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Bring Out Your Heroes and Humanise Your Intranet   Nigel Paine

· Every organisation whether it is a massive global company or the smallest of small businesses has its heroes.  And for the most part they go about their day to day work unacknowledged, unrecognised and unrewarded. This needs a bit of explaining! Read on if you want to know what makes someone a corporate hero and how you can locate that person and recognise his or her true value to your own organisation?

· First a definition:  in this context heroes have three characteristics:  deep knowledge of an organisation or a process; a willingness to share that knowledge freely, and finally the ability to create a micro-climate around themselves that is all about making the workplace more pleasant, more learner centric and more focussed on solving problems for those at work and for customers and clients, and generally on getting things done. 

· Workplace heroes value knowledge, not as a thing to guard jealously, but as something to share. They are instinctive mentors, the people to whom others go for advice and guidance, regardless of their position in the hierarchy.  If you did a social network analysis of that department or organisation, they would be at the hub of myriad contacts, either dealing with issues to resolution or always knowing the right person to talk to.

· The value of heroes is often inestimable:  their influence will ripple out like the impact of a pebble in a pool.  Even a very small pebble can make a significant impression on a very large pool.  Sometimes, however, the hero is a senior manager and the impact alters the culture of the company permanently.  Think of Archie Norman’s impact on ASDA, Jack Welch on GE or even Greg Dyke on the BBC.  Their impact was like chucking a boulder into a calm lake.  It shakes it to the foundations and the convulsions are awesome to witness. To be an integral part of that process is always career changing.  

· But you certainly do not have to be a CEO to be a hero.  And my advice would be to look to your heroes deep in the bowels of the organisation.  They are the people who will blink in the daylight of unexpected celebrity and their recognition will have a disproportionate impact, as they are just like everyone else.  But unlike everyone else they operate far beyond their job description.  They choose to give more, and this, their discretionary effort, can be offered and withdrawn.  No one pays them for this, or demands that they behave in this way. As you locate them, you locate a deep well-spring of organisational learning; to make an impact across the organisation you need to capture this and promote it widely. There is no better vehicle for this than the organisational intranet. But first, here are three examples of the kind of people I am alluding to and the nature of their impact.

· Three Examples 

· A junior HR professional, let’s call her Sarah.  She not only gives out the required information but quietly supports managers through tough issues.  She takes the time to phone and follow-up and check that issues are resolved successfully, mentoring her colleagues without them being aware of the process. If necessary she will talk before and after the normal business day.   And, Sarah will always answer the query even if it has been asked before and even if the answer is –and has always been- on the intranet.  She will follow up with an email full of reference links with a note saying ‘save this somewhere; you will find it useful in future’ and from all these regular and repetitive issues Sarah puts together a list of common FAQs which are now on the intranet and in common circulation. It is being added to by the whole HR team. Her presence encourages learning, sharing, and more effective action whilst not detracting from the manager’s role and success. 

· A middle manager called Alistair is good at his job. He also mentors a Primary School head teacher and works with 5 new graduate entrants to his company every year.  He hosts a lunch for them here, or a dinner there.  If there are sponsorship tickets going, one of the graduates will turn up - he ensures this. Not only does he keep an eye on them as a group, he has scheduled one-to-ones with each person during the year.

· Each member of his own team has a thorough personal development plan, and he reviews the progress on this as rigorously as he looks at any other of their targets.  He once joked that he was the Company’s Chief Spiritual Officer as well as a department head, and his maxim which sits on the office wall is:  “Praise in Public.  Coach in Private.” Something that he practices with commitment and passion.

· Mary works on the reception desk.  She is always polite and helpful to guests and staff and stays behind for a few minutes every week to jot down any negative or positive customer comments that seem to be coming across her desk on a regular basis.  Her early warning system has helped the company anticipate at least two potential disasters in the last couple of years and her insights are read and absorbed, sometimes at senior management level. She has two part-time staff who assist her, and the notes and briefings she has assembled for them are almost text book cases of knowledge sharing. She wants them to be able to take over and do a really exceptional job, to the point where it won’t matter which of the three is on the desk - the service will be consistent.  She radiates professionalism.

· You can find Sarah, Alistair and Mary in most organisations.  In many, however, they are invisible, and they often leave.  Not because they feel compelled to, but because they feel unappreciated and unacknowledged. They look for better conditions or a better employer who will acknowledge or recognise their contribution.  They walk out of the door, and their knowledge goes with them and the micro-climate they have nurtured, fades and dies. Their posts are easily filled by skilled staff, quite capable of doing the job. But the discretionary effort fades, and the knowledge remains unshared and the learning culture uncelebrated. The ripple effect goes into reverse and everything gets a little bit worse. And in today’s competitive environment a little bit worse can end in a very big disaster.

· Ten Ways to Find Heroes

· That is why heroes need to be feted and celebrated and become ‘folk heroes’ of your physical and virtual environments. As many people as possible ought to engage with their success and the micro-climate created, needs to be held up as the norm and the model. The intranet ought to embody those values and be part of the celebration and recognition.  This recognition of achievement consolidates the culture they pursue, legitimises their role, and keeps them working productively for you. There are ten ways easy ways to locate and celebrate heroes.  

· 1. Run a competition and call for nominations and testimonials.  Have a ceremony to celebrate the winners.  Record this event and put it on line.

· 2. Get each Department or team to nominate someone and put together the ‘why they deserve it’ testimonial.  Get a representative team to review the nominations and choose the winners. Interview each winner and capture some of the testimonials. Share that information.

· 3. Ask customers to nominate someone who gives exceptional service.  Use an internal group to check out the information and to pick the winners. Try to capture and share some of the customer insights and then do this on a regular basis.

· 4. Set up a wall of fame either in the real world or on-line that anyone can write up about anybody else.  Review this list regularly. Encourage photographs, audio and video clips, drawings to make it come alive.

· 5. Use your intranet to call for and gather together success stories from your organisation.

· 6. If you have an internal newsletter, ensure that somebody is scouring it and following-up on any interesting stories. Capture these on video; share them.

· 7.  Define the characteristics of your hero and let the business discover them on your behalf. Make sure that you get lots of examples and do not reject any or select one or two as outstanding.  Bring them all together along with the nominee and record the whole process. Work out and share the characteristics that these people have in common. 

· 8. Ask your organisation’s learning function to establish a process to organise and manage the capturing and dissemination of this. In the BBC we called it: ‘Live and Learn’; Ericsson calls it  ‘Everyday Learning’. Brand it and promote it on the intranet.

· 9. Use video cameras as standard tools to interview staff as part of a knowledge management process.  Make the material available in short segments and gather the segments together in themed groups. Put the whole lot onto the intranet.

· 10. Get the senior managers to go on a walkabout and talk to staff. See whose names come up regularly and report back to the team in order to build an appropriate list. Decide how to promote, record and celebrate these people. 

· Recognition is a big part of the reward but other ways of rewarding apart from financial ones include:  taking these people into a formal mentoring role for part of their working life; having some kind of ‘hall of fame’ which is a temporary place, but a great place to be acknowledged.  ASDA created the ‘Golden Parking Cone’ which was given to the exceptional employee for a month allowing them to have a reserved space anywhere they wanted in the car park.  The BBC had a “Making it Happen’ award.  NTL gave outstanding staff an Executive Box football ticket, for matches played by the teams they sponsored.  All cost little or nothing, but all reinforced the simple message: this is the way we want you all to behave.

· Five Ways to Humanise Your Intranet

· The intranet needs to be a living thing.  It is so much more effective if it shares real stories from people you can see. It needs colour, multi-media elements and stories that can sustain interest. If you can make information emerge through people and what they say, then the information comes alive. It is more compelling to listen to someone speaking sincerely, than to consume a dry document with the same content.  And if we are engaged by a personal story we will more readily click for a printed record.

· We all respond far more to stories than to edicts. If you can tell a good story it will linger in the mind and have a greater, longer term impact than if you gather together bullet points.    An intranet that (partly at least) begins to use media, other than print, to define itself - is richer, more accessible and more entertaining than one that shifts and sifts documents.   And tools are now available to embed audio and video content that make this process almost trivial.  On big intranets these tool are embedded into the underpinning software infrastructure; in smaller ones they can be plucked from the internet.  And if you equip key staff with a camera and a recorder and give them basic skills training, you are in business.

· Being confronted by a small digital camera on a 6” tripod is less daunting than speaking to a professional interviewer, plus commercial camera, crew and lights. Having a colleague chat to you and record the conversation is often more effective than professional intermediation. And you can allow staff to post their own materials recorded at the desktop with web cams and microphones.

· The five ways to humanise your intranet are:

· 1. By including personal stories

· 2.  By allowing content to be added by anyone (but obviously checked first)

· 3. To Demonstrate the culture you want to achieve by selecting people who best represent that culture and making them on-line ‘stars’

· 4. Insisting that as many messages as possible are in video or audio format rather than print.

· 5. Allowing some kind of ‘folkesonomy’ to determine what is nearer the surface and what is buried deeper in the intranet and how you tag content. Rather in the way that YouTube lets you decide the top 20 videos out of the thousands that pop across the screen, your staff can indicate by clicking on an item, which are the most popular and most useful items. Keep these near the surface. Information that is located by general consensus works better than information that is catalogued by professionals. In most cases the wisdom of crowds prevails.

·  Conclusion

· Learning, technology and culture come together in the best organisations.  They should support each other not operate at polar opposites. Much of what everyone needs to know is known by at least one member of staff or a customer.  The trick is to seek out the knowledge and share it in the most effective way possible and to make it compelling and personal. It works:  and it works very well in really effective companies. 

