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[bookmark: _Toc182568254] INTRODUCTION

[bookmark: _Hlk176523980]The author of this report is Kim Boukeras, who works at the Tommy Hilfiger fashion retail outlet at the McArthur Glen centre at the Pines, Bridgend, off M4 Motorway Junction 36. In this report the Tommy Hilfiger organisation will be referred to as TH. 
Ms Boukeras has been asked to write a report on developing a high-performance culture. In order to do this, she will focus on two case studies: Asda and Post Office Limited. 
Why Asda and the Post Office? The author has chosen these two organisations partly because they are in the retail sector where she works. Also, they can be used to compare similarities and contrast differences.
The first two sections of this report focus on Asda, and use tools of analysis to evaluate its performance, which recently has been mixed, but previously was regarded in a positive light as being relatively high performance among others in the retail sector.
Part 1 of the report uses as its main source an “insider’s” view. It is of course necessary to make allowances for bias.
Part 2 focuses on the tools of analysis and evaluation offered by business experts over a wide field, so this looks at how Asda measures up to high performance standards when evaluated against criteria from outsiders.
Part 3: The brief allows us to introduce another organisation, and here the report looks at the Post Office, which can be regarded as a negative role model, behaving badly and failing to learn, especially with regard to its cultural and ethical behaviours. Both Asda and the Post Office claim to have a culture that values their workforce, while one of the options being considered by the government is to hand the Post Office completely to the sub-postmasters (Davies and Owen, Oct. 2024).

[bookmark: _Hlk166785154][bookmark: _Toc182568255]1. CRITICALLY ASSESS THE CULTURE AND CONTEXT OF AN ORGANISATION
[bookmark: _Hlk178536460]
The starting point for this report is the book by Smith (2011) which was published during a time when Asda was widely seen as achieving excellent results. The company has had its ups and downs since. As with the majority of books looking at high performance, Smith identifies a number of “principles” of building a high-performance culture. We will initially consider his seven principles, then see how they compare with the principles put forward by other authors.

[bookmark: _Toc182568256]Asda Principle 1: Hiring for attitude – training for skills.
Smith regards this as the most important principle. It is an interesting thing to say: that previous skills are not as important as having the right personality for retail, where we need gregarious people who are willing to deal with the public and learn new skills. This is clearly linked to the idea of a learning organisation, the subject of this student’s previous report.

[bookmark: _Toc182568257]Asda Principle 2: Communicate / communicate / communicate
All business communication has to compete with “noise”. In the history of business communication “noise” used to refer to interference or crackling over the airwaves when the telegraph and radio were the new media. Today, we have a huge variety of media, and the “noise” now is the information we are bombarded with all the time, some of it totally wrong and much of it deliberate misinformation. 

[bookmark: _Toc182568258]Asda Principle 3: Listening
The following quote is a very true statement which this student supports from her own experience:
“God gave us one mouth and two ears, and we should operate in that sort of ratio! A lot of managers operate like ‘motormouth’; they never seem to stop talking…I suppose this is partly a function of ego, and partly a ‘learned’ management behaviour, which holds to the view that the one who gives the most input will rise to the top… My view on this would be that we all do too much talking and too little listening”.  (Smith, p.76).

[bookmark: _Toc182568259]Asda Principle 4: Choose your style of management and leadership.
Smith describes a transition from a “tell and do” culture to a “challenge and involve” culture. Tell and do describes a military style of leadership where orders were issued from above and carried out without question. Leaders at Asda were encouraged to adopt a warmer style which was described as “challenge and involve” where staff were encouraged to think for themselves and go out of their way to help customers. The present author’s experience in the retail sector supports the view that getting closer to staff and treating them as individuals results in loyalty, honesty and good customer service, and a better understanding of the people who work together. She considers this an extremely important quote which reflects lived experience at her employment with TH, and it applies to at least four leavers over the last year and four the previous year, and all leaving at the same time.
“Leavers may say they are leaving for more money (people rarely leave for less), but the real reason originated with manager behaviour”. (Smith, p.99).

[bookmark: _Toc182568260]Asda Principle 5:  Remove your underperformers/ push your talent
Every organisation has underperformers, but not all are good at identifying them and helping them to improve. According to Smith some companies set themselves quotas, for example to remove 10% of underperforming managers each year. Asda instead adopted an approach of coaching for improvement. 

[bookmark: _Toc182568261]Asda Principle 6: Recognition
Smith says that it is a mistake to think that pay rates are a motivating factor in business. In fact, when one worker sees another receiving more money, that is often a demotivating factor rather than an incentive to work harder. People want to be recognised for what they do on a day-to-day basis. If the present author were asked when the last time was a manager said “thank you” for the work she does she would have to reply “I can’t remember”. Smith’s contention is that recognition is worth far much more than money. Some companies have all sorts of schemes and occasions to give “Oscars” to selected high performing workers, but Smith says that a simple “thank you” from your boss is probably the most powerful recognition of all.
[bookmark: _Toc182568262]Asda Principle 7: Creating the “buzz” – fun and a sense of community
Smith endorses the idea of making work fun, through teamwork and through involvement in the local community. A familiar sight in Asda are the containers into which people place plastic counters supporting local charities, Asda has a “foundation” organisation dedicated to transforming communities and improving lives. 
[bookmark: _Toc182568263]Critique of the Asda principles
Smith’s seven principles are stated in clear language, so any business leader wanting to use them in their organisation should be able to adopt them and adapt them without having to struggle with jargon. 
How accurate are they as an assessment of performance at Asda? Smith’s view is an insider’s view of an organisation. Although he is known as an expert in leadership and motivation, and works as a speaker and consultant, he was at one time employed by Asda. 
Smith himself claims to be the world’s “Number One Speaker” on high business performance (Smith Website, n.d.). This kind of claim needs to be treated with caution. It is necessary to look at Smith’s claims and evaluate them, from outside Asda, against objective criteria.
Appropriate techniques to evaluate Asda are considered in the next section.




[bookmark: _Toc182568264]2. EVALUATE AN ORGANISATION WITHIN ITS BROADER ENVIRONMENT USING APPROPRIATE ENVIRONMENTAL AND ORGANISATIONAL ANALYSIS TECHNIQUES

Nearly all the authors investigated for this report have a number of steps that organisations could take towards achieving high performance.
For example, Bradford and Allen (1997) have seven steps:
1. Assessing appropriateness for change
2. Conditioning the turf
3. Sending initial signals to subordinates
4. Building mutual-influence relationships with difficult subordinates
5. Developing a shared-responsibility team
6. Developing individual subordinates
7. Identifying and gaining commitment to overreaching goal.
Bradford and Allen tie these seven steps together with the concept of a “Manager-Developer”, which the present author regards as a useful idea. To use a football example, there is a difference between a manager who shouts from the sidelines, and a coach (manager-developer), who gets involved and shows the team what to do instead of just telling them.
To continue the coaching analogy the book by Jenkins (1988) is rather like a coach’s handbook. It advises the manager what to do to build a high performing team. With just a bit of tweaking, these guidelines could apply not only to a Manager-Developer in business, but also to a football manager-coach. They are: build trust, harness conflict, collaborate, use feedback, develop a growth mindset, use purposeful language, define values and behaviours, have a team charter, plan creatively, have team development programmes. 
These guidelines are much more clearly stated and quickly understandable than those of Bradford and Allen.
Biddle (2008) uses what he calls a “competency wheel” to illustrate the road to high performance. The wheel goes through four phases: visioning, mobilising developing and enabling. Inside the wheel there are steps and guidelines to help the manager to achieve what he calls “high challenge/ high support” with positive regard, genuineness and high expectations. 
Rather than use a sporting analogy, Biddle uses a sailing analogy. He tells the manager, “This continuous process is a voyage where you are a navigator, the continuous improvement will apply to you too.” (Biddle, p.212).  Again, the image is one of a manager being involved as a navigator, rather than just giving orders, like a ship’s captain.
[bookmark: _Toc182568265]Evaluation criteria: indicators of high performance
The range of the literature is large, and there are many different ideas about how to achieve and recognise a high-performance culture. The present author considers that the following indicators are a reasonable representation of criteria that are suitable for a critique of the level of performance of a retail organisation such as Asda: innovation, cooperation, measurable results, differentiation and resilience.
[bookmark: _Toc182568266]Innovation
The term “innovation” is nearly always used by authors in this field. Johnson and Scholes (2002 and 2007), for example, argue that the ability to act quickly and “change the rules of the game” is an important advantage to a company. 
Asda has won many awards for innovation in the field of human resources, including flexible working practices and recruitment, for example employing older people and people with disabilities. It has also won awards for technological innovation (RTIH, 2021).

[bookmark: _Toc182568267]Cooperation 
Biddle (2008) talks about four organisational cultures: the power culture, role culture, the achievement culture and the support culture. The first two of these are very top-down. The last two are less hierarchical and more cooperative. 
Asda is not a partnership like John Lewis, and it is not a cooperative society owned by its workers or customers, it is a company that makes profits for its shareholders. 
However, it does do clever things to keep its employees happy. For one thing, they are not called “employees” they are called “colleagues”, and also it has some good employee benefits and share schemes. In the opinion of the present author, it at least attempts to use a “support” culture.  It does not pay much above minimum wage, but it has often appeared in the Sunday Times “Top 100 Best Companies to Work For” and was Number One in 2002 (eReward, 2002).
The Work Foundation and the Institute for Employment studies do surveys and publish figures for such things as employee morale, absence and labour turnover. publish figures have reported. claims that between 1998 and 2008 the Asda business morale index improved from 70% to 92%, absence fell from 4% to 3.2%, and in 2012 labour turnover was 18% against an industry average of 40%. This last statistic is an important one, as it is likely that employees who are happy in their work will stay with their employer, even if wages could be a bit better elsewhere. (IfE, 2012). According to an organisation that acts as a consultancy for Asda in order to reduce staff turnover these results are achieved by a system of “recognising and rewarding” good work by individuals (RIPP, 2022).

[bookmark: _Toc182568268]Measurable results 
Asda has a reputation as a successful organisation. It had humble beginnings as a dairy and is now one of the largest retail organisations in Britain. It has a good reputation and although it has its ups and downs it is profitable.  The present author knows several people who work for Asda, and they regard the company as a good employer. In fact, they say they could get better pay in other supermarket firms, but they appreciate the work culture at Asda. 
In Britain, supermarkets are very competitive, and over the years the market has become dominated by fewer, larger firms. Market share is therefore a very important objective,
In 2024 in terms of market share Asda is one of the leading supermarkets in the UK, Asda coming in third after Tesco and Morrisons. With Sainsbury and Waitrose these are known as the “Big Five” supermarkets. 
In the late 1990s Asda linked with the American Walmart chain but is currently owned by an equity group. In recent years it has come under increasing pressure from new competitors such as Aldi and Lidl. Asda’s company statistics give the impression of a company with a good sense of strategy. (Asda, 2024a and 2024b).
[bookmark: _Toc182568269]Differentiation
In the retail world customers are very brand conscious. This is certainly true of fashion and clothing retailers like TH, where the company logo is something that lets a product sell at a premium price. It is also true in the supermarket world, where each supermarket has a certain image in people’s minds. How does Asda differentiate itself from its competitors? Asda has established competition through its strategy of “everyday low prices”. Meanwhile its big rival Tesco focussed on quality and customer service, which has helped them become the leader retailer in the UK. 
[bookmark: _Toc182568270]Resilience
Resilience is about how firms can deal with problems and survive. Schein and Schein (2017) discuss how the role of leadership varies with the age of the organization from founding, through mid-life to old age as the cultural issues vary at each stage. They argue that how culture change is managed at each stage and in different types of organizations is important and should be a central concern of leader behaviour. Clearly, if this process is not well managed, and if ageing organisations cannot keep up with changes in the business environment and adapt their culture then they lose resilience.
In the retail sector, Asda has the problem of positioning itself: does it want a reputation for quality, variety and famous brands (like Tesco or Sainsbury) or does it want to go for tighter profit margins, low prices, and own brands which need to earn a reputation for quality (as with Aldi and Lidl)? Asda could try to bridge these two objectives, but there is a danger of falling between the two pillars and ending up drowning in the river.




[bookmark: _Toc182568271]3. CRITICALLY APPRAISE THE CULTURAL AND ETHICAL BEHAVIOURS PRESENT IN ONE OR MORE ORGANISATIONS

Asda is no longer the star performer it once was, but it still maintains a high-performance culture and it survives in a market which is increasingly competitive. At a time when many customers are affected by the cost of living, it has a built-in advantage as a store that has competitive prices. At the same time, it is jockeying for position amongst rapidly growing challengers. (Murray 2024).
The Post Office also exists in a very competitive environment, but the contrast between the reputation and ethical behaviours of Asda and the Post Office could not be greater. 
Rather than provide a list of characteristics to be found in high performing organisations, Charles Handy takes a more holistic view of an organisation and pays great attention to the business culture inside the organisation and also the outside business environment. Like Hofstede (2001), and Schein and Schein (2017) Handy is an author who focusses very much on the importance of business culture, and he regards culture as more important than a set of “rules” to achieve excellent performance (Handy, 2011).
Charles Handy is a highly respected business analyst (Workplace Hero, 2023). Handy does not believe that profit is an end in itself, but what is important is what those profits are used for. Many writers are likely to say that “shareholder value” is the most important aim of a firm, but like Porter (1998), Handy points to a whole range of stakeholders who are affected by a business. 
Handy compares today’s leading management styles to ancient Greek Gods and he covers four types of organisational culture: the club culture of Zeus, the role culture of Apollo, the task culture of Athena, and the existential culture of Dionysus. Handy explains how each culture affects the values, leadership, and success of an organisation. 
In the opinion of the present author, many people in most workplaces could quickly tell whether they feel they belong to a “club”, also they would know what their “roles” are, and also whether they understand their “tasks”. What is more difficult is to understand is the “existential culture”, which in the opinion of the present author can be taken to mean that the organisation itself is less important than the people in it. The organisation exists to help people achieve their higher purpose, their individual talents. To Handy, skills are the organisation’s greatest assets.
 If a well-known businessperson is being interviewed in a newspaper or on TV, they will often say that their greatest asset is their people. However, they do not always mean what they say, and often the first thing that happens when a business is in trouble is to shed some of their staff. The Post Office, for example, is an organisation whose business culture has received much attention recently. Its relationship with its employees and contractors is very problematic and at the time of writing this report news reports are saying it considering closing all the premises it operates itself, including four in Wales, and losing about 1000 staff members
[bookmark: _Toc182568272]The Post Office Case
Here is a prime example of a business culture that is failing exactly because it did not value the talents and skills of its workforce, in fact its leadership wrongly blamed its workforce for its own failings. A failing business might disappear very quickly, or it might carry on, struggling for many years. At this moment journalists and commentators are saying that the Post Office is facing an existentialist threat, which means it might cease to exist if nothing is done.
The Royal Mail and the Post Office are two of the oldest business organisations in Britain, The Royal Mail dating back to King Henry VIII in 1516 and the Post Office to King Charles II in 1660. To begin with they were run as a messaging service for government officials only, then they began to take mail for the general public. In 1839 the uniform postal service was set up, and the postage stamp was invented, this service guaranteed to deliver a letter or parcel to any address in the country, at a single price determined by the size and weight of the packet. In the 1960s the Royal Mail and Post Office became split into two public corporations, owned by the government but operated by separate boards. In 2010 the Royal Mail was privatised and is now owned by shareholders. It competes with a number of other delivery services, but still has the uniform postal service duty. The Post Office became a separate company, with its own board of directors, and the government being the only shareholder. (History Press, 2018; Orr, 2010) 
The Post Office Horizon scandal was caused by an IT system used by the Post Office from 1999 onwards to manage accounts and transactions at post offices. It had many errors which Post Office managers interpreted as being caused by dishonesty by their postmasters. Instead of investigating the system, the Post Office accused individual sub postmasters of theft, fraud and false accounting.
Between 2000 and 2014, over 700 sub postmasters were wrongfully convicted, many of whom faced criminal charges, job loss, financial ruin, and damage to their reputations. The Post Office was more concerned with maintaining the “brand image” of the organisation rather than finding the truth. This caused great distress to employees and their families. The ongoing story was revealed by journalists at Computer Weekly and other publications and was followed closely by BBC Radio 4 and the Panorama programme, but it was only when ITV ran a three-part series, “Mr Bates and the Post Office”, that the general public took real notice, and the government opened a judge-led Public Inquiry, which is still running at the time of writing this report.
In parallel with these issues there were reports of racism and sexism with the Post Office business culture (Boffey, Oct. 2024). Also, even while the public inquiry was still in progress, the Post Office senior managers were still trying to charge sub-postmasters with dishonesty, and to their credit Fujitsu (the providers of the Horizon system) refused to be associated with this (Sweney, Oct. 2024). At least one of these two businesses showed some organisational learning.
The scandal has been described as one of the UK's largest miscarriages of justice. The Post Office has since apologized, but calls for accountability, including compensation for the victims still continue. The Horizon case has raised serious questions about the responsibility of corporations and institutions in preventing systemic failures.






[bookmark: _Toc182568273]CONCLUSION

Culture is a vital element in the development of a high-performance business, both the culture in the outside world and inside the business itself. Within the business an effective culture is one that encourages people to work together, promotes innovation and creativity, attracts talent and makes the company more resilient in hard times. Therefore, today it builds a substantial competitive advantage to a business. 

Of the two organisations dealt with in this report, Asda is clearly the one with the most effective business culture. No organisation is perfect, and any organisation that becomes arrogant and complacent will eventually fail. Asda’s history shows that it is capable of achieving a high-performance status that is widely recognised, and when times are tough it has shown that it can learn from mistakes and reorganise.

There is a link between the two organisations, because Allan Leighton was Marketing Director of Asda during the period covered by David Smith’s book, but then went on to become Chairman at the Post Office. He claims to have been kept “unaware” of the problems at the Post Office, which perhaps lacks credibility for a person who claims to have previously been a senior leader within a high performing company, but the present author believes it is too early to comment further, until the results of the inquiry come out (Roghazhina, April, 2024).

The Post Office not only had a toxic business culture, but it was also the opposite of a learning organisation. The scandal is a case study in a failing business culture. It is also a prime example of an organisation that failed to learn from its mistakes. Even while an inquiry was being held, and senior managers were apologising, the same mistakes were still being made (Sweny, Oct. 2924). To be fair to the Post Office, the organisation has more recently made efforts to improve parts of their culture, and have won awards for diversity (Post Office, 2022), so there are some reasons to be optimistic.
Sub-postmasters are viewed in the mind of the general public as people who can be trusted and the rebuilding of the organisation’s reputation will be centred on these employees and contractors rather than on their employers, many of whom have yet to be fully held to account for the business culture they created. 
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