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Foreword — The Fourth Wave
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It's very easy to forget that ‘going to work’ is a relatively new phenomenon.

In 1703, when the British farmer and inventor Jethro Tull first advertised a
mechanical seed drill in his book Horse-Hoeing Husbandry, over three-quarters
of the English population worked in agriculture, with most of the remaining
quarter engaged in small-scale manufacturing and service occupations. For
most where they lived was where they worked, and the nature of the work they
were engaged in reflected the pattern of the seasons.

Tull’s seed drill, however, was a catalyst. A catalyst for a revolution which
lead to just one-third of people being employed in agriculture by the early 19th
century, and a mere 4% by the mid-20th century — the Industrial Revolution.

But the transition from an agrarian to an industrialised economy was a tough
one for employees. After thousands of years of following the natural rhythms
of nature, the demands of the newly mechanised industries meant that wholly
unnatural shifts and working patterns were introduced which people found
difficult to adjust to. In response, employers imposed fines for lateness and
absence. They also kept the wages low in the hope that an empty belly would
heighten the appetite for hard work.

In this light, it is clear that the past century has seen the workplace become a
significantly more humane place. But has it yet become a truly employee-
centred place?

Workplaces are about getting things done as efficiently and effectively as
possible — a truth that applies as much to a public service organisation or a
charity as it does to a commercial firm. And over the past 300 years the
transformation in organisational efficiency and effectiveness has been dra-
matic.

The First Wave of transformation came from machines. Tull’s seed drill
created a step-change in performance with a single operator doing the work of
10 people. But as machines became ever more sophisticated step-change
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improvements became harder to find, so the Second Wave of performance
enhancement emerged — ‘scientific management’.

In 1895 F.W. Taylor first put forward his ideas on the division of labour and
time-and-motion studies, and these were taken to their natural conclusion by
Henry Ford with his moving assembly line. The step-change was dramatic —
Ford increased the productivity of his Highland Park plant from one car every
13 hours in 1913 to one car every 93 minutes in 1914. And so, for a short time the
process was king.

But before too long processes were in pretty good shape and once again
organisations were looking for the source of the next step-change. And the
Third Wave of transformation, the Information Revolution, was heralded by
the bulky form of the Electronic Numerical Integrator and Calculator
(ENIAC) - the world’s first general-purpose electronic digital computer.
Forty feet long and 20 feet high, ENIAC consumed enough power to cause
the lights of Philadelphia to dim when it was first switched on in 1946.
However, when ENIAC was turned off for the last time in 1954 it was
estimated to have done more mathematics in its eight-year life than the entire
human race had done prior to 1945.

Today, the computer I am using to write this foreword does more computa-
tions per second than ENIAC did in eight years. And this observation alone
prompts me to suggest that maybe the Third Wave is nearing its end too. But
where will the Fourth Wave be found? What underutilised resource is there left
in the workplace that might deliver a step-change improvement in organisa-
tional performance?

Well, in a 2001 survey Gallup found that 26% of US employees were
‘engaged’ with their work, 55% ‘not engaged’ and 19% ‘actively disengaged’ —
a group who psychologically, Gallup said, had already left their jobs. And a
similar survey in the UK revealed 19% ‘engaged’, 61% ‘not engaged’ and 20%
‘actively disengaged’.

It isn’t hard to imagine the performance improvements organisations would
enjoy if they could get this resource working at optimum levels. And this is
why I firmly believe that improving the way organisations manage their people
will deliver the Fourth Wave of transformation. But the Fourth Wave will not
be an easy ride.

Machines, processes and information technology all share one thing in
common - they are soulless, mindless entities designed to fulfil a role in the
workplace. People on the other hand have been hard-wired over millennia to
be effective in the role of hunter-gatherers and farmers. As a result they are a
poor fit in most workplace roles and I think this may go some way towards
explaining why people — often an organisation’s single most expensive
resource — have always come second. After all, if organisations were able to
gain performance improvements from their custom-built, compliant resources,
why expend unnecessary effort wrestling performance improvements out of
something as wilful, spirited and unfit for purpose as the workforce?

Well, that’s exactly the challenge we face with the Fourth Wave — and it’s a
challenge that at this moment many organisations are ill-equipped to tackle.
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Just as the Second Wave forced organisations to adopt Taylor’'s ideas of
‘scientific management’, so the Fourth Wave will force a reappraisal of what
we currently consider to be standard practice.

From the perspective of the early 21st century we can look back and identify
the three waves of transformation which have shaped today’s organisations. At
the same time, we can also identify and condemn the inhuman way organisa-
tions have treated people in the past.

But I wonder how history will judge today’s organisations when the Fourth
Wave of workplace transformation has become fully embedded? Will organi-
sations which fail to support employees who are suffering from high levels of
stress, who are being bullied and mistreated, or who are simply failing to cope
with the demands of the workplace be considered as deviant as those of an
earlier age which fined or starved their employees to ensure compliance?

I'suspect that they will. Which is why I consider this to be an important book.
A book which will be seen in the years ahead as containing many of the ideas
which defined the Fourth Wave of transformation. The wave which will finally
put people where they belong — at the heart of the organisation.
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