
Effective Human Relationships Are Critical To The Success Of 
The Automated Workplace  

Progress is inevitable.  Technology has 
encroached upon every area of our existence 
and has transformed the world we live in and 
the way in which we do business; the way 
businesses and consumers interact and how 
colleagues communicate.  As functionality has 
increased, downtime has reduced and the need 
for immediacy and the hunger to do more with 
less continues to grow at an exponential rate.

Of course, it is not the first time in our history that 
technology has created a significant sea change.  
From the industrial revolution to the information 
age, progress is part of our human lives.  The key 
difference between then and now is the speed and 
frequency of the change and the extent to which 
people are readied to adapt and evolve.  

With 54% of companies admitting to have already 
begun the automation of their businesses there is 
an inevitable impact on the role of the human being 
in the workplace.1  

Adidas is spearheading this trend with their first 
robot only ‘speed factory’ in Germany and only time 
will tell whether this will become the business 
model of the future.  

In the long term, rapid automation may indeed help 
organisations to make quicker decisions and 
improve productivity, quality and consistency but 
the impact on the workplace is potentially far 
reaching.

So, what of the unintended consequences of 
automation? 

Fewer people

By automating essential jobs, streamlined 
organisations will endeavour to take advantage of 
long-term cost and time savings, and productivity 
efficiencies.  Only the humans able to perform at a 
higher intellectual level will survive this process.  
Those that can easily be replaced will return to the 
job market with obsolete skills and limited 
opportunity.  The numerable benefits of automation 
may result in a striking dichotomy between the 
wealth and progress of the economy and the 
limited prospects of the individual resulting in an 
adverse societal impact.  Whilst some survivors will 
thrive in the new environment, others will 
experience fear and uncertainty, and may be left 
behind.

Redundant skill sets

As jobs are increasingly automated, existing 
technical and professional skills will become 
redundant; and the softer skills people once relied 
upon, to build relationships and communicate, will 
be challenged and stretched.  

Irrelevant transactional leadership practices

Transactional, process driven leadership practices 
based on instruction, obedience and appraisal will 
be irrelevant in a highly automated environment.  A 
traditional leadership modus operandi will fail to 
connect with the needs and motivations of 
individuals who are capable of thriving in the new 
world.

In fact, as permanent workforces shrink and 
become more highly dispersed in nature, people 
will spend less time together in the same physical 
environment.  Communication will happen via 
computers or devices and temporary, virtual 
working will dominate.  The resultant impact on the 
meaning and role of leadership will be fundamental.



Singular job security diminishes

In multi-generational automated workplaces, 
concepts of job security based on loyalty and 
affiliations to one or two organisations over a 
lifetime will be unrealistic.  

For Traditionalists and Baby Boomers, automation 
will see the upheaval of deeply rooted beliefs about 
security, success and longer term life planning.

Erroneous HR practices

In these new intelligent organisations, tried and 
tested human resources practices will no longer be 
fit for purpose.  The atypical reward and recognition 
packages will lose their appeal.  Perspectives on 
talent will be altered and consequently the 
principles of attraction and retention will be 
overridden.  

The challenge for future oriented organisations, 
whether they are pioneers of automation like 
Adidas, or trend followers, is to predict how a 
technology driven environment will impact on a 
workforce that is more diverse than ever before.  
Moreover, the organisation will need to determine 
the most effective and sustainable strategies to 
ensure business success whilst mitigating negative 
impacts and preparing people to ride the waves of 
change.

If change is inevitable, what predictions can be 
made about the future organisation?

Every change has cost, but it is often also an 
investment in a new future - and one that our newer 
generations are more than equipped for -  indeed 
demand.  As people live and work for longer, all 
generations have a vested interest in a more 
dynamic and versatile organisation.  

More connections

Tammy Erickson, a leading expert on the changing 
workforce, speaking at the 2017 HRD Summit in 
February said, “firms of the future will have small 
numbers of employees and large numbers of 
people with whom they build relationships.” While 
automation will result in smaller permanent 
workforces, it is probable that technology will bring 
broad communities of experts closer together in a 
new employment relationship which is heavily 
needs based.  ‘Employees’ will be contracted to 
work on specific time scheduled projects and will 
value choice in the nature and complexity of the 
work they undertake. 

Organisations and individuals alike will have 
numerous and diverse connections made 
accessible through comprehensive virtual 
networks.

Narrow and deep knowledge

The remaining higher level jobs will be carried out 
by those with deep specialist knowledge and they 
will draw upon the specific skills of others as the 
need arises.  General managers’ will become 
project managers’ and are likely to frequently move 
between initiatives as the business develops. 

Insightful leadership

Engaging with a dispersed, diverse and highly 
intelligent workforce will require new mental models 
about leadership.  Leaders will need to be able to 
leverage the discretionary effort of their networks 
through collaboration and innovation and build 
relationships that are individualised, inspiring and 
insightful.

Multi-faceted careers

Traditional linear career paths will be replaced by 
experience portfolios and careers will be 
punctuated by knowledge development, thought 
leadership, innovation, interest and choice.  
Consequently, attracting and retaining talent will be 
based on how successfully an organisation can 
continually deliver these opportunities.

Congruence and meaning

In many ways the more automated the organisation 
the greater the need is for individuals to possess a 
higher sense of purpose and meaning.  Work 
conditions that are congruent with an individual’s 
identity, values, beliefs and motivations will be 
sought after. Tammy Erickson promotes that, “the 
more you can communicate your ability to provide 
skills, contacts and options, the more attractive you 
will be... for getting people into your organisation.”2

Ironically, as automation takes over human roles, 
the role of human resources will be more important 
than ever.  Indeed, effective human relationships 
will be critical to the success of the automated 
workplace.



What can organisations do to future proof their 
organisations?

The red herring here is to focus on the automated 
activity and neglect the human activity.  Preparing 
people to deal with change will increase the fluidity 
of the change and increase its chance of success.  

For early adopters, starting with developing a 
sustainable coaching culture within their 
organisations will be an important building block to 
create the necessary conditions for the new breed 
of employee to prosper.  

Laura Ashley-Timms, Coaching Director at Notion 
Business Coaching suggests taking six steps to 
ensure cultural change embeds and sustains in the 
long term.3

6 Steps to creating a sustainable coaching 
culture3

1.  Define what coaching means to your 
organisation

It is important to create a shared understanding of 
what coaching actually means to your organisation. 
Many people will automatically think of an 
executive coaching relationship with an external or 
internal coach.  Others who have had the 
opportunity to explore their leadership style may 
consider coaching as an alternative way to lead.  

Whilst both perspectives are valid, for cultural 
change to occur, coaching must breach the 
constraints of the 1-1 relationship and become a 
way in which people do things in everyday 
circumstances and not simply in those 
extraordinary moments.  

Organisations preparing for an increasingly 
automated workplace will benefit from generating 
an inclusive approach to coaching that pervades 
every human interaction.

2.  Know what you want it to do for you

Every organisation has its own distinct personality 
and are at different stages of maturity and on their 
own unique trajectories.  There is no one size fits 
all solution.  Organisations need to examine what 
they want coaching to achieve and determine what 
their journey looks like; what challenges will they 
face and who will they meet along the way.  For 
those organisations which are largely informed by a 
command and control culture, the journey towards 
an automated workplace fit for multiple generations 
may seem long and arduous.  

Other organisations will have a less turbulent 
journey but all will require a change orientation, a 
plan and an outcome in mind. Incremental goals 
which set the foundations for a much greater 
change is more achievable than trying to reach too 
far too quickly.  For example, rather than focusing 
on an ambitious, distant goal such as preparing 
people for automation, an organisation may choose 
to focus on more immediately achievable goals.  
This may include developing a promotable group of 
people able to undertake new challenges, or 
improving engagement through better 
communication, or driving innovation by 
encouraging ideas and proactivity, within a deeply 
embedded coaching culture.

Typical Organisation

Now Future

Full time permanent 
employees in largely 
people dominated 
environments

Well connected, 
flexible, diverse, project 
based, action oriented 
temporary colleagues 
in largely automated 
environments

Technical and 
professional skill sets 
developed and applied 
in the long term

Narrow and deep 
specialist knowledge, 
applied at time of need, 
frequently delivered via 
technology

Leader and follower 
model of leadership

Collaborative, insightful 
relationships between 
colleagues.  Leadership 
role is to mobilise 
intelligence and tap into 
discretionary effort

Job security is based 
on 1-2 jobs in lifetime

Job security is based 
on level of learning and 
experience available in 
multi-staged careers

HR practices are based 
on reward, status, and 
upward progression

HR practices are based 
on creating conditions 
that are congruent and 
individualised, 
stimulating and provide 
meaning and purpose



3.  Understand what would have to happen for it 
to land in your organisation

Ultimately creating a coaching culture is a process 
of change.  Changing mindsets to embrace an 
‘enquiry-led’ approach will require careful 
communication.  Trying to thrust an executive 
coaching model onto an organisation in the vain 
hope that it will have a cultural impact will be futile.  
To really drive cultural change organisations will 
benefit from adopting a highly operational coaching 
model such as Notion’s STAR® model.  The benefit 
of STAR® is that it can be quickly acquired and 
applied in spontaneous ‘in the moment’ settings, 
removing obstacles of time, distance and 
productivity costs.  

Instead of using coaching as an intervention, 
operational coaching will integrate into ‘the way 
things are done around here.’

4.  Prove it works

Integration is of paramount importance.  In step 2, 
an organisation will identify its strategy and ask the 
question - how can coaching be used as a vehicle 
to help us to achieve our goals?  But, to achieve 
real cultural change it must ensure that the 
approach is integrated and does not conflict with 
business activity.  Deep understanding and strong 
alignment to specific commercial goals will help 
prove that coaching really does work to create 
change, in hard measures.  Organisations that take 
the time to prove it - pilot, test and report genuine 
results, will have a greater chance of sustaining 
change in the long term.

5.  Engage your stakeholders

Managing stakeholders expectations in any 
process of change is crucial.  Organisations would 
be wise to include the cynics, leverage their heroes 
and repeatedly demonstrate results.  If the 
leadership team is the biggest obstacle, it would be 
prudent to take some lessons from the future 
‘intelligent organisation’ in order to reframe what 
leadership means to the business.  Enlisting nodal 
managers who can influence and encourage 
change, using their networks, will help key 
stakeholders recognise the inescapable positive 
impact and momentum achieved. 

6.  Focus on sustainability

A short burst of enthusiasm for a new initiative will 
not be sufficient to create sustainable change.  A 
more comprehensive programme of change is 
required which unites with other business 
processes and is reflected in the common language 
used in the organisation and the very fabric of its 
culture.

An operational coaching approach reinforced over 
time will help to increase the time spent ‘coaching’ 
from as little as 4 hours per month to 80 hours.  
This will significantly increase the likelihood of 
coaching being embedded in the psyche of the 
organisation.

Back to the future...

An automated organisation is likely to reduce the 
number of people employed on a permanent basis 
but increase the number of relationships people 
have.  Consequently, reducing the number of 
humans in the workplace will increase rather than 
lessen the need for effective human relationships.
 
Greater understanding and emphasis will need to 
be placed on how people find meaning and 
purpose in their work and how organisations can  
provide exciting learning and development 
experiences which inspire and deliver opportunities 
for personal growth.

By starting to create a sustainable coaching culture 
today, organisations will prepare their people for the 
organisations of tomorrow.
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To learn how your organisation can start creating a 
‘future smart’ sustainable coaching culture, call 
Notion or visit our visit our website 
www.BusinessCoaching.co.uk to find out more.
 


