
down. Such a session may be completed at a lower intensity 
or take into account a lower level of  fitness by walking up and 

Take the Window 
Seat (Return)

BY STEVEN P. MACGREGOR

Executive Health
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walking down. The heart rate will exhibit the same high and 
low rhythms as for any interval session.

Strength-based work is often the safest and most valuable 
when using one’s own body weight. No matter how small the 
hotel room easy-to-do exercises such as planks are a small 
time commitment yet big gain (try 3 x 10 seconds in plank 
position with 5 seconds recovery between). The seven-minute 
workout, first developed by exercise physiologist Chris Jordan 
at the Johnson & Johnson Human Performance Institute, may 
also be easily completed within the confines of  a hotel room 
and there are now many apps available to help guide this.

A final consideration I have for business travel is a suspen-
sion trainer, like a TRX. This is composed of  two durable 
nylon straps that fit easily in a small bag for packing and that 
can be hung on the inside of  a door to do a variety of  body 
weight exercises. Just remember to lock the door and put on 
the do not disturb sign!

Combatting Jet lag
Jet lag is almost wholly due to disruption of  our circadian 
rhythm. Our body expects to be shutting down for the day, and 
suddenly finds itself  in another location at the beginning of  the 
day. Of  course, the farther you displace your normal “clock” 
by traveling across more time zones, the worse jet lag will be. 
Travelling east is also proven to be more problematic – we adjust 
only 1 hour/day compared to westward travelers, who adjust 1.5 
hours/day. This is because the circadian rhythm has a tendency 
to lengthen the day (being 24.5 hours) and westward flight also 
lengthens the day, fitting more with the natural rhythm of  the 
clock as compared to eastward flight, which shortens the day.

If  the trip abroad is of  a very short duration, there may 
be the case to suffer for the entire visit and remain on “your 
own clock”. However, even on short trips, this may be diffi-
cult because you will be expected to conform to local hours 
and perform at your best during them. Several tips for dealing 
with jet lag include the following:
1. Anticipate the change by moving toward the destination 

time over a period of  days. There is no need to go all the 
way, yet some movement will minimize the adjustment when 
you arrive at your destination. This movement may also be 
done during the travel if, for example, you have a layover, or 
even on the plane. Since light exposure is the key in moving 
toward the destination time, I’ve found strategic use of  the 

window blind on a plane to be immensely valuable.
2. Ensure that you are well rested and not sleep deprived before 

your trip. A large homeostatic (sleep) pressure will exacerbate 
jet lag effects. If  possible, try to sleep on the plane – and so 
make your body tired before travelling by doing some exercise.

3. When you arrive, switch to the local time immediately. Get 
outside and get some sunshine. This will help your natural 
circadian clock to reset as quickly as possible.

4. Common sense and planning go a long way. Schedule that 
important meeting for when you know you will be most 
alert, and follow other good practice including eating and 
exercising as covered above.
I say jet lag is almost wholly due to circadian rhythm disrup-

tion as many of  the effects are due to our own choices. As with 
any aspect of  executive health, we have the science and we also 
have the behaviour. For example, if  we consider long-haul travel 
where a layover is included people often rush to find an opportu-
nity to sit down or sleep – yet we’ve just been sitting or sleeping 
for hours during the previous flight, and will do so again on the 
next one. Or we may have a desire to eat and drink – yet we’ve 
just been eating and drinking for several hours on the preceding 
flight, and will do so again. Throw in a liberal mix of  late night 
movies and poor hydration. We get to our destination and say, 
“Jet lag’s killing me!” This isn’t jet lag, it’s a hangover!

I wish you the best as you return to work this month, hopefully 
free of  a hangover, and a happy, healthy and successful 2017.

This article was first published on 5 Jan 2017 on www.europeanbusinessreview.com
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In the year 1929, and nearing the end of  his second, ill-fated, 
term as President of  Argentina, Hipólito Irigoyen began 
to receive filtered news from his closest aides. The Great 

Depression was having a devastating impact throughout Latin 
America and the country was sliding inexorably into crisis. 
Highlighting only good news and passing over some of  the 
more negative events in presidential communication, no matter 
how slight that actually was, was exaggerated greatly, leading to 
one of  Argentina’s most popular myths: that a special news-
paper was printed for Irigoyen that included only good news. El 
Diario de Irigoyen or Irigoyen’s Daily, is a well-known phrase in 
Argentina to this day, and used when people want to push back 
against the “sugar-coated” version of  events.

Parallels with today are unmistakable. Putting aside recent 
reports that President Trump only likes to receive good news 
and that his aides have their own special way of  communi-
cating to him, never mind the growing controversy around 
fake news, we are each surrounded by our own version of  El 
Diario de Irigoyen. Let me explain.

Having long known of  the legend of  Irigoyen, I first 
started reflecting on the parallels with today during a visit 
to, of  all places, Buenos Aires last September. My fellow 
keynote speaker at a major multinational marketing event 

was a designer from Facebook. The focus of  his talk was on 
the concept of  feed. Everything was feed; all design decisions, 
client engagement for selling ads, user attraction, audio and 
video habits…all related to feed. And it’s true of  all social 
media channels. The feed is what promotes use and those 
(often hundreds) of  repeat visits during the week. More time 
spent on the feed means more revenue to the leading tech 
companies. At the core of  our work on executive health and 
leadership is behaviour, and our behaviour is greatly affected 
by and through this feed. It is part of  our social environment.

Persuasive psychology principles are used to grab your 
attention and keep it. The alarming thing is that several 
dozen designers living in California and working at just a few 
companies are impacting the lives of  over a billion people 
around the planet. And spending increasing amounts of  time 
scrolling through our feeds on different channels isn’t the 
best thing for our health, wellbeing and performance. Think 
about your own habits in the past year or two and how any 
changes in behaviour, and specifically spending increasing 
amounts of  time with your feed, have made you feel.

And there is another element of  feed that affects our 
behaviour. We design our own feed (though heavily influ-
enced by those several dozen designers.) We connect with 
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friends and colleagues, we like and follow 
companies and public figures who we admire. 
And the source of  this attraction and connec-
tion often stems from some similarity that we 
see in them – we may hold the same values or 
opinions, come from the same place or work 
for the same company. Maybe we like the same 
music, support the same football team or believe 
in the same causes or politics. Our feed is giving 
us a world view that is anything but worldly. It 
is segmented and we are blindsided to the opin-
ions, values, preferences and affiliations of  those 
who we don’t connect with. We need not look 
any further than the recent surprise election of  
Donald Trump to show how our customised 
feeds lead us to believe one set of  events will 
unfold. The New York Times in the final days of  
the election campaign were predicting that the 
probability of  a Clinton win stood at over 90%.

So how may we push back against our own 
Diario de Irigoyen and re-design our feed? Start with 
breaking out of  autopilot and try a simple exer-
cise. Take a look at the feed of  another person, 
maybe your partner or (if  they let you!) your 
children. Perhaps even a close colleague at work. 
Instantly, it will give you a slightly broader view 
that also seems more vibrant due to its differences. 
Perhaps you can also follow or at least check-in 
with accounts and people you would normally 
stay well clear of  due to your differences.

I am fully aware of  my own bad habits in this 
space. Spending increasing amounts of  time on 
my own feeds, without necessarily gaining insight 
and knowledge, I am committed to re-designing 
my own feed during the month of  February. 
Social media and my mobile device is part of  the 
issue and I have done several things over the years 
and again recently to take back control, from 
eliminating e-mail on my phone (if  I am working 
from the Barcelona office for an extended period 
having access to e-mail on other machines is more 
than enough) to moving any feed-based apps out 
of  my home screen and into different folders to 
cut down on those impulse checks.

I am also reflecting on my face-to-face and 
phone conversations. Most of  my client discus-
sions, though enriching, follow the same path, and 
I’m hoping that talking to people outside my usual 
network will broaden my perspective and also help 

re-design my feed. In our client work we often 
encourage people to join a new club, in that being 
held accountable by new people will help make 
habits stick. Forming new relationships, perhaps 
something we do less and less as we get older, 
helps change our views and perspectives. Even 
listening to those who you vehemently disagree 
with is, I believe, a healthy exercise.

I have therefore decided to open up my own 
diary to try and have different conversations 
and re-design my own feed. Each Wednesday 
afternoon I will hold up to a maximum of  12 
fifteen-minute conversations with anyone who 
wants to connect. I have no idea how this will 
go, or whether I’ll get one request or 100. In 
any case, if  you want to connect with me, you 
can do so at the following link: thelabcn.com/
redesigning-my-feed

Matters didn’t improve for President 
Irigoyen. He survived an assassination attempt 
in late 1929 and was eventually overthrown by a 
military coup in 1930. Later placed under house 
arrest he died in 1933. A sad end for a man 
who made a difference in the country, especially 
during his first Presidential term of  1916-1922. 

Now almost 90 years after the birth of  the 
legend of  El Diario de Irigoyen ask yourself  if  
you are limited by creating your own “Irigoyen 
Daily”. Try re-designing your own feed and I’ll 
see you next month for part II in a deeper look 
at environment for behaviour change.
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Apple Park opens in a few weeks time. The 
new headquarters of  one of  the world’s 
most innovative companies, referred to 

by many as “spaceship campus” due to its flying 
saucer-like design, was one of  the final acts 
from Steve Jobs before he passed in 2011. The 
building is aimed at encouraging collaboration 
and will provide employees with more oppor-
tunities to run into each other and interact, 
reflective of  Jobs’ decision in 2000 to scrap plans 
for three separate buildings at Pixar in favour of  
one vast atrium-type space. The “spaceship” will 
contain a lake, meadow and orchard within its 
inner ring, while also offering a 100,000 square 
foot fitness center and two miles of  walking and 
running paths across the 175-acre site. 

After considering the importance of  the social 
environment for health and positive behaviour 
change last month, here we take a closer look 
at the physical environment. Leading compa-
nies around the world are waking up to the fact 
that the physical space matters more than ever. 
There is a growing realisation that the modern 
workplace is no longer just seen as the desk, 
but also, and probably more importantly, the 
area around it. The growing premium on crea-
tive work from the workforce at large requires a 
new type of  environment, something alluded to 
when IDEO’s Tom Kelley observed that “when 

I see someone at their desk all day its suspicious 
how they pretend to work”. 

Today’s workplace design goes beyond tradi-
tional conversations around open and closed 
plan layouts to incorporate aspects of  biophilic 
design (research has shown that adding house-
plants to an otherwise sparse office environment 
can increase well-being by 47%, increase crea-
tivity by 45% and increase productivity by 38%) 
better quality air and working options to combat 
sedentariasm. We are receiving increasing 
requests from our clients to move beyond a 
narrow view of  health and wellbeing to reflecting 
on the daily employee experience, which natu-
rally leads to a design thinking approach.

That daily experience for over 200 diverse 
innovators is the core concern for The Dock, 
Accenture’s new research and incubation hub 
in Dublin which is the company’s own fron-
tier experiment on the future of  the workplace. 
Conceptualised as a “living building” it is one 
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of  the most connected buildings in the world where over 
one million data points are generated each day, providing 
on-the-fly awareness of  people activity and ideas to the whole 
building while feeding back usage data to the ongoing design 
of  the building.

Employees are empowered to configure and reconfigure 
the space as they see fit depending on the project, using a 
mobile app to book rooms and change temperature or even 
find people and resources, useful when almost everything 
is on wheels. Julie Spillane, Director of  The Dock notes 
that “We’ve been surprised at how quickly people adapt to 
experimental workspaces, and at the ability of  our team to 
self-organise – I guess you could almost say we planned it.”

The thirst for experimentation and learning at Accenture 
was one of  the points picked up by Jacob Morgan in his 
new book, The Employee Experience Advantage. Reviewing the 
employee experience of  252 organisations in the dimensions 
of  culture, technology and the physical workspace, Morgan 
highlights different areas that show if  an organisation has 
mastered their physical environment including company 
values being reflected in the physical space, employees having 
different space options available, and being able to bring in 
friends and visitors to an environment they are proud of.

So how would an organisation get started with improve-
ments in the physical space? Different checklists and 
standards now exist which can drive change at multiple levels, 
from the cosmetic, say new office furniture or even rear-
ranging existing content, to the bricks and mortar of  a new 
building. Yet understanding current habits and the prevailing 
culture is also necessary. Replicating the experimental nature 
of  the Dock wouldn’t work without the commitment 
(including getting out of  the way) of  company directors. As 
in successful attempts in behaviour change baby steps may 
still reap significant benefits.

One company who knows more than most about 
behaviour change is Alpha, the new long-term disruptive inno-
vation unit of  Telefónica. Think Google X for the Spanish 
Telecommunications giant. Much of  their expertise lies in the 
field of  health and habits. Their first “moonshot” process is 
in health and they are working with different partners, from 
London School of  Economics to Massachusetts General 
Hospital to build tools to support sustainable behaviour change. 

My team was interested in their own health and habits 
and wanted to examine further our initial impressions that 
the teams mobility during the day was minimal, enforced 
by an intensive small team start-up culture where people 
worked long hours and had food ordered in. The office 
overlooks Barcelona beach yet walking meetings along the 
Mediterranean rarely ever happened.

HR Director David Armengol examined current patterns 
by setting up a video camera and tracking movement over a 
number of  days. Some of  the insights were used in the design 
of  a new space on a different floor of  Telefónica’s 24-storey 
Catalan headquarters in Barcelona, where the growing team 
is moving to this month (March 2017).

Armengol stated that, “First of  all, we were conscious of  
the need for more space and the new floor will give us double 
the square metres. We then thought about the flow of  people 
during the working day and decided on simple features 
including the use of  hot desking, lockers, and a larger kitchen 
and eating area. We were also keen to maintain a balance 
between visibility and privacy, whether for the individual or 
team meeting.” The scope of  our work in examining habits 
and culture aims to leverage the increased comfort and suita-
bility of  the larger space so that actually leaving it, and getting 
outside, is a more natural proposition.

As we experience profound changes in the world of  work 
and how it fits within our lives, emerging notions of  space – 
supporting positive behaviour, health and wellness, dynamic 
interaction and providing options for different configurations 
– will be present in the leading organisations of  the future, regard-
less of  size or sector. Today, we can work from anywhere at any 
time yet the design of  the physical space will play an increasingly 
important role in the future of  work. 12,000 Apple employees 
who start to embark the spaceship in the coming weeks will be 
some of  the first to see a compelling vision of  that future.
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Steven MacGregor elaborates on how today’s world has 
turned Robert Owen’s “Triple 8” to the “Hateful 8”. How 
should business leaders address this seemingly inevitable 
phenomenon brought by the contemporary world?

“Either you run the day, or the day runs you.” – Jim Rohn

Twelve months ago this week I gave a keynote in Prague 
that was memorable for a number of  reasons. The 
Elasticom summit of  life and business was a highly 

innovative event that raised a number of  key questions for 
society today.1 Since then I have continued to have interesting 
conversations around the world on the main theme, that of  
balance between work and life. This month’s executive health 
column is a condensed version of  that talk which you can 
view on https://vimeo.com/184572404.

In the year 1800 Robert Owen made history in central 
Scotland. The small village of  New Lanark, located on the 
only waterfall of  the River Clyde, provided an ideal loca-
tion for cotton mills, part of  the key textile manufacturing 
industry of  the time. Owen transformed the lives of  the 
2,000 people who lived in the mills, including 500 children, 
at the same time as delivering commercial success. Although 
the cotton mills at New Lanark were not the worst in 
terms of  worker conditions at that time, he improved 
them through a series of  social and welfare programmes, 

including special attention to the education and care of  chil-
dren, the means by which workers purchased goods with 
their money earned, and even the role of  incentives in the 
workplace to improve performance.

New Lanark became celebrated throughout Europe, and 
many leading royals, statesmen, and reformers visited the 
mills. In contrast with the normal working conditions of  
the day, they found a clean and healthy environment with a 
happy workforce that did not compromise a prosperous busi-
ness. The work of  Owen highlighted the human factor at a 
time when the Industrial Revolution, built on technological 
innovations such as James Watt’s steam engine, was in real 
danger of  forgetting the human factor and treating people 
like machines. Growth was, and is, seductive. Rapid industrial 
progress resulted in the widespread adoption of  a “sun up 
to sun down” work day, with many children foregoing their 
education to satisfy the demand for resource.

Owen first implemented a 10-hour day at the New Lanark 
Mills and would later advocate an 8-hour workday as part of  
a balanced daily life that would include “8 hours labour, 8 
hours recreation, and 8 hours rest” and which would form 
the focus of  the International Worker’s Day or Labour Day 
holiday of  May 1st. 

One of  the first businesses in the United States to imple-
ment Owen’s 8-hour day was the Ford Motor Company. In 
1914, it not only cut the standard workday to eight hours, 
but it also doubled its workers’ pay in the process. To the 
shock of  many at the time, this resulted in a significant 
increase in productivity, and Ford’s profit margins doubled 
within two years of  implementation. This encouraged 
other companies to adopt the shorter 8-hour workday as a 
standard for their employees. 

So does Owen’s “Triple 8” apply to work and life today? I 
think most of  us would clearly say no. Beyond merely consid-
ering the amount of  hours worked, and recognising work as 
taking substantially more than 8 hours per day, the additional 
lens is the manner in which our daily 24 hours unfolds. Long 
gone are the days during which “labour, recreation and rest” 
would proceed in a serial fashion. And this is why I believe 
we have moved from Owen’s “Triple 8” to the “Hateful 8”. 
Many people hate the first tranche of  8 hours, the “labour” 
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segment, as we know that work will likely extend beyond 
this time, but that only work is expected. Likewise with the 
second “leisure” block since that leisure and life is squeezed 
out by more work, with a similar dynamic at play during the 
final third of  the day, with “rest” (and primarily sleep) short-
ened and also compromised by work-related stress.

So how do we move beyond the hateful 8? I think the 
cornerstone of  a change in thinking is to recognise the 
quality imperative of  work today. Business success relies on a 
completely different set of  factors than was the case during 
the industrial revolution when workers were a simple capacity 
resource. Today, business success is based on performance 
rather than work, and performance, just like in elite sport, is 
the sum of  work and rest and play. How may we then allow 
people to bring more of  themselves to work? Understanding 
that we are the same person inside and outside of  work is 
an important element. When I interviewed the CEO of  
Telefónica, Jose Maria Alvarez-Pallete about balancing a 
demanding executive job with family life he shared this exact 
sentiment, saying, “it’s not as if  you go home with your heart 
and not your head, or that you go to work with your head but 
not your heart”. Work will make an appearance in the areas 
that have traditionally been reserved for leisure and rest, so 
why can’t leisure and rest make more of  an appearance in 
that first 8?

As individual managers and leaders within our organisa-
tions, and our lives, how may we lead beyond the hateful 8? 
Here I consider the importance of  self-leadership as well 
as leading others. Indeed, effective self-leadership is often 
required before we can lead our team and organisations. I 
think there are three elements which are important.

First, it is better that you like, and ideally love, what 
you do for a living. If  you don’t, then resentment will occur 
when work makes an appearance outwith those first 8 hours, 
as it will in many senior roles. When this passion is combined 
with the flexibility of  having leisure and rest appear within 
the work block as compensation, then I believe high perfor-
mance is sustainable. This sustainable performance is also 
driven by the higher level of  engagement that comes from 
doing a job you are passionate about. Look to build that 
passion in your own career and do likewise for the teams you 
build. Making a change and finding that passion or deciding 
on a job where work will only exist within that first 8-hour 
block is increasingly within reach in today’s world.

The second key factor is that you form part of  a 
results-based culture. If  business success today relies on 
performance as opposed to a narrow view of  work then 
why do we still measure according to visibility and espe-
cially desk-time? Sometimes for the best results and that 

higher performance we need to get out of  the office, some-
times in a long day with high demands we need to take that 
10-minute nap, sometimes in order to help think through that 
tough problem we need to go for a walk. Do you therefore 
contribute to developing a results-based culture? What are 
the ways in which you measure your own progress and that 
of  your team? Try to let go of  management by visibility.

The third and final factor is that basic human needs are 
recognised as being essential for results. Think mobility, 
nutrition and sleep for starters. Are you providing the work-
space options and culture so that people aren’t chained to an 
uncomfortable chair for 8 hours? Do you provide nutritious 
food choices and a space to eat lunch mindfully? Not simply 
because it will improve the health and well-being of  your 
team, but because research shows it will improve the quality 
of  decision making throughout the day. Are you paying 
attention to the signs whereby you can say to a member of  
your team that they look a little tired or enquire as to why 
they skipped lunch again today? Leadership is increasingly 
advanced through a coaching skillset and the ability to hold 
an empathetic conversation. Work is work, and profession-
alism needs to be maintained, yet I believe part of  that 
professionalism today involves an element of  liberal pater-
nalism – precisely because work potentially exists in all areas 
and times of  our daily lives.

These are some of  the elements which I believe are impor-
tant to move beyond the hateful 8. Turn the figure 8 on its 
side and we see a loop where Owen’s “labour, leisure and 
rest” are always in play. Looking for that harmony, and the 
happiness and performance which results from it, starts with 
taking control of  your day.
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Executive Health

We start a new series this month, inter-
viewing global influencers in the area of  
executive health. Short conversations that 
we hope will deliver deep insights. First up 
is Rory Simpson, Chief  Learning Officer at 
Telefónica and Managing Director of  the 
company’s corporate university, Universitas.

Rory, good to talk to you today. I’m 
guessing its been about 20 years at the fore-
front of  executive education, since you led 
that function at IESE in Barcelona, is that 
right? Why have you stayed in the field all 
that time?

Yes, I was Managing Director of  Executive 
Education at IESE from 1998 for more than 
5 years. Though looking back there’s been two 
distinct blocks. I was essentially an administrator 
for almost 15 years, helping different busi-
ness schools with their market presence and an 
awareness that selling programmes to interna-
tional businesses was a key part of  the business 
school operation. This was particularly the case 
in 1998 when we were just starting out in exec-
utive education at IESE, and I knew the school 
well having done my MBA there. It’s great to see 

them come so far with being ranked number 1 
by the Financial Times the past 2 years. For the 
past 6, almost 7 years I’ve been involved more in 
the teaching side of  executive education which 
I’ve found hugely rewarding.

I think I’ve stayed in the field so long due to 
impact. You can make a real impact in the lives 
of  executives, who in turn can have a real impact 
in their companies and society at large. 

How has executive education changed in 
that time?

I think it’s moved quite clearly from deliv-
ering technical skills, which could have been 
driven by compliance issues to broader issues 
around executive lives. There used to be a 
demand on learning strategy for their business, 
now it’s about strategy for their lives. And for 
many their lives are their company. Providing 
a safe environment is key. It’s important for 
executives to take a step back from their day to 
day operations where it’s not always possible to 
act authentically. 

You mentioned two phases in your exec-
utive education career of  administration 
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and delivery, which I guess could align to your business 
school and corporate roles. Can you tell us more about 
executive education in business schools?

Sure. So I directed the executive education function at 
IESE, London Business School and Thunderbird, and also 
directed programmes in Europe for Harvard, Stanford 
and Michigan. I would see many academics, of  supposed 
world-renown, and commanding huge fees, who couldn’t 
communicate with the audience. They may have conducted 
and written about world-famous research but I wondered 
what the point was if  the executives didn’t get it. At the 
same time I felt that I was able to communicate with execu-
tives and as well as being able to sell and direct programmes, 
that I could teach on them also. My passion lies in commu-
nication and teaching and I think that is the key factor in 
making an impact.

Although much of  my own background is in teaching 
on IESE executive programmes we never met until you 
were in your current role at Telefónica, around 2011. So 
how has your corporate journey been different from the 
business school one?

Yes, it’s almost 7 years now at Telefónica. It’s interesting 
because I thought I knew how big companies worked until 
I worked in a big company. The comparison with business 
schools is interesting. I think they miss the point in consis-
tently selling what they make rather than making what they 
sell. There’s no doubt that the big schools have a real impact 
but seeing the impact, on society as a whole, that a Fortune100 
company can make is something to behold. Telefónica is 
the largest foreign investor in Latin America and the largest 
charity. In each of  the distinct countries of  the continent it is 
one of  the main employers of  choice for the huge talent that 
is emerging there.

Working with the tremendous talent in Telefónica has 
certainly been one of  the main highlights of  my time so far. 
The top 150 have a very diverse and interesting mix, from 
the traditional elite schooling of  Oxbridge and McKinsey to 
others who have worked their way up from the favelas. At 
the other end of  the scale, I’ve seen so much waste in the 
next 5000 or tier 2 executives. Many are just treading water 
and waiting for retirement. They may be survivors but in 
not doing anything that causes waves they do the company a 
disservice, which needs to be disrupted from within.

And the corporate university is a tool to support that 
disruption?

Yes, and I must applaud the foresight of  the company 
in continuing to support us in spite of  shrinking budgets 

elsewhere. We really have been able to create a type of  magic 
kingdom. The vision was to re-create the teaching excellence 
of  Harvard, but far more relevant for Telefónica and with the 
magic touch of  Disney.

We first came into contact within the context of  execu-
tive health, which is a theme we’ve developed strongly at 
the corporate university the past 6 years. Any comments 
to share in this area?

Yes, I’ve always believed strongly in the importance of  devel-
oping a leaders “total intelligence”, including their physical and 
mental health, which of  course is why I was interested in your 
own work when we first met in 2011. In observing executives 
over 20 years it is clear how much their physical and mental 
wellbeing affects their lives. No matter what their background 
is I’ve seen careers derail with stress, alcohol, divorce and even 
suicide, when some of  these broader factors that support phys-
ical and mental health are missing.

I guess this links to your previous comments on many 
executives lives being their work?

Yes. Many executives love their company, and that is great, 
but…

Unrequited love?
Ha, ha, maybe. Eventually everyone is let go, and the 

company won’t have a problem doing that. Everyone is 
replaceable. The key value in investing in executive health is 
that they will make themselves harder to replace since they 
will clearly support their performance, while they will build a 
stronger life outside of  work.

Thanks for your time and insight Rory.
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Habit Hacking
(Part I)

In the first of  two parts looking at habits in the work-
place the authors uncover the preliminary results of  
research into habit formation success with almost 2000 
senior managers in a major multinational.

“All our life, so far as it has definite form, is but a mass of  habits – 
practical, emotional, and intellectual – systematically organized for our 
weal or woe, and bearing us irresistibly toward our destiny, whatever the 
latter may be.” – William James

I’ve always been fascinated by the subconscious part of  
our brains. From reflecting on the predominance of  tacit 
(versus explicit) knowledge during my Doctoral studies 

in virtual communication to our work in design thinking the 
past 10 years where methods are used to uncover deep-lying 
needs. Though the value of  subconscious thought and action 
for success in executive life may be recognised, the heavy 

weighting of  it in comparison to our conscious selves is 
what surprises many. Gerald Zaltman, a professor at Harvard 
posits that conscious activity represents only 5% of  cogni-
tion. And much has still to be discovered within this hidden 
95%, giving us much to explore in the domain of  habits for 
health and performance.

Thinking and decision-making are natural areas of  analysis 
in the working context. Though some of  the studies may be 
questionable a quick “wisdom of  Google” search puts our 
daily decisions at more than 30,000 with only 70 of  those being 
conscious. Certainly of  more reliability is the work of  Nobel 
Prize winner Daniel Kahneman who writes on two systems 
of  thinking, Fast or System 1 thinking which is the subcon-
scious part of  our brains and much more frequent, and Slow 
or System 2, our conscious self  which is much less frequent. 
It is clear that we need both, and that without habits we’d be 
unlikely to proceed very far in our daily lives, if  for example 
every single decision were to be slow and conscious.

We believe that habits in the workplace can have a signif-
icant impact on the organisational as well as individual level. 
Habits form routines and behaviour, which when aggregated 
on a team level can form culture. Although we may perceive 
certain behaviour as good or bad in others, it is not always so 
clear-cut for ourselves. When we create a habit the brain stops 
participating fully in the decision making process, and the brain 
doesn’t distinguish between “good” and “bad” habits.

Within this context we had an interest in how good habits 
are formed. A total of  1900 senior managers at Telefónica 
attended a Sustaining Executive Performance course at the 
Corporate University during 2016. In short sessions spread 
over 3 days content was delivered on the “WHAT” of  execu-
tive health including mobility and exercise, sleep, mindfulness 
and nutrition and the “HOW” of  making good intentions 
stick with basic instruction on successful behaviour change. 
At the end of  their course they wrote a self-addressed letter 
outlining a new positive habit that would improve their health 

Executive Health

Figure 1: When and Where was the Habit Placed
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and performance. This letter was mailed to them 100 days 
after the end of  their course. On the letter was a link to an 
online form with two questions. An e-mail reminder was then 
sent to all to complete the questions.

The first question asked the degree of  success on a scale 
from 1 to 5, where 1 was having “completely forgotten about 
the commitment until the letter arrived” and 5 having “a 
new automatic daily habit”. The second question asked the 
respondent to choose from a list of  4 choices on where and 
when the habit was placed; 1) in the morning before arriving 
at work, 2) in the morning at work, 3) at work after lunch, and 
4) in the evening after leaving work. We achieved a response 
rate over 30% and a total of  574 answers.

Our questions were designed to gain insight into two key 
variables for habit formation success; the environment and the 
time of  day. Although we didn’t have well-formed hypotheses 
prior to the study we did have some expectations based on 
other research in the field as well as our own leadership devel-
opment experiences the past 10 years. For example, regarding 
the time of  day variable “decision fatigue” research has found 
decision making to worsen as the day has proceeded. Other 
studies have shown both the likelihood to follow rules and 
even ethics to decrease over the course of  time. Our expecta-
tion was therefore that the most successful habits would have 
been placed in the morning.

The importance of  the environment, in our case either 
home or work, also provided an interesting variable. 
Environment design is a key part of  our work at The LAB 
and this column has included articles on both the physical 
and social environment in recent months. We would expect 
the home environment to be more “designed”, that is, shaped 
proactively by the respondent. Whether such changes would 
support good or bad habits is however open to question. The 
work environment design in contrast would be more outwith 
their control though it may offer greater discipline to follow 
through with habits in the health domain. In any case our 
expectation was that the home environment would offer a 
better opportunity for habit formation success, also because 
they would be more focussed on their personal lives with 
healthy habits still perceived by many as a non-work topic.

The results of  the placement of  habits are shown below 
and reflect our expectations. There is approximately an 
80/20 split between home and work habits with a more even 

distribution between morning (53% of  sample) and evening 
(47% of  sample). The success of  habit formation produced 
one or two surprises. Although we see success (as expected) 
in the morning what we didn’t expect was the most successful 
slot to be at work after lunch. This is the smallest part of  
the sample but still worthy of  further reflection. It could 
be that lunch has provided an additional energy boost for 
habit effort, consistent with some of  the work in the deci-
sion fatigue field. Perhaps also with work priorities having 
been taken care of  in the morning, the afternoon allows 
more space for thinking on self-improvement. In any case, 
we see an opportunity for greater attention to habits in the 
work environment, where only 20% of  our sample chose to 
place them. With increasing attention to workplace design 
an accompanying belief  from the employee that their work 
environment offers a supportive space for positive behaviour 
change may impact greatly on health and performance. We 
will continue to look at this as we analyse this sample and 
others in the coming months.
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Habit Hacking (Part II)

How many times have you said that you will change for 
the better? In this Part Two of  the article, the author 
shares the 7S Model that can be employed for a successful 
habit hacking, either to create and sustain a new healthy 
habit, or stop a more negative one in its tracks.

In The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People Stephen Covey 
invented the self-help management genre. The book, first 
published in 1989, has sold over 25 million copies world-

wide. Knowing which habits are conducive to professional 
success and personal happiness continues to receive signifi-
cant attention today in 2017, yet knowing how to make those 
habits stick is another matter. As we discussed in part 1 of  
Habit Hacking last month we process a large amount of  
automatic, subconscious activity every day but implementing 
new, positive habits is a significant challenge.

 In our work with thousands of  professionals the past 10 
years certain tactics have emerged which support sustainable 
behaviour change and increase the chances that a new habit will 
stick. The components of  the 7S model are presented below.

SMALL
The typical approach to change, particularly by the driven 
professional class, is that of  a significant effort towards 
achieving an ambitious or stretch goal. By definition this 
significant effort is deployed now and again, which may or 
may not lead to success. Yet a much smaller (and therefore 
more sustainable) effort on a daily basis is likely to yield a 
greater benefit. Daily implementation is key.

A very successful habit may exist of  course on a less 
frequent level, yet the daily implementation means that the 
cumulative benefit will quickly accrue for a relatively minor 

effort. The lauded strategy of  “the cumulative effect of  
marginal gains” from the British Olympic Track Cycling 
team shows how even tiny changes allied to accumulation 
can have a big impact, in their case from being a mediocre 
performer winning one Olympic Gold in 100 years to the 
sports preeminent force with 22 Gold Medals in the last three 
Olympic Games.

Making it small also increases the chances of  creating a new 
habit since it gains “automaticity” in less time. Researchers at 
University College London found the amount of  time for 
behaviours of  varying complexity to become automatic, 
ranging from 18 to 254 days.

SPECIFIC
As ambition derails many attempts at successful behaviour 
change, so to does vagueness. Setting SMART objectives 
helps to achieve professional targets and the same detail-
oriented approach can help on a personal level. 

Set a finish line. Rather than making an open commitment 
to always take the staircase, start with a commitment to always 
take the staircase for the remainder of  the month. Achieving 
your objective will give you the motivation to keep going.

Given the daily approach mentioned above another key 
detail is when in the day you will commit to change. Consider 
of  course your own life as well as some existing research. 
As we detailed in part 1 of  Habit Hacking last month our 
willpower tends to decrease throughout the day (our ethics 
also, with studies showing greater tendency to lie in the latter 
part of  the day!). Committing to something early in the day 
works for many yet another slot may be required if  family 
or other matters take precedence. In any case, try and fix the 
same time each day, which leads to the next S.
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Yet a much smaller (and therefore more sustainable) 
effort on a daily basis is likely to yield a greater 
benefit. Daily implementation is key.
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SUPPORTED
Support your new action by placing it next to an 
existing one. What do you do each day? Perhaps 
you have a consistent routine related to your 
morning: personal hygiene or preparing kids for 
school. Do a plank after brushing your teeth. 
Triggers can be immensely powerful. Stanford 
educator and behaviour change expert B. J. Fogg 
talks of  his “flushing the toilet” trigger, after 
which he would complete a couple of  push-ups. 
Though perhaps not for everyone (he did stress 
only at home!) it is a much easier way of  getting 
20 to 30 push-ups on a daily basis than doing 
them all at once.

Triggers give us a broader view of  the 
behaviour and make it easier to implement, or 
displace, through considering the habit loop. 
A cue or signal exists before the habit, which 
then produces a reward. Rather than focussing 
on the behaviour itself  can you change the cue 
or reward? In my own experience I had a long-
term bad habit of  checking my email and social 
media in bed before going to sleep. The cue was 
having my smartphone plugged to my charging 
cable on my bedside table. I eliminated the cue 
by placing the charging cable in the kitchen. On 
many evenings, I still want to check my phone in 
bed but the cue is no longer there.

SHARED
Share your change with your family, with your 
friends, or with your boss. If  you plan to go 
offline after a certain time each day, you’ll need to 
manage expectations on a professional level. If  
you have a habit of  collapsing on the sofa when 
you arrive home from work, tell your family so 

that they are waiting for you to go for a walk 
when you arrive home. Sharing your change 
makes you accountable. And we all need to be 
held accountable. I didn’t explicitly share my 
own commitment a couple of  years ago to walk 
after every evening meal (the legend of  the Chinese 
Walk) but accountability made it work. Animals 
are amazing at picking up habits. After my initial 
enthusiasm for walking after my evening meal 
wore off, my faithful companion Harry the 
sheepdog ensured that I kept going. Now, as 
soon as I put my knife and fork down, Harry 
waits at the door and barks if  I don’t get moving!

STREAK
Tracking the completion, or absence, of  a 
certain behaviour over time creates a chain. 
And the longer that chain is, the harder it can 
be to break. This may be true of  certain bad 
habits we have had for a long time, such as 
smoking, yet the same logic can be used in a 
positive sense. Alcoholics Anonymous, with 
the original “Big Book” first published in 1939 
a rich source of  insight on behaviour for the 
public at large, uses total sobriety time as a part 
of  open group sharing. 

And the same logic is used in many apps 
today. For example, one may achieve special 
badges for maintaining a streak of  daily practice 
such as meditation. If  you have a bad day after 
150 days of  completing the same practice and 
the last thing on your mind is meditation, the 
simple fact of  having completed 150 days will 
probably get you over the line to complete 151. 
Think of  the power of  such streaks in sectors 
such as health and safety in construction. If  you 
are a worker on such a site with a visible counter 
that says “1068 days since last accident” that’s a 
powerful incentive not to be the one who brings 
the counter back to zero.

SURROUNDINGS
In an increasingly digital world, the physical 
environment matters more than ever. 
Whether considering specific approaches 
such as biophilic design or more generally the 
workspace of  the future as we have discussed 
in the March article in this column, our 
surroundings will affect our behaviour.
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At home, I look to test and implement simple 
changes that are pivotal in building a healthy and 
productive daily routine. For several years I’ve 
kick-started my day with a 10 minute mat Pilates 
session. The key to building this in was having the 
mat in plain view. That way, rather than blearily 
fetching coffee as part of  my daily stumble out 
of  bed, unfurling that mat was part of  the new 
natural flow. It’s a similar, even simpler principle 
to that of  laying out your workout clothes the 
night before that early morning training session.

At work, simple changes could include a 
standing desk, new vending machine content, 
nudge posters and cosmetic changes to the 
staircase. You may not have the reported $5 
Billion that Apple spent on their new Spaceship 
Campus but we can all think about re-designing 
our surroundings to support behaviour change.

SOCIAL
Jim Rohn said that “we are the average of  the 
5 people we spend the most time with”. What 
we often perceive to be our own behaviours are 
often due to the influence of  our family, friends 
and colleagues. Again the focus of  a previous 
article in February of  this year thinking on 
our social environment will allow us greater 
insight to the habit hacking process. Think of  
who you spend time with both personally and 
professionally. Who are the people who will 
help you the most in the formative stages of  a 
new behaviour? 

We may also think on our leadership activity 
and the design of  teams. Research has shown the 
positive impact of  placing a poor performer next 
to a high performer with positive “spillovers” 
created in terms of  productivity, effectiveness 
and client satisfaction with the work. The 
authors suggest pairing employees with opposite 
strengths as well as separating toxic workers.

Are all 7S’s to be employed in each case? 
Probably not. That is part of  the habit hacking 
process: finding out which ones are most 
important for you to gain traction in behaviour 
change, either to create and sustain a new healthy 
habit, or stop a more negative one in its tracks. 
Our ongoing research looks to gain insight into 
which elements are most effective in different 
cases and we will publish our preliminary 
findings later in 2017 (there you go, we’ve shared 
that goal with all of  you!)
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Health and wellbeing in the professional 
domain continue to garner inceased atten-
tion. In this article, the author wraps up the 
year through an elaboration of  the important 
role of  design in the betterment of  wellbeing.

As we approach the end of  the first year 
of  this column I wanted to take a step 
back and look at this concept we decided 

to call “executive health”. I’ve worked in this 
field the past 10 years, attempting to overcome 
the inherent oxymoron of  the professional 
norm that is having less health as an accom-
paniment to a more executive life. The first 
11 articles have looked at several themes, 
including a typical executive life, the coming 
Artificial Intelligence revolution, heart rate 
variability, sleep, mindful flying, exercising and 
eating while travelling, the physical and social 
environment for behaviour change, work-life 
integration, and habits.

All of  these themes address health and well-
being in the professional domain, an area of  
increasing interest the past few years yet there 
still seems to be a significant gap between 
interest and companies who implement these 
issues in a sufficiently mature way so as to 
capture the available value. Wellbeing has a 
formal presence in most large companies today, 

yet it exists at a relatively junior level of  the 
organisation and is focussed on the reduction 
of  risks, including absenteeism and sickness. Is 
this type of  work required? Absolutely. Yet there 
is another way of  perceiving the opportunities 
of  wellbeing, in the ways that it can improve 
executive performance – through the increased 
energy, creativity, resilience and leadership that 
it undoubtedly generates. If  a more progressive 
definition of  health exists beyond merely “the 
absence of  sickness” why does health and well-
being management in the enterprise still suffer 
from a similarly negative approach?

Demonstrating a strong business case for 
health and wellbeing, and linking it to perfor-
mance, was the subject of  my 2015 book 
Sustaining Executive Performance. Though the 
presence of  such themes at the senior level of  
an organisation remains infrequent today there 
are encouraging signs. The coaching process 
at the most senior executive level is starting to 
integrate more of  these issues, and there seems 
to be a general movement towards recognising 
the need for creating more human workplaces. 
In the coming age of  the fourth industrial revo-
lution with all its technology advancement and 
digital transformation, many leading enterprises 
recognise that their humanity will matter more 
than ever.

Design 
For 
Wellbeing

Greater 
societal 

wellbeing 
is being 

targetted 
around the 
world and a 
more senior 

consideration 
of wellbeing in 

business 
will help.
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I’m spending my summer in the Scottish Highlands writing 
a follow-up to Sustaining Executive Performance. This will 
be published in the Autumn and I’m excited to share more 
details in the September edition of  this column. I’m based at 
the Institute for Design Innovation of  the Glasgow School 
of  Art, one of  the top 10 art schools in the world. Readers 
of  this column will know that we frequently champion the 
role of  design. Above all things, design is human. It looks 
to create a world that satisfies the needs we have as human 
beings. And these needs, within the context of  Executive 
Health regard a workplace and corresponding culture that 
support health, wellbeing and sustainable performance.

One of  the most practical uses of  design is “Design for 
X” which comes from the engineering or product design 
field. X denotes the area of  focus to be optimised within the 
development of  the product, such as environment, usability 
and manufacturability. General best practice of  design is 
therefore fine tuned to the specific needs of  the endeavour 
in question. Could a Design for Wellbeing framework help 
move health and wellbeing to a more senior level in an 
organisation? I think so. Having the right tools and methods, 
something that the design field is so good at doing, will allow 
a strategic approach to a complex issue.

Given the different ways and contexts in which we can view 
wellbeing, the Design for Wellbeing term already exists and 
is developed in different research centres around the world, 
including here at the Glasgow School of  Art. The Scottish 
Highlands base provides a set of  unique challenges around 
geographical distribution that may help inspire different 
innovations that can be applied within traditional urban 
centres. For example, in the healthcare setting, if  a patient 
requires over 2 hours travel time to get to a hospital how 
may the experience be re-designed? And is there any value 
from that re-imagination that can be applied to traditional 
settings? Wellbeing is driven by the Digital Health Initiative, 
which works with the National Health Service in Scotland 
and the Scottish Government in the design of  public services 
which improve health and wellbeing through a deep under-
standing of  the patient experience. Experience labs bring 
together clinicians, patients and technology providers to 
co-create services that better cope with an ageing population. 
Designing preferable futures is the vision for much of  the 
research and teaching here and wellbeing is at the heart of  

that. Greater societal wellbeing is being targetted around the 
world and a more senior consideration of  wellbeing in busi-
ness will help.

I’m pulling together many of  the themes touched on in 
the first year of  this column in the development of  a Design 
for Wellbeing framework for business. A first “prototype” of  
this is the ABC of  wellbeing at work, which includes:
• A: Attitude represents the senior leadership skills that can 

be borrowed from design thinking to create a more human 
workplace. These include integrating more observation, 
iteration and empathy as part of  daily leadership practice.

• B: Behaviour concerns the discrete behaviours that make 
up the daily work of  the workforce at large and our under-
standing of  how these habits may be changed. Connecting 
these behaviours to the top-level vision of  the company 
seems to be of  increasing interest in companies around 
the world.

• C: Chronobiology looks at the natural biological rhythms 
that make up our daily lives. In an age where work is poten-
tially, and increasingly, 24-7, recognising that we are not 
machines and subject to our human biology is critical. The 
vast exposure given to sleep in recent years is, I believe, 
the first example of  many where our circadian rhythm will 
feature more prominently as a business concern.
I’m delighted to get to the end of  the first year of  this 

column and am looking forward to the second. Wishing you 
a happy summer and see you “next year”.
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Yet there is another way of perceiving the opportunities of wellbeing, in the 
ways that it can improve executive performance – through the increased 
energy, creativity, resilience and leadership that it undoubtedly generates. 
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Returning to our series of  interviews with 
global influencers we talk to Roberto Di 
Bernardini, who after almost a decade of  
HR leadership at Johnson&Johnson is now 
based between London and Madrid with 
Banco Santander.

Many thanks for your time today Roberto. 
We last met in London in December 2016 
which was still your first year at the company. 
You’re now around 18 months into your role. 
So how is life at Santander?

Things are going exceptionally well Steven. 
We’re implementing some new processes and 
initiatives including a new performance manage-
ment system. At the core of  all this change, and 
something I’m happiest with, is the change in 
mindset in the people. We’re working specifically 
with how leaders behave in the organisation and 
look at them as ambassadors for the values and 
behaviours we want to promote as a company, 
both internally and externally. And as you know 
given some of  our previous conversations we 
are continuing to develop the beHealthy global 
brand which looks at improving people’s health 
not only at work but also at home, something 
that is highly appreciated.

A Conversation with 
Roberto Di Bernardini,

Global Head of HR at Banco Santander

There is a massive difference in managing 
people compared to 30 years ago. There 
is now a greater consensus around 
the importance of taking a holistic 
approach and taking care of people 
both professionally and personally.
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Are there specific challenges in the 
banking sector with some of  these changes? 
Especially regarding the health initiative? 

In a way yes. The biggest thing is convincing 
sceptics that investing in soft aspects can really 
pay out. There was a lot of  lets say “healthy” scep-
ticism at the beginning but around a year after the 
global launch I’m very happy with progress.

You come with 9 years experience 
leading the HR function at J&J. How has 
that time prepared or impacted on what 
you’re doing now?

It’s true that J&J have a longer culture of  
investing in these type of  initiatives but that is 
what makes our current work exciting. In general, 
there is a massive difference in managing people 
compared to 30 years ago. There is now a greater 
consensus around the importance of  taking 
a holistic approach and taking care of  people 
both professionally and personally. It’s not just 
about their professional or skills development 
but making them better human beings, and this 
necessarily involves physical and mental health. 
We have a duty to look after our humans while 
the science also shows that this personal devel-
opment has significant professional benefits. For 
one, greater balance significantly improves energy.

Yes, some of  my recent conversations 
with academics have looked at this overspill 
between the work and home environments. 
If  a person isn’t healthy or well in one place, 
it is often the same in the other. So are you 
measuring any of  these impacts? Can you 
give me some examples?

Sure. One example is the development of  
leadership soft skills in general. 40% of  our 
new approach to performance management 
looks at how they are perceived as a leader, 
with many of  the key metrics aligned with my 
comments so far. This is a 360 evaluation as part 
of  our engagement survey with direct reports, 
peers and boss’s all asked to evaluate how the 
Santander behaviours are present in the person’s 
leadership activity. 

Regarding the beHealthy initiative specifically 
we are starting to measure and track country-level 
data such as cholesterol in Poland, comparing 

that with the national average and other health 
markers in other countries including Spain such 
as blood pressure.

Who owns and manages the beHealthy 
programme? You?

Santander has a long history of  country 
specific initiatives and projects. What I did 
when I came in was to create a global brand 
and try and consolidate the existing energy and 
momentum. I think the visibility has helped 
people around the world while we have added 
one or two large global initiatives to really 
capture the imagination. 

So you’re helping to make it more stra-
tegic right? Does it get to ROI?

Yes. Impact on the P&L is certainly part of  
our future vision yet as you well know, behav-
iour change doesn’t happen overnight. We’re 
thinking more on a 5-year timeframe rather than 
financial year. Studies have shown that for every 
dollar spend in health there is a $3.70 return so 
there’s certainly a precedent. 

Yet I think there is always a part that is 
immeasurable and simply regards improving 
the motivation of  people, simply showing them 
that we care can have a massive impact on how 
people engage and perform.

That’s a great point. I guess this regards 
culture and in the same way that there has to 
be a business case at some level to overcome 
scepticism, perhaps to fully engage other 
people there has to be a lack of  measure-
ment to show that you’re doing things just to 
“do the right things” as opposed to always 
looking for the business benefit.

We’re thinking more on a 5-year 
timeframe rather than financial year. 
Studies have shown that for every 
dollar spend in health there is a $3.70 
return so there’s certainly a precedent. 
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So what about the future of  HR? Anything 
else to add?

Two things come to mind on the future. The 
way we manage people will become digital-
ised. We have developed a new digital academy 
to support the mindset and behaviour approach 
I talked about earlier. We are moving towards 
having much more reliable data to take care of  
the engagement and development of  our people. 
More sophisticated predictive analytics will make 
clear what people need and we’re also developing 
a global platform at Santander in this area.

The second thing regards purpose. As a 
business we have a purpose in society while 
we can also help people find and develop their 
own personal purpose within that. Now as an 
industry I recognise that there are some exam-
ples in the recent past of  the antithesis of  having 
a responsible and ethical role in society but both 
in banking and any other sector purpose has 
to be something that goes beyond a poster on 
the wall to something we live and breathe in 
our daily behaviours and decisions. One reason 
is the immense pressure around talent attrac-
tion. We are no longer competing against Citi 
or Lloyds but also Facebook. Google and the 
fintech start-up in someone’s backyard. We need 
to convince people that working with us, while 
of  course involves making money, that there is a 

responsible and sustainable purpose at the core 
of  everything we do. Business opportunities 
may not always align with our purpose but by 
having a more noble position we will prosper in 
the long-term, on both an individual and organ-
isational level. HR has a potentially key role to 
play in this alignment, working with the CEO 
and other board members. 

Fantastic. Many thanks Roberto and 
good luck.
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BY STEVEN MACGREGOR

In this issue we include an excerpt from 
Steven MacGregor’s new book, Chief 
Wellbeing Officer: Leading in the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution, co-authored with Rory 
Simpson and published by LID.

 “We stand on the brink of  a technological revolution 
that will fundamentally alter the way we live, work, and 
relate to one another. In its scale, scope, and complexity, 
the transformation will be unlike anything humankind 
has experienced before.”

– Klaus Schwaub, Founder, World Economic 
Forum

In a city that is both mar and muntanya (sea 
and mountain) Barcelona has no shortage of  
stairs. There is however a set that is less well-

known. This secret stairway winds itself  up from 
the upper part of  the Sarrià neighbourhood, 
starting at the world-renowned Montserrat 
school and delivers you into the main square of  
the village of  Valvidrerra. Now, if  you were to 
climb these 477 steps you would surely be tired, 
but happy, and enjoy the best views of  the city 
of  Barcelona.

Let’s say you devise a strategy to make those 
477 steps a little less daunting. Good prac-
tice in fields from learning to athletic training 
would advocate breaking a big goal down into 

bite-size chunks. Maybe taking 40 steps at a time 
then pausing for breath would seem a reason-
able approach. So where do those 40 steps 
take you? A little less than 10% of  the way to 
enjoying those fabulous views (and perhaps a 
well-deserved refreshment in the town square) 
right? What if  we change the scale? Do you 
know where 40 steps would take you if  we 
substitute the linear scale for an exponential 
one? The moon!

We present this vignette as a way of  under-
standing the shift in mindset that is happening 
today in many areas of  society, from technology 
advance to population increase. Many people 
believe we are at a tipping point in human 
history with an Artificial Intelligence driven near 
future ready to bring about unprecedented levels 
of  change.

Arriving at the Moon is an appropriate image, 
with “moonshot thinking” being increasingly 
employed by ambitious, innovative and disrup-
tive organisations worldwide. First coined by 
Google X in 2010 (now simply X after the group 

CHIEF 
WELLBEING 
OFFICER
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name change to Alphabet in 2015) moonshot 
thinking is inspired by the original moon landing 
in 1969 – an incredibly difficult thing to do with 
little actual understanding at the time of  setting 
the goal, of  how to actually do it. Aiming for the 
impossible and starting from scratch are there-
fore two of  the defining factors of  moonshot 
thinking. The combination of  “a huge problem, 
a radical solution to that problem, and the break-
through technology that just might make that 
solution possible” is, according to X, the essence 
of  a moonshot.

Though pioneered by a business much of  the 
focus is on grand challenges that face society as a 
whole. Examples within the X portfolio include 
Waymo, the self-driving car and Project Loon 
which aims to bring the Internet to the most 
inaccessible parts of  the world through hot-air 
balloons. Projects “graduate” when they are 
mature enough to be developed within another 

part of  the business, such as the case with 
Waymo and others including Google Brain which 
is driving development in Artificial Intelligence.

The change in thinking where failure is cele-
brated (even encouraged) and short-term value 
is eschewed in favour of  the deep learning that 
drives long-term leaps needs a supportive envi-
ronment of  course, together with people who 
have a deep passion for what they are doing on 
a day-to-day basis. Will we be able to create a 
critical mass of  these passionate, supportive 
environments to truly realise a shift to exponen-
tial progress?

Chief Wellbeing Officer is for anyone who 
wants to create a more human workplace. 
It is a comprehensive and accessible guide 
for enterprises of  all shapes and sizes to 
improve health, happiness and to achieve high-
performance. In an age where everyone is 
focussed on digital transformation and artificial 
intelligence it is those organisations who increase 
their care for humans who will thrive. In fact the 
goal is a more human organisation.

Our vision is to help create environments 
that allow leadership to flourish from all levels 
and functions of  a business, in order to make 
the best of  the many opportunities in this 
exciting age. It will be of  particular interest 
to Chief  Human Resource Officers as they 
become more involved in the strategic direc-
tion of  the company. Indeed, all managers in 
human resources and learning and develop-
ment will gain value in an age where talent 
attraction and retention is a key differentiator 
and where learning is a lifelong on-demand 
process.

Yet we see great value in the book for those 
outwith, perhaps aspiring to, such manage-
rial positions. We hope to be of  particular use 
to those charged with wellbeing in an organ-
isation at a relatively junior level, and that the 
discourse here may help them make the case for 
a louder voice. In a world where rapid change 
is the norm, leadership by example, and from 
all levels of  the organisation is very much 
sought after. The holistic approach offered in 
Chief Wellbeing Officer will allow any work-
place professional the means to think on their 
own life and how that fits with work. Being 

AIMING FOR THE IMPOSSIBLE AND 
STARTING FROM SCRATCH ARE 
TWO OF THE DEFINING FACTORS OF 
MOONSHOT THINKING. 

Waymo, Google's self-driving car 
© autocar.co.uk
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able to reflect on, and change behaviour, can 
reap tremendous benefits through significant 
improvements in wellbeing.

The book contains three parts, moving from 
presenting the big picture towards concrete 
action. Part 1 is “Chief ” which highlights the 
top-level view of  wellbeing, discussing the 
key organisational and societal issues for more 
humanity at work.  Responsibility and purpose 
are key themes in discussing the role of  busi-
ness in society today, and into the future. This 
first part of  the book will set the foundations by 
focussing on the “WHY” allowing us to address 
any cynicism over the presence of  wellbeing 
at the top table of  business. We establish the 
human foundations upon which a more enlight-
ened approach to leadership may rest.

Part 2 of  Chief  Wellbeing Officer is “Wellbeing” 
with focus on the WHAT. We look more closely 
at our human nature which sets the template 
for what the future of  work must look like. The 
main content blocks of  holistic intelligence and 
the rhythms of  our lives are presented.

The third and final part of  the book is 
“Officer” and is the HOW of  ownership and 
implementation. We aim to highlight good 
organisational practice and provide guidance for 
the reader on the myriad challenges and oppor-
tunities presented. It is the prescriptive part of  
our discourse but we try and detail the right 
questions for you as opposed to thinking we 
have all the answers.

Steps have been central to human progress 
throughout history. The Pyramids of  Egypt, 
the ancient Incan City of  Machu Picchu, the 
Pheoencian Steps in Capri, all have allowed 

human beings to climb ever higher or connect 
with previously inaccessible parts of  their world. 
The next time you walk the 40 odd steps across 
one of  your rooms at home, imagine for a 
second where those 40 exponential steps would 
take you. Our aim in Chief Wellbeing Officer is 
to accompany you on those steps as a means of  
changing your mindset to the world around you.

Rather than reserving such a mindset for a 
technology focussed context what is the moon-
shot you can aim for in your own life? We hope 
you enjoy the journey, and the steps you take 
through each of  the chapters of  this book. Our 
wish is that the impact these steps have on you, 
for both your personal and professional live, 
will result in your very own Moon landing. Let’s 
keep climbing.
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Our aim in Chief Wellbeing Officer is to accompany you on those 
steps as a means of changing your mindset to the world around you.

What is the 
moonshot you 
can aim for in 
your own life?



8      The European Business Review    January - February  2018

Executive Health

BY STEVEN MACGREGOR

We continue our global influencers series 
this month in conversation with Ann Pick-
ering. This was a recorded interview that 
you can listen to its entirety on the new 
Chief  Wellbeing Officer podcast here.

Thanks for taking the time to talk today 
Ann. You’ve been working in Human 
Resources most of  your career. What have 
been some of  the main changes? Can you 
contrast HR within telecommunications 
compared to your previous roles? 

I started my career in a large retail company, 
which at the time was hugely successful but has 
faced significant challenges since then. And I 
look back and wonder why. What this company 
was excellent at was process and procedure. 
You walk into a store, you feel comfortable. 

Businesses that trust their people to 
come into work and do a great job are 
the ones that are most successful. 

A Conversation 
with 

Ann Pickering, 
Director of Human 
Resources at O2

You can see where anything is. While that 
was the secret of  its success twenty-five years 
ago it doesn’t add anything now. So process 
and procedure is fine but this is about human 
beings. What I've realised is you have to create 
a culture based on trust. Businesses that trust 
their people to come into work and do a great 
job are the ones that are most successful. In 
many organisations, it’s all about presenteeism. 
You have to be at your desk at 8am. Still got 
to be there at 6pm. That’s not conducive to 
great working environments and nobody wants 
that. It's not motivational. So for me trust is 
the foundation of  any successful company irre-
spective of  what sector it operates in.

Yes absolutely. We’ve found many cases 
where people spend too much of  their day in 
the company, and they’re not always doing a 
good job. And I think such a dynamic will be 
even more important in the future.

Yes, and that comes back to trust. In O2 we 
have a very healthy regard to the fact that people 
have a life outside work and we have a culture of  
flexible working which means some of  the time 
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I don’t know where my people are. And do you 
know what? I don’t really care, as long as they 
do what is required of  them. When I look at the 
engagement surveys that we do twice/year in 
the UK the most common verbatim comment 
is “I love the fact you trust me to do my job in a 
way that works best for me.” And I think that's 
great. Where people are sitting is an irrelevance. 
If  that means they can drop their child at school 
and then come into work, or drop their child at 
school and work from home I’m really relaxed 
about that. I will get the best out of  that person. 
The danger in organisations that decide flex-
ible working isn’t for them is they will not hire 
the best people. If  you want talent it shouldn’t 
matter where they live or where they sit. It’s 
whether they can do the job. We’re in a techno-
logical age, it should be an enabler, and I firmly 
believe if  you have a culture of  flexibility you're 
going to be able to hire the best talent. 

Talent ties closely to learning. What direc-
tion are you taking the L&D function at O2?

We’re trying to move to something that’s 
more digital, so that people can access learning 
anytime and anywhere. I think that’s really 
important, so it’s not all face-to-face. I want to 
generate a culture where people “pull” learning 
rather than us pushing it. I want people to sit 
down and think about what they need to do to 
get where they want to be, and create a plan, 
say over 12 months that is delivered through 
blended means. We need to move away from 
one-size-fits-all classroom based training. Now 
there’s still a place for that but I think we need to 
shift the emphasis somewhat. In terms of  lead-
ership, I'm trying to create a coaching culture, 
I think that’s really important. I want to create 
leaders who are more resilient and much more 
open to challenge. Challenge is good, it creates 
better outcomes. I’m not sure that the culture 

in O2 is there yet, it’s something we need to 
work on. So I want to shift to a high performing 
culture where learning is part of  that. 

Included in that is health and wellbeing. You 
know whenever I talk to our Talent Programs 
or Women in Leadership Programs I emphasise 
the need to look after themselves which is often 
the thing that drops off  the To-Do list. And you 
will know this Steven, you become a much better 
leader for it. If  you’re fit and healthy and that’s 
not about being a size 8, it’s not about looking 
like Julia Roberts, it’s about keeping yourself  fit 
and healthy – you will be a better leader, there’s 
no two ways about it. 

We’re sitting here today in Telefónica’s 
plush Soho offices, and there are perks in 
an executive life right? There are good and 
bad elements in a demanding career. Can 
you tell us a little more on a personal level 
of  your own health and wellbeing the past 
few years? 

Sure. For me keeping fit and healthy is really 
important. I perform better if  I’m getting 
enough sleep, doing some exercise. I just make 
better decisions. I set a target for myself  to do 
four 10k runs/year. So I run 3-4 miles a couple 
times a week and I get to the gym and do some 
weight training. And the bottom line is, as you 
get older it gets harder. So you’ve really got to 
keep at it. And the only way to do it is to make 
sure it’s incorporated into your daily life. 
I also run with my sister so it’s very 
sociable and we catch up on 
family stuff. So it’s hard 
to maintain but I am 
definitely a better 
leader as 
a result 
of  it. 

The danger in organisations that decide flexible working isn’t for them is 
they will not hire the best people. If you want talent it shouldn’t matter 
where they live or where they sit. It’s whether they can do the job.
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I’m aware of  some of  the work you’ve 
done on Mental Health at the company. 
Is the key to create an open culture for all 
aspects of  wellbeing, physical or mental? 
Was there reticence at the beginning? espe-
cially around mental health which is a sensi-
tive subject. It comes back to the issue of  
trust right?

Absolutely. It all comes down to this: if  you 
have employees who come into work feeling 
comfortable with who they are, they will do a 
better job. It’s really important that we create a 
culture where people feel motivated to do that. 
And that’s what we strive for. As a result I think 
we have a very supportive, tolerant culture. One 
of  the things I always say to people in our lead-
ership courses is that kindness and compas-
sion is a much under-rated value in business. A 
compassionate leader is a strong leader. It’s not a 
sign of  weakness. 

Regarding the future. We’re looking at 
increasingly rapid change and disruption. 
Whether it’s talk of  Artificial Intelligence, 
or even political upheaval, such as Brexit 
here in the UK. What do you think about the 
future? Optimistic? 

The world is in a very peculiar place at the 
moment. Who’d have thought we would be 
leaving the European Union. Who would 
have thought that Teresa May would not get 
a majority. The world is just so unpredict-
able. Therefore stability is really important and 
creating an organisational culture that is stable 
and flexible is going to be key. I don’t know how 
Brexit is going to affect O2 yet, so improving 
the resilience of  our people is going to be really 
important so whatever changes come along we 

will be strong enough to cope. The other thing 
I would say regards the pace of  change. I don't 
know what skills I’m going to need in five years 
time in O2. If  you said to me seven years ago 
I would have a team of  25 people and all they 
do is talk to our customers via social media I 
wouldn’t have believed you. For me Facebook 
was for kids. Yet our data shows that customers 
who have an interaction with our social media 
team have a 5 point higher satisfaction than 
those that don’t. So that's the power of  social 
media, its not just for kids. Recruiting for atti-
tude will be much more important in the future 
given the fact we don’t have a crystal ball – if  
we get people with the right mindset I can train 
them to acquire the right skills.

With an open mindset to change right? 
Absolutely. And that will bring its challenges. 

It already has. We’re bringing in a lot of  young 
people to O2 who are graduates and appren-
tices whose needs are very different. We’ve had 
to adapt to their needs, not the other way round. 
So we need leaders who are flexible, resilient and 
open to change and uncertainty. That’s the world 
we live in today and they have to be able to cope 
with ambiguity.

Great. Many thanks for your time today Ann. 
A real pleasure talking to you.
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It all comes down to this: if you 
have employees who come into 
work feeling comfortable with who 
they are, they will do a better job.
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