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The Responsive Organization:
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Creating an Employee Experience that Can 
Drive Business Results
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All is not as it seems
Why we need responsive organizations
Learning from superorganisms
Ten components of a more responsive 
organization
Final thoughts

Discussion Flow
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All appears bright
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The stock market is high
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Source: Dow Jones Industrial Average, via Macrotrends

Dow Jones Industrial Average, 1918-2018
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Companies are growing
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Sales growth rate, Year-on-Year, 2001- March 
2018 (Inflation adjusted)

Photo by Kent Pilcher on Unsplash
Source: Standard & Poor’s
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6.47%



But all is not as it appears
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Source: “Dying for a Paycheck,” Pfeffer, 2018; “Work and the Loneliness Epidemic,” Murthy, HBR, 2017.

Many workers are not well
61% of US employees have said their workplace has made them sick

Job-related stress causes 120,000 excess deaths per year in the US and 
nearly a million in China

Mortality rate of loneliness is greater than smoking 15 cigarettes per day

Photo by Farid Askerov on UnsplashCopyright RedThread Research, 2018. All rights reserved.



Source: Gallup, 2018.

Many are not 
enthusiastic about 
their jobs

• Half of employees are looking for new jobs
• 87% of employees are not engaged

Photo by Kyler Boone on UnsplashCopyright RedThread Research, 2018. All rights reserved.



Source: “Exponential Organizations,”  Ismail, Malone, and Van Geest, 2014.

Companies are dying faster

Average lifecycle of a company down 
to ~15 years from 67 years in 1920s

40% of today’s S&P 500 companies will 
be replaced by 2028

On average, a company is disrupted 
every 3.1 years
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Why?

Photo by Amos Bar-Zeev on UnsplashCopyright RedThread Research, 2018. All rights reserved.



Over the last 100 years, we focused on:

Efficiency at the 
expense of 
adaptability

Hierarchical control 
over decentralized 
enablement

Segregated education 
over continuous 
learning

Photo by Jed Owen on Unsplash
Copyright RedThread Research, 2018. All rights reserved.
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Many CEOs think technology, not people, will create most value in the future
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63%

CEOs that say that in 5 
years, technology will be 

their firm’s greatest source 
of competitive advantage.

67%

CEOs say that technology
will create greater value in 
the future than people will.

44%

CEOs that say the 
prevalence of robotics, 
automation, and AI will 
make people “largely 

irrelevant” in the future.

44%

Source: Korn Ferry, 2016.
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Responsive companies outperform companies focused primarily on efficiency
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43%
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21%

12%

19%
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Developing new product/service offerings

Addressing regulaory challenges

Improving operational efficiency

Expansion into new markets/geographies

Increasing revenue from current operations

Increasing profit margins

Reducing business risk

Developing new distribution channels

Increeasing customer loyalty

Integrating newly acquired companies

Improving product/service quality

Significant Outperformers
All others

Addressing regulatory challenges

Source: “Study by the IBM Institute for Business Value – A New Way or Working,”  2010.
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We have to think about the next 100 
years differently than the last 100 years
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By focusing on what makes us adaptive humans, not machines

But how?

Photo by Ban Yido on Unsplash
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Source: Merriam-Webster

Superorganism 
powers

Superorganism: An organized society 
that functions as an organic whole.
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We already do this in our cities

Photo by Daniele Levis Pelusi on Unsplash

Source: “Growth, innovation, scaling, and the pace of life in cities,” Bettencourt, 
Lobo, Helbing, Kuhnert, and West, 2007.

Copyright RedThread Research, 2018. All rights reserved.



Source: National Park Service

In our organizations, 
how do we get from this?
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To this?

Photo by seagul on Pixabay
Copyright RedThread Research, 2018. All rights reserved.
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Individuals
1. Purpose
2. Individuality 

within a team
3. Turning waste 

to value

Source: RedThread Research, 2018.

Teams

Organizations

Ten 
components of 
a responsive 
organization

Copyright RedThread Research, 2018. All rights reserved.



1. Purpose (now and in the future)

Photo by Simon Matzinger on Unsplash
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2. Individuality within a team

Photo by Damien TUPINIER on Unsplash
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3. Turning waste to value

Photo by Jenna Lee on Unsplash
Copyright RedThread Research, 2018. All rights reserved.
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4. Collaborative networks with adaptive teams

Photo by seagul on PixabayCopyright RedThread Research, 2018. All rights reserved.





4. Collaborative networks with adaptive teams

Photo by seagul on PixabayCopyright RedThread Research, 2018. All rights reserved.



5. Transparent, continuous communication and 
stories 

Photo by oldskool photography on UnsplashCopyright RedThread Research, 2018. All rights reserved.
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6. Social capital and accountability

Photo by matt_quinn on UnsplashCopyright RedThread Research, 2018. All rights reserved.



7. Simple guidelines
Copyright RedThread Research, 2018. All rights reserved.
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7. Simple guidelines
Copyright RedThread Research, 2018. All rights reserved.



8. Continuous learning and 
experimentation

Photo by chris_cross on PixabayCopyright RedThread Research, 2018. All rights reserved.



9. Space and tools

Photo by seagul on PixabayCopyright RedThread Research, 2018. All rights reserved.
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10. External value

“Super organisms spill the 
value they create out into 
their larger ecosystem, 
feeding the life that feeds 
them. Abundance spirals 
outward.” 
– Dr. Tamsin Woolley Barker 

Photo by Tetiana Bykovets on UnsplashCopyright RedThread Research, 2018. All rights reserved.
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Concluding Thoughts

1. All is not well for 
many  organizations 
and the people who 
work in them

2. Our organizations 
need to move from 
simply executing to 
responding

3. The ten principles of 
a responsive 
organization can 
point the way 
forward

Photo by Calum Lewis on Unsplash
Copyright RedThread Research, 2018. All rights reserved.

Ten Principles of a Responsive 
Organization

1. Purpose (now and in the 
future)

2. Individuality within a team
3. Turning waste to value
4. Collaborative networks with 

adaptive teams
5. Transparent, continuous 

communication and stories 
6. Social capital and 

accountability
7. Simple guidelines
8. Continuous learning and 

experimentation
9. Space and tools
10. External value
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