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 Foreword. 

 Peter Drucker wrote that “practice rests on theory: even if we are unaware of this fact’, 

i.e. a full or complete business model includes both practice and theory, although our focus on 

practice usually blinds us to the theory bit” The following paper will attempt to use Pat Daly’s 

A-C-B-O framework in conjunction with the more traditional D-C-L-S model in order to 

uncover what one cannot see.  

 

 “At both the macro-economic and micro-economic levels, intangible assets [those not 

measured by a company’s financial system] drive long-term value creation…[yet] most 

companies don’t succeed in implementing their strategies…[because what the company can 

see isn’t driving value creation and what’s driving value creation is not visible to the 

company]”. Robert S. Kaplan & David P. Norton, 

 

 In the past businesses have been more concerned with the tangible assets such as 

machinery, equipment buildings etc. However now in a knowledge based economy tangible 

assets are now no longer the primary concern. The major issue that HR practitioners are faced 

with today is solving the question of intangible assets.   

 

 I have chosen the following cases as I believe that these issues encompass this new major 

concern of intangible assets. In the following paper I hope using Pat Daly’s framework (which I 

have made a few minor but essential adjustments) that I will demonstrate a means in which to 

assess the intangibles.  
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 Upon studying Mr Daly’s A-C-B-O map something occurred to me with relation to the 

design. The backdrop image of a cliff edge is a rather good metaphor for organisations. However 

I found the idea that the “ACBO new” would bring the organisation even closer to the edge of 

the cliff a rather unhelpful diagram. Surely any new actions an organization takes should move 

the company further inland to a safer more stable location. The figure below show’s how ACBO 

would look if the background was flipped backwards. In this new ACBO when the right 

decisions are made the company moves to surer footing.  However new is not necessarily good; 

if the wrong decisions are made the company is placed below the black line. The other problem 

with A-C-B-O is the lack of a clear evaluation method. I am suggesting the use of “I-N-A-B” (Is 

New Always Best). As you can also see a colour coded grading system has been introduced. 

When the I-N-A-B grading system is applied the company will either be placed in the; 

  

Green zone= Places the company or individual on safe stable ground.    

Orange zone= Places the company or individual on the border where more action is necessary.  

Red zone= Places the company or individual back in it’s original position at the edge of the cliff. 

 

I- 

 Stands for gathering the correct and most useful information, if one works on 

assumptions based on fatly or irrelevant information then any new assumption will therefore also 

become void and invalid. 
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N-  

 Stand for New? In current society there is a stead fact belief that new is always better. 

However it could actually lead to far larger problems if the wrong action is taken. Often the 

assumption is that action must be taken, however in some situations doing nothing is actually the 

best solution. This strategy often relates to personnel conflicts or arguments where sometimes a 

simple cooling off period is all that is required.  

 

A- 

 Stands for universalized. Can the solution be applied elsewhere or towards every day 

thinking and practice in the company? Taking an example from our case; if Nicole changed her 

behaviour would that make her a less effective executive? One must be careful not to 

universalize what are sometimes niche issues, and the solutions applied with one individual or 

company may not work with a different one.    

 

B- 

 Stands for Best? If the solution provided passes all of the above grading questions the 

user must decide if the action taken was indeed the best solution. Now with the benefit of 

hindsight can the A-C-B-O process begin again based on new assumptions and information. 
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 To clarify for the purposes of this diagram the usual A-C-B-O- the usual qualifications 

have been removed however this is just for the purposes of readability in this particular diagram 

as it is printed on the smaller A-4 page. For the puposes of this assignment using the I-N-A-B 

framework is difficult as it is a grading system on results which have happened. The following 

paper attempts to use I-N-A-B as a predictive grading system as to what may happen. While I 

submit that I-N-A-B has several problems of it’s own and arguably doesn’t go far enough to 

eradicate the issues with the more traditional A-C-B-O I hope my adjustment will provide Mr 

Daly with some new ideas as to how to approach the difficult question of grading. 
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A-C-B-O. 

The following is an ACBO Map for Helen of Sambian.  

 

 

Assumption Now.                                                                                              Assumption New. 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                    Is new always best? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Both Helen and Mary 

assume that Sambian is a 

great place to work. 

 

 

 

 Helen assumes that 

Adrienne is leaving because 

she lacks a role model.  

 

 Helen assumes that sales 

staff will be passionate and 

motivated. 

 Helen and Mary will look at 

the working conditions of 

the employee’s and find a 

way to make an emotional 

connection with their 

employee’s.  

 

 

 Introduce a peer mentoring 

scheme for younger 

employee’s.      

 

 Helen will realize that sales 

staff need to be inspired & 

regularly motivated, and 

allocate Mary this task  

Because of 

examining her 

own assumptions, 

Difficult questions 

need to be asked.  

Only if Helen desire to fix the 
pronblems at Sambian is strong 

enough 

This is based on the prior assumption 
that employee’s need a role model. 

Or indeed that it will fix the problem, 
what about older staff 

Assuming that Helen will listen to 
what her staff are saying and 

provided that she receives the 
information in the first place. 

If not done properly this may look like a 
pathetic attempt to hold on to staff 
members, if it is not a genuine connection it 
will not work. Mary needs the right 
information in order to create a connection. 

This may satisfy younger staff. Older staff 
may treat it as an annoyance while others 
may feel good about nurturing young talent. 
The scheme will add value if instigated 
properly. However this may not solve the 
problem if the initial assumption is wrong. Is 
new always better? 

Regular meetings and target settings with 
more generous monetary and non-monetary 
rewards. This system could be universalized. 
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Commitment Now.      Commitment New.              

 

                                                                                                                                                Is new always best? 

= 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Sambian will focus on their 

employee’s needs and 

problems. 

 

 

 If so then why do they have 

offices in London,... Sambian 

will recognise that it may be 

more like J&R than previously 

thought. This may not 

necessarily be a bad thing.        

 

 Mary will discover why so many 

good people join them, and 

then set about ensuring their 

experiences meet their 

expectations.                                                                                                

 

 Sambian is committed to 

being a great place to 

work.  

 

 

 Sambian is supposed to be 

the opposite of a Behmouth 

like J&R.   

 

 

 

 Experienced people leaving 

an organization are always 

a bad thing. 

Is this a commitment or 
is it just a belief? Only 
if it is a commitment 

then: 

Then is Sambian 
committed itself to 

being small? 

Is change always a bad 
thing, Sambian has 

always attracted bright 
young talent. 

Will Sambian begin to focus too heavily 
on their employee’s and forget about 
their customers. i.e. admin staff may still 
have to work weekends in order to meet 
deadlines.  Do they have the info in order 
to focus on their employee needs? 

Was it her Dad’s goal to make Sambian 
different and does Helen share the same 
view. Would Helen be happy for Sambian 
to be like J&R. This is a new idea, 
however is it better? 

This should ensure that both older and 
younger staff requirements are satisfied. If 
Sambian accept change, as part of life then 
it won’t have such a huge impact and may 
enable the company to remain fresh and 
flexible. 
 

Because of 

examining her 

own 

commitments, 

Difficult 

questions can be 

asked.  
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Behaviour Now.         Behaviour New. 

                                                                                                                                      Is new always best? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Helen is taking a 

backseat approach to 

man management. 

 

 Helen acts impulsively. 

E.g promoting Helen on 

the spot. 

 

 

 

 She overrules and 

refuses to listen to her 

staff e.g.  Mary. 

 

 

 Helen will become more 

proactive in creating a 

pleasant and efficient 

working environment. 

 

 Helen will no longer make 

rash decisions and take a 

long term view for the 

company. 

 

 Helen will consult her staff 

when making decisions, 

and will listen to negative 

feedback, because she 

accepts the her previous 

assumptions may be 

wrong. 

Due to the talent drain 
Helen will realize that she 
needs to become involved 

in talent management. 

This promotion may 
encourage disloyalty among 

the other staff and could 
have negative 
consequences. 

Helen will see that her 
impulsive reaction hasn’t 
solved the problem, and 

will not satisfy Adrienne in 
the long run. 

This new behaviour will have a positive 

impact on employee morale. 

Sometimes in business it is necessary to 

make quick and decisive decisions, Helen 

will have to separate the urgent decisions 

from the not so urgent. Helen may find 

this difficult.  

As long as Helen continuingly re-examines 
her assumptions she should be able to 

make the right decisions, however one has 
reservation about Helen ability as a CEO. 

Just because she is the founder’s daughter 
does not mean that she is the best person 

for the job.ead the company. 

Because of 

examining her 

own 

behaviours, 

changes can be 

made.  
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Outcome Now.                            Outcome New. 

 

                                                                                                                                                     Is new always best? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Adrienne is considering 

leaving Sambian as she 

has lost her role model  

 

 

 Mary has been re-active 

to situations. 

 

 

 Mary cannot find out why 

people are leaving 

Sambian. 

 Sambian will have the 

proper support structures 

in place. 

 

 

 Helen will tell Mary to be 

more pro-active or risk 

being replaced. 

 

 

 In the short term outside 

consultants will be used to 

figure out the current 

issues. 

By listening to Adrienne they will 
be able to see that Bill will not be 
able to take up this role. 

Helen pointed this out during 
their feisty meeting, however a 
change will not occur without 
Helen’s input, or perhaps Mary 
picked up on the point, first time 
around, but this is doubtful 

If Mary was willing to really dig 
deep and challenge her own 
assumptions she would be able 
to figure it out, however until 
that happens, one can only 
recommend the use of 

If the correct information is acquired 
Sambian will be able to instigate a 
successful peer mentoring 
programme. 

While it is evident that Mary could be 
doing a better job at Sambian, will a 
new HR manger solve the issues? 

One wonders is this the best solution 
for Sambian as relying on external 
consultants has problems of its own. 
This could start a trend covering over 
the cracks, and Mary will not learn 
anything from the process. 

Because of examining 

her past outcomes, a 

re-examination of the 

business with the 

ACBO framework can 

occur. 
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The following is an ACBO Map for Mary of Sambian.  

 

 

 

       Assumption Now.                                                                             Assumption New. 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                        Is New always Best? 

 

 

 

 

Because of 

examining her 

own assumptions, 

Difficult questions 

need to be asked.  
 The assumption is that the 

employee surveys provide 

enough information of the 

current feeling within 

Sambian.  

 The assumption is that Mary 

doesn’t want to hear bad 

news. 

 It was mentioned that 

others had left in the past 

for e.g family reasons. Mary 

assumption is that these 

reasons were true. 

She has already said that she is 

not getting straight answers. 

Perhaps she’ll realize that her 

job is at stake if she is not 

forthcoming about Sambian. 

 Perhaps she is getting 

enough from the survey’ s or 

at least enough to take 

some actions. Mary needs to 

read between the lines. 

 

 Helen will appreciate 

hearing bad news if Mary 

has solutions ready, as 

opposed to just problems. 

Helen needs to hear the 

brutal truths. 

 

 While they may have had 

genuine reasons, why 

couldn’t Mary change their 

minds? 

Does Sambian have the 

know how to implement 

such changes. 

One wonders does Helen really have the 

appetite to hear what Sambian is really 

like to work for. 

Does Mary have the 
necessary bargaining tolls to 
keep important employees? 
Would offering more money 
to wavering employees start 
a trend? 

Perhaps the departure of Tom 

will make May re-examine all 

recent leavers. 
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       Commitment Now.                                                                             Commitment New. 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                        Is New always Best? 

 

 

 

 

Because of 

examining her own 

commitments, 

Difficult questions 

can be asked.  
 Mary’s job is to gather info 

and present them to Helen. 

 

 Is Mary really committed to 

finding out what is wrong at 

Sambian. 

 

 Mary is committed to not 

annoying Helen too much. 

She is committed to not 

worrying her.  

The evident talent drain will 
force her to examine her own 
actions and beliefs. 

Adrienne’s possible future 

departure, may yield some 

more questions. 

 Mary is the custodian of 

talent for Sambian. 

 

 Survey’s are Mary’s only 

suggestion, she refuses to 

look into Bill’s performance 

any further, Mary will 

commit to finding new ways 

of gathering info. 

 

 Mary will be straight with 

Helen and not be afraid to 

point out the issues at 

Sambian. She said she “had 

some ideas” however she 

failed to disclose them. 

 

This will have positive 
impacts on Sambian 
employee’s. 

This may cause internal strife in the 
short term if damaging info is found 
on e.g. Bill, however should be 
positive in the long term planning of 
the organisation. 

Helen won’t like what she 

hears, how will she take it? 

If talent drain continues Mary 

may become fearful of her 

position and may be forced to 

change. 
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       Behaviour  Now.                                                                                     Behaviour New. 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                        Is New always Best? 

 

 

 

 

Because of 

examining her 

own behaviours, 

changes can be 

made.   Mary is reacting to 
situations as they develop 
rather than anticipating 
them.  

 
 
 
 

 Mary is relying on old 
methods to collect her data. 
 
 
 
 

 The assumption is that the 
employee surveys provide 
enough information of the 
current feeling within 
Sambian.   
 
 

 Mary needs to stand up to 
Helen and stop her from 
making snap decisions, HR 
needs to become aligned 
with the business strategy as 
opposed to being a 
functionary  device. 

 

 

Helen may begin to question 
Mary’s work, forcing her to re-
evaluate her own behaviour. 

Being unable to stem the flow 
of talent drain, Mary will realise 
her position is at stake when 
more employee’s decide to 
leave. 

 A proactive and predictive 

HR strategy will anticipate 

issues before they become 

problems. 

 Mary will be more active 

and imaginative, perhaps 

using observation 

techniques or work harder 

towards developing close 

relationships with base level 

employee’s.  

 

 Mary will act on the facts. 

 

 

 The new assumption is that 

Mary will be able to change 

Helens mind and stop 

pandering to her wishes, by 

closing reports “when she’s 

heard enough”  

 

Will certainly help identify 

upcoming issues, however will 

Mary/Hen act? 

Mary likes gathering information, 
however leaves decisions to others, and 
offers no solutions to Helen. Mary’s 
new behaviour should strengthen the 
HR dept position within the 
organisation. 

This assumes that Mary can be 
this strong minded and 
independent individual. While 
it also assumes that Helen will 
take her seriously. 
 

Mary needs to realize that she 
needs to change her behaviour 
she will become obsolete. 
 

While the survey’s may not 
provide enough information, 
however the information that it 
they do gather isn’t being used 
effectively. 

This should help to foster 

positive relationships. 
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      Outcome Now.                                                                                        Outcome New. 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                        Is New always Best? 

 

 

 

 

Because of 

examining her 

past outcomes, a 

re-examination of 

the business with 

the ACBO 

framework. 

 Important employees are 

leaving the business. 

 

 Sambian has only plastered 

over the cracks, by 

promoting Adrienne. 

 

 Mary is afraid of irritating 

Mary. 

 

 

 Sambian is still not a better 

place to work.  

 

 

Will establish emotional bonds 
with the employee’s due to her 
new commitments and 
behaviours. 

How long will Adrienne stay at 

Sambian if it remains a bad 

place to work?  

 Talent drain will stop. 

 

 A HR dept which is strongly 

aligned with the business 

strategy will mean that 

Sambian will stop using the 

quick fix and go about real 

organisational change. 

 

 Helen may still be irritated by 

Mary but will respect her as a 

professional. 

 

 

 Sambian will be a good place 

to work if the commitment is 

the same in practice as it is in 

theory. 

Her new info gathering 
methods should allow Mary 
to stop any future talent 
drain.  

A business aligned HR strategy 

will only work if the CEO is on 

board, is Helen that CEO? 

Mary will have more power 
in Sambian, is Mary the best 
person for the job? If not is 
this new change for the 
best? 
 

Mary’ behavioural change will 
allow her to be more pro-active 
and valuable to Sambian. 

Mary will commit to becoming 
the custodian of talent at 
Sambian. 

Can these practices be 
universalized in London, San 
Fran & New York? More 
importantly should they be 
the same practices in all the 
offices?  
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DILEMMA:  

 Sambian is suffering from a series of Talent Drain which is sure to plunge the company 

into total chaos if not addressed quickly. A number of key and influential employee’s have left 

Sambian in the last twelve months, and the company needs to understand why, wheater or not the 

will to do so is present is another issue. Within this case there are a number of different 

dilemma’s facing different characters. Mary the HRM practitioner refuses to consider that top 

executives such as Bob may actually be the issue. The business organization chart which 

Sambian has created is “top-heavy” and is demoralizing to the staff who are entering into a more 

mature life stage. Helen faces several key decisions is a whole business chart re-organization 

necessary? Does she have to examine Mary’s performance as a “custodian of talent?” Helen may 

have to face the reality that Sambian may not “be the antithesis of a behemoth like J&N.”        

COMMITMENT:   

 Mary and Helen need to commit to discovering what’s really driving people out the door, 

even if this means asking difficult questions and or engaging with external consultants. While 

Mary has conducted and collected the employee satisfaction survey results, both her and Helen 

need to “separate the signal’s from the noise”. One to one interviews need to be conducted 

quickly and efficiently. After meeting with Adrienne it is clear that with Tom’s departure that 

she now “feels a little lost now that he’s gone.” Sambian have lost Tom, and now it is having a 

drastic affect on company morale. Sambian prides itself on being a “great place to work” and this 

belief has meant that Helen has remained in a state of denial. Adrienne has “tried telling people 

upstairs that we’re veering off base. But nobody’s listening”. While we do not know who 

Adrienne has told upstairs the fact is that when a staff member has been forthcoming about the 

issues Sambian executives have failed to listen.  
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LESSON: 

Personal lesson- The lesson for Mary and Helen is that exit interview should be conducted 

together without Helen making snap decisions without first consulting with Mary.  

 Mary needs to move away from the older and more traditional HRM practices as they are 

not yielding results “Mary kept probing, asking all the standard Questions.”Anna Pringle has 

suggested that when someone of Tom’s importance decides to leave a company the CEO should 

conduct the exit interview. However in this particular situation Helen is a rather impulsive and 

emotional individual, and may actually damage relations further.  

 

Company Lesson- Sambian needs to establish emotional bonds with its employee’s. Both 

Helen and Mary need to be instrumental in doing so. 

 In Leigh Branham “Seven reasons why employee’s leave” he details the lessons which 

organizations need to learn in order to retain key talent. “According to more than 80% of 

employees, it's not that there's greener grass on the other side of the fence; it's the preponderance 

of negative factors in their current workplaces which are the true motives for leaving” (Leigh 

Branham, p. 32).  

 

SOLLUTION:  

“Helen needs to face the cold hard facts! While Mary needs to be prepared to re-examine her 

reasoning and ensure that the HRM department becomes a part of the strategic planning of the 

company”. 

 While most people join organisations for rationale reasons people actually stay for 

emotional ones. While people may cite monetary reasons for leaving this is usually not the true 
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reason, unless the monetary gain is excessively more. Sambian need to create an emotional 

relationship with its employee’s. There are hundreds of ways a relatively small company such as 

Sambian could go about this e.g. team building weekends, Staff parties, or casual drinks on a 

Friday after work etc. Pepsi Co. A worldwide organization has instigated a “one simple thing” 

programme where the HR manager asks each employee “what one thing can we do that would 

make Pepsi Co. a better place to work?” I could be something as small as wearing Jeans to work, 

or starting work a few minutes later to allow a parent drop their kids to school etc. While these 

little changes do not make a whole lot of difference to the company, they can have a massive 

effect on the employee’s lives and in turn a happy employee will stay loyal to the company.  

 

 Pepsi. Co’s policy got me thinking about Sambian and what they should do; instead of 

asking employee’s “how satisfied are you” they should become more creative and interactive 

with their line of questioning and be more specific. E.G. “what one thing would make life easier 

here for you here at Sambian?” “In the last six months name a time when you have been 

frustrated at work?”  “If you were CEO in the morning what would you change?” etc. While 

Mary and Helen have often complained that the employee’s are not forthcoming, the evidence 

seems to differ; “the open ended questions on the Survey have always provided food for 

thought” this is very worrying, as there are now at least three strong pieces of evidence; 

1. Adrienne spoke up in the past. 

2. Too much deadwood in the project management areas. 

3. “Certain prima Dona’s higher up”  

 which seem to suggest that neither Mary or Helen are listening. While it would be very 

easy to say that Mary should be strongly relaying this messages to Helen one wonders would it 
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make a difference. HR policy in Sambian does not seem to be a strategic partner in the business, 

Helen completely over ruled Mary when it came to deciding wheater or not to promote Adrienne. 

While it is certain that Mary could be more proactive in becoming the custodian of talent at 

Sambian she cannot do so without the backing of the CEO. The real issue here is Helen, as she 

listened to the feedback results from the satisfaction survey’s “for 20 minutes, she said little but 

shaking her head frequently.” It is clear that Helen is in denial and does not want to hear the cold 

hard facts, while Mary possibly fearful of the repercussions refuses to stand up to her boss, 

“closing the report cover, as she knew that her boss had heard enough for the moment”. While I 

strongly recommend that Sambian should consider the prospect of using an outside consultancy 

firm, one wonders would Helen accept their finding’s and act on their report? As long as the 

company CEO remains in denial about the working conditions at Sambian top employee’s will 

continue to leave. 

 

Precise. 

Anna Pringle: 

 Anna Pringle argues that Mary should have known Tom was at risk. If she had 

“established an early-warning system that Tom may not have quit.” While I would also strongly 

recommend such a system be put in place it is highly unlikely that this would have changed 

anything. From the text it is very clear that Tom had some severe misgiving’s with regards to the 

organization of the company (“This place can be as screwed up as it Wants”). Without a major 

overhaul Tom’s departure was virtually unavoidable.    
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F. Leigh Branham: 

 Leigh Branhan writes that when faced in a similar situation in his place of work the then 

CEO “took action based on what he had heard—including raising pay to market levels and 

reassigning less effective sales staff. This kind of action went a long way toward gaining the 

respect of his workforce. Within five months, the firm had won a key contract and the bleeding 

had stopped”.  F. Leigh Branham goes on to argue that Sambian's requires a forum in which they can 

speak openly about their discontent. The candid discussions can expose the "triggering events" that 

“impel people to leave, such as a disconnect between the firm's long-standing focus on innovative 

design and a more recent concern with profitability” (Edwards, 2012). 

Jim Cornelius: 

 Jim Cornelius, the CEO of Bristol-Myers Squibb, also faced a potential employee exodus 

within his company. He advises Helen to meet face-to-face with her most talented employees 

and assure them that she understands their concerns and desires. While this advice may be 

useful, what if Mary simply doesn’t know or understand their needs or desires. From the case it 

seems evident that she clearly doesn’t, surely any such meetings would cause further insult an ill 

feeling. 

Jean Martin: 

 Jean Martin, the executive director of the Corporate Executive Board's leadership 

council, urges Helen to support a mission and culture to which employees will feel connected. 

She explains that although people join companies for rational motives, they stay for emotional 

ones. By the time unhappy workers tell their managers what's going on, it's often too late. While 

these emotional reasons are define drivers in employee decision making process, one wonders 
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how far emotion will go to keeping employee’s. If conditions are so bad or indeed if the money 

is poor comparable to similar jobs in the industry people will leave for pragmatic reasons also.  

Alternate View: 

 The original assumption is that Helen is the obvious choice to run Sambian as “it came to 

no surprise when she took the reins” Perhaps if Sambian begins to suffer financially Helen may 

consider stepping down. Unfortunately we do not have enough information in the case to 

anticipate the future of Sambian. While it is clear that Helen is a first class “award winning” 

architect is she a manager? Perhaps Helen’s talents would be better utilized if she continued to 

work on projects rather than running the business.    
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How Can Mark 
regain his 
footing after 
being 
sabotaged?  
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A-C-B-O. 
The following is an ACBO map for Mark of CliffBank. 

 

Assumption Now.                     Assumption New.                  

                                                                                                                                                              Is new always best? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 The assumption now is that 
Nicole is a saboteur. She is 
mean, nasty and deceptive. 

 
 
 
 

 Up until his meeting with 
Paul, Mark seemed to be 
very naive about the 
departmental culture.  

 
 
 
 
 

 Mark thought that everyone 
in the office was there to 
help him. 

 
 
 

 He assumed that his contacts 
would be just his and his 
forever. 

 

 The assumption new is that 
perhaps Nicole is re-acting in 
a knee jerk fashion to Marks 
appointment.  
 
 
 

 Mark is more empathetic 
towards Nicole’s and Paul’s 
situations and is more aware 
with regards to individual’s 
feelings and company culture. 
 
 
 
 

 Mark realizes that he must 
fight his own corner. 
 
 
 
 

 Paul will protect his contacts 
and try to be the only point of 
contact. 

It is clear from the case study 
that Mark got a rude 
awakening, one suspects he 
already suspected this as he 
knew approaching Paul was a 
bad idea. 

Mark may realize that Ian may 
decide that Nicole is a more 
useful contact then Mark. 

Has Mark gathered 
information on Nicole from 
other sources. Perhaps is 
original assumption is 
correct? Mark should gather 
more info on Nicole and on 
dept culture. 

Why did Mark continue to ask 
Paul about Nicole against his 
gut instinct? Mark needs to 
evaluate his own behaviour. 

This will have positive effects 
for Mark and help him to start 
making his own decisions. 

From this experience Paul will 

think differently. 

This should put Paul in the 
driving seat. However if not 
done carefully will risk not 
looking like a team player. 
However at Cliffbank that 
may not actually be a bad 
thing. 

Because of examining 

his own assumptions, 

difficult questions need 

to be asked. 

Mark needs to figure out if his 
initial assumption is wrong 
before he can plot his next 
move 
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Commitment Now.                       Commitment New. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Mark is committed to not 

making a mistake. 

 

 

 

 Committed to climbing the 

corporate ladder. 

 

 

 

 

 Committed to being a team 

player. 

 

 

 Mark will commit to making 

decisions and be prepared to 

accept the consequences. If 

he wants reward he has to be 

prepared to take a risk. 

 

 Is Mark cut out for the office 

politics? Is he cut throat 

enough to do what Nicole did 

to him? Mark will have to 

alter his behaviour to match 

his commitments. 

 Mark will commit to looking 

out for himself, and sacrifice 

his previous commitment. 

 

What would the consequences 
of making a mistake be? 

Is this so important to Mark 
that he may have to become 
someone he is not? 
 

Is this the right thing to do in a 
dept which values individuals 
and results above all. 

 This will either make or break 

Mark as an investment banker. 

Only time will tell if Mark has the 
necessary attributes to do so. 
Indeed he may decide that this is 
not for him. It is impossible to 
know from the case study. 

This should allow Mark to fight his 
own corner, however it should be 
noted that we are making 
assumptions on the company 
culture and there may only be an 
issue with Nicole. Other colleague 
may be nicer 

Because of examining 

his own commitments, 

difficult questions can 

be asked. 
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Behaviour Now                                 Behaviour New 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Currently Mark is 

paralysed out of fear of 

rejection or failure. 

 

 He is looking for 

answers elsewhere to 

the difficult questions 

rather than trying to 

figure them out on his 

own.   

 Still behaving like a 

very new employee. 

Afraid to make a 

decision, not adding 

any value to the 

organisation. 

 

 Mark will have to step up 

his game and work on his 

own initiative, and stop 

relying on others for a 

“lifeline.”   

 

 

 Mark will be more careful 

around Nicole and Paul in 

the future.  

 

 

 Mark has been at Cliffbank 

for a few years and has 

been in his new position 

for a few weeks, Mark will 

have had more time to 

settle and can start to 

contribute. 

This incident will focus Mark 
and make him more 
competitive. 

Mark now knows that he is 
on his own, and will have to 
step up or step down. 

This will allow Mark to add 
value to the business, making 
him a valuable asset.  

This would be wise as Mark 
doesn’t seem to know who he 
can and cannot trust. 

Mark has been given apt time 
and help in order to settle at 
Cliffbank. Mark must behave 
like a functioning employee. 

If Mark hasn’t upped his game 
at this stage, he should 
strongly consider a new career.  

Because of examining 

his own behaviour, 

Mark will: 
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Outcome Now.                                        Outcome New. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mark is currently in a frenzied 

panic. 

 

Nicole has demanded a place 

at the all important lunch 

with Ian Beasley.  

 

Paul has possibly lost a lot of 

faith in Marks abilities.  

 

 

Nicole knows that she can 

push Mark around. 

 Mark will take a step back and 

realize that he has his own 

strengths and will play to them. 

 

 Nicole will get her lunch with Ian 

however Mark will remain the 

true point of contact. Mark will 

ask Ian to keep the meeting 

relatively short and vague, 

keeping detail to a min. 

 

 Mark needs to gain some credit 

for whatever work/deal is done 

so that Paul will see that he can 

be a team player. 

 

 By showing Nicole that he can 

also play games she will be weary 

of him and may realize that he 

could be useful to her. 

Because of examining his 

current situation, Mark should 

be able to come up with pro-

active solutions. 
 

If Mark is worth his weight as a future 
investment banker he should be able to: 

This ability to think clearly 
and calmly will stands Mark 
in good stead in any future 
career. 

This will keep Ian in the 
driving seat, while keeping 
Nicole on side. 

While it is a difficult position for Mark to 
be in, he can still control the meetings. 

This should put Mark back in the 
good books or at least put him on 
more stable footing. 

By going to Paul he has risked looking 
like a saboteur himself, and has 
highlighted his own weaknesses. 

Mark needs to make a stand now, or he 
will be walked on for the rest of his time 
in the dept. 

Mark needs to be very careful he 
needs to show Nicole that he can 
fight his own corner, without being 
overly aggressive towards her. 
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The following is an ACBO map for Cliffbank.  

 

 

 

       Assumption Now.                                                                                 Assumption New. 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                        Is New always Best? 

 

 

 

 

Because of 

examining her 

own assumptions, 

Difficult questions 

need to be asked.  
 Results are all that mater. 

 

 

 A results based dept will 

always deliver the best 

outcomes. 

 

 Setting goals and creating a 

competitive environment is 

the best for the business. 

 

Short term goals may have 
adverse consequences in the 
long term.  

Cliffbank may gain a bad 
reputation which may stop 
people from wanting to work 
there.  

 Results are vital, however the 

ways in which they are 

achieved are also important. 

 

 Will work hard to promote 

the company as having a 

good working environment.   

 

 Teamwork will be 

incentivised more than or at 

least to the same level as 

individuals are.   

This will be better in the long term 
for Clifbank. Could all employees 
adapt to this new method? E.G 
Nicole? 

Will attract future talent to the firm and 
keep current employees happy, from the 
case we don’t have enough info to see if 
this is a problem? 

This should give the best 
optimized results for 
Cliffbank  

Internal sabotage may 

endanger future prospects with 

clients. 
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While Cliffbank’s commitments are not apparent from the case, using the information available some assumptions can be 

made. 

 

 

       Commitment Now.                                                                             Commitment New. 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                        Is New always best? 

 

 

 

 

Because of 

examining its own 

commitments, 

changes can be 

made. 
 

 

 To be a result focused 

organisation. 

 

 

 

 Do not look after employee 

welfare. 

Specifying targets without 
specifying how they are to be 
met is a difficult one. 

Patrick is an example of this, 
the company culture and the 
stress which ensued were a 
factor in his breakdown. It 
seems both Nicole and Patrick 
are “paranoid.” 

 

 To specify targets while 

specifying best practice 

guidelines.  

 

 

 

 

 

 In such a high stressful 

environment such as M&A 

the company may consider 

longer holidays, relaxation 

weekends such as spa 

treatments or golf trips. 

This will create a better 
working environment. Will 
it effect results negatively or 
positively? 

The employee’s should be able to handle 
the stressful working environment as their 
work life balance will be better. The 
weekends may even help to foster better 
colleague relations. These same measures 
would not be necessary in other 
departments. Therefore these benefits are 
very niche to the dept. 
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       Behaviour Now.                                                                                 Behaviour New. 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                        Is New always Best? 

 

 

 

 

Because of examining 

it’s own assumptions, 

Cliffbank will challenge 

the way in which they 

behave.  
 

 

 The company acts very 

aggressively.  

 

 

The company encourages 

competition and results.  

However they do not ascertain 

as to who is really behind the 

results.  

Nicole was “aggressively trying 

to build a relationship with Ian 

Beasley.  

Cliffbank’s reward scheme 
seems to only recognise people 
who manage to clam “all the 
credit”. It is possible that Nicole 
may have used others in the 
past to gain success. 

 The dept is operating in the 

M&A field which is an 

aggressive business to be in.  

However is some situations a 

more gentle nuanced 

approach may be better.  

 While competition is healthy 

and results are necessary it is 

vital that Cliffbank recognises 

team work and overall 

performance. 

If employees stay for emotional 
reasons, than it is rational to suggest 
that personal may join for them too. 
Healthy genuine relationships with 
their customers may help Cliffbank 
to acquire new clients. 

Employee’s such as Mark may actually be 
happy to follow in behind leaders such as 
Nicole provided that they feel that they 
have been acknowledged for their role. 
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       Outcome Now.                                                                                          Outcome New. 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                        Is New always Best? 

 

 

 

 

Because of examining 

her past outcomes, a 

re-examination of the 

business with the 

ACBO framework. 
 

 Cliffbank is encouraging 

competition between 

employees’s which is 

leading to a poor working 

environment. 

 

 Internal conflicts are 

shifting the focus from the 

client to what their 

colleague is up to.  

 

 Cliffbank are not 

committed to looking after 

employee welfare and lost 

an extremely talented 

individual in Patrick.  

  

It is only a matter of time 
before the situation gets out of 
hand and someone goes too 
far. Sambian is leaving itself 
open to potential law suit e.g. 
bullying. 

This is anti-productive as 

energies are being wasted.  

 Cliffbank will reward team 

work, and in turn see 

positive results for their 

efforts. 

 

 

 With Nicole’s business savvy 

and Marks strong network 

of contacts a cumulative 

effect for Cliffbank can 

occur.  

 

 

 Cliffbank will care for its 

personal which will stop 

their competitors  luring 

over their top talent and  

ensure greater productivity. 

Will encourage team work 
and the sharing of 
information. 

With their joint information this should 
enable the pair to close the deal with Ian 
Beasley’s company, and others in the 
future. 

This will also create a 
positive company image, 
and help to attract top 
talent e.g. Google. 

Without caring for current 
employees, Talent Drain may 
occur either by choice or via 
other means. 
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DILEMMA: 

 On being given the job on the “strength of his connections” Mark felt that he was indeed 

the new golden boy of the office. He may know a lot in theory about finance and M&A but Mark 

has to make his own decisions. His anxiousness and fear of making a mistake has left Mark in a 

state of paralysis. By running to Paul at the first sign of difficulty he has already marked himself 

as someone who cannot work on their own initiative. The prospect of a colleague sabotaging you 

is difficult enough, but what do you do when you are new to a department? Mark faces a difficult 

number of choices. 

 Does he decide that M&A isn’t for him?  

 Does he confront Nicole? 

 Does he try and work with her, or does he go against her? 

 Or does he simply admit defeat. 

 

COMMITMENT: 

 “Mark cannot even be assertive in speaking with Ian,” a person who he has had a long 

standing personal and professional relationship with. From the information provided it seems 

clear that Ian has always only been to happy to help Mark anyway he can. Currently Mark feels 

powerless; however does he not realize that he is the one who is holding all the cards. Nicole has 

been at Cliffbank in years and has large expectations on her. While Mark has a personal 

relationship with Ian, and if he desires it to be exclusive, even any modest success by Mark at 

this point would secure him major plaudit.  
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 Mark approached Paul’s door with a problem, but no possible solutions. In doing so he 

has now highlighted his own in experience, and Paul may now see him as a liability rather than 

an asset. What was Mark expecting Paul to do? Paul reluctantly offered to speak with Nicole but 

Mark refused. What did Mark hope to achieve, in going to Paul Mark “risks risks looking like a 

saboteur himself”.  

 

 Mark came from the finance dept, one where facts and figures are king. The culture in 

this new dept seems to be very competitive and results focused. “I realize that Nicole is an 

ambitious young woman, but you’ll learn to respect her results. I have.” One speculates that 

sabotage is not exclusive to Nicole, while it is impossible to say for certain but based on the text 

alone; very fast paced focused driven environments often lead to such aggressive actions. Mark 

openly admits that he joined the M&A dept in order to continue his progress up the corporate 

ladder, why is he then surprised when he meets another ambitious individual. On a personal 

level, Mark must realize that Nicole see’s him as a threat. Mark has come into the company on 

the “strength of his connections.” These connections were out of family ties, as much as Mark 

may feel sabotaged it’s highly probable that Nicole feels that she needs to consolidate herself as 

the more accomplished executive. If she doesn’t she may see Mark moving on up ahead of her, 

because of his connections. Mark must commit himself to making his own decisions and exercise 

some personal power of his own.   
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LESSON:  

 

Individual Lesson- The individual lesson for Mark is that he is new to the organization; he has 

not established his own interdepartmental relationships.  

 He misjudged both Nicole and his new boss Paul. He will need to thread likely and learn 

that business is as much about what isn’t said. Adapting to a new organisational culture is always 

difficult, Mark should have called in his outside connections much sooner to establish the culture 

within the M&A dept.   

Organisational Lesson- Cliffbank needs to take a serious look at the company culture inside his 

dept. How does it foster young talent? Does it promote a healthy working environment? 

  While Paul is results focused it is worrying that a senior staff member can set out to 

sabotage a new comer. What is worse is the fact that it didn’t seem to bother Paul when it was 

brought to his attention. Paul needs to re-examine his own assumptions as to what makes a 

successful dept? Perhaps if people were encouraged to work together the dept would see better 

results, colleagues with holding valuable information from one another is a very dangerous 

practice. 

SOLUTION:  

Mark is really the one who is holding all the cards, but he must act fast and decisively in order to 

consolidate his position. While Cliffbank must take a serious look at how Paul is running his 

dept. 

 Results, decisions and decisiveness are valued in the M&A department; Mark needs to 

secure some plaudit for any future deal. However at this point in his early career he needs to step 

back and allow Nicole to capture the majority of the credit. If he doesn’t she will make life even 
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more difficult for him. One suspects that Nicole hid the file from Mark; this knocked him into a 

frenzied panic. Nicole has moved to strengthen her position, imagine how Mark would react if 

she moved to overtly discredit him. Mark needs to work with Nicole, but keep his cards very 

close to his chest. Mark should speak clearly and un-emotionally with Nicole perhaps outside of 

or after work. He should move to re-assure her that she is very much the teacher and he is very 

much the student. However, while at the same time he needs to assert that he has something that 

she needs. That is the long standing relationship with Ian. In order to regain his footing, Mark 

needs to look inside himself and decide whether or not Mergers & Acquisitions is the right 

department for him.  If he chooses to stay he will have to ascertain wheater or not sabotage is 

exclusive to Nicole or is it a characteristic of the divisional culture? Mark needs to figure this out 

quickly or he could find himself in another power struggle with another colleague. Mark was 

hired on the “understanding that I was brought here, in part on the strength of my connections”. 

He has failed to use any of them. While Nicole has been out “aggressively trying to build 

relationships” Mark has been spending his time searching for a missing file. Paul is becoming 

impatient with Mark, having to tell him to ring his contact. “Maybe ring his office right now.” 

While Paul phrased this as a suggestion it was a very clear command. Mark must realize that his 

connections are only useful when he is willing to utilize them. At present Mark actually has an  

advantage as he has a stronger relationship with Ian, however he does not yet realize it, he must 

act fast in order to consolidate that relationship and keep Nicole guessing as to the content of 

their conversations. Mark should use this information as a bargaining chip with Nicole, forcing 

her to accept that he will be a vital asset in any possible deal. Only in this way can Mark gain 

plaudit from Paul and respect from Nicole.  
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Precise. 

Maggie Craddock: 

 Maggie Craddock is the president of Workplace Relationships, an executive coaching 

firm in New York (Brandenburg, 2009). Maggie posits that people acquire their dominant power 

styles from their experiences with authority figures in the family. However while this framework 

may be very interesting in a broader sense, in relation to this particular text it is unfair to 

comment on what has not been included in the case. However taking this theory we can apply it 

to what we do know about Mark’s background. Mark was hired originally by Cliffbank through 

his connections, and indeed promoted because that these connections that Cliffbank felt may 

prove useful. Mark has gotten where he simply by being, his friends and connections have 

helped him along the way, he is a coaster who’s primary objective is to get on by being liked and 

not making any mistakes. However we can derive that the M&A departmental culture will not 

tolerate any “fudging,” Mark needs to step up and be willing to put his name to something, he 

may risk being wrong, but he may prove to be right, therefore justifying his position and gaining 

respect.     

R. Dixon Thayer: 

 R. Dixon Thayer is the founder and CEO of ab3 Resources, a strategic consulting and 

investment firm, and an executive adviser to Bryant Park Capital. He is also a former CEO of I-

Trax. I believe that Thayer provides the most useful solution, advising from experience. Rather 

than exacerbating a rather antagonistic situation, Thayer let his results speak for himself. Mark 

has already made a big mistake by approaching the boss. He has now positioned himself as the 

weaker one in the team. More than anything he highlighted his ineffective use of time searching 

for a missing file, while showing Paul that Nicole has been actively “trying to build a 



Contemporary issues in HRM 2012 

 

 The Phelan Business Review. Page 36 
 

relationship with Ian since Patrick’s departure.” In a sense she is doing what Mark had been 

hired for, using connections and building networks. I think that the three rules set out by Thayer 

are the most useful suggestions for Mark to follow.    

Deborah Kolb: 

 Deborah Kolb is the Deloitte Ellen Gabriel Professor for Women & Leadership at the 

Simmons School of Management in Boston (Brandenburg, 2009). Deborah Kolb made the 

correct and astute observation; Mark never researched the organizational culture in the M&A 

department. However I think she missed out on one crucial point. Mark came from a different 

department in Cliffbank, he has made the assumption that the company culture is the same in 

every department, and didn’t. One emphasizes with Mark as he saw this move as a promotion 

within the same organization, where as in reality it is more like starting in a completely new 

company. It is easy to see how Mark may have fallen into, what one suspects is a common 

pitfall.    

Alternate View: 

 While all of the above précis’s are valuable in their own right they have all missed out on 

one vital fact. In the opening paragraphs of the case it was highlighted how “Nicole had been 

quick to welcome Mark to the division and help him acclimatize”. She had “offered him her 

door”, “introduced him to all the top executives” and “filled him in on his predecessors.” When 

Mark was unable to do his job “he needed a lifeline” and turned quickly to Nicole for saving. 

When Mark had thought about contacting Ian for help he decided not too as he didn’t want to be 

of nuisance. He resigned himself to the fact that “he’d surly have to do some more fudging this 

weekend.” The above information can be interpreted very differently. The information given 

implies that Mark has been given every chance to immerse himself in the culture of the 
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organisation, and in fact that Nicole has been a good colleague to him. Incumbent by his fear of 

making an error he has either knowingly or unknowingly left Nicole carrying the load. She too 

has to give the presentation to the boss, and she may now feel  that she has given Mark every 

chance of making it on his own, and it is no longer up to her to carry him. For example if Nicole 

had suggested to Mark to set up the meeting with Ian,(the one which she herself was trying to 

do) chances are that it would have been Mark that would have gotten all the credit for using his 

contacts. Mark sabotaged himself by failing to step.      
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