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Eight pitfalls to avoid as you 
champion new ways of working



Managers cannot ‘manage’ culture

Social care is evolving at pace: regulation, workforce and population 
demographics, technology, the economy, and other environmental factors all 
exert pressure on the organisation and its people.


Such forces are a call for novel ways of working. But social care operates 
within a complex system: real-life demands are hard to predict, outcomes 
easily veer off course, individuals cling to their beliefs – and to actions they 
trust. Whilst ideas flow freely, everyday practice is hard to shift.


Managers’ longstanding methods for organising change  – the policies, 
committees, and Gantt charts of project bureaucracy – offer limited value. 
We cannot strong-arm people to change their beliefs or to commit with 
enthusiasm to new approaches.


I here outline eight pitfalls of trying to manage culture. Avoid these traps, put 
people before process, and make change easier for yourself and for others.


Quentin Millington


Friend or colleague send you this paper? If you would like to receive future 
opinion pieces, or talk about leadership and culture, do get in touch by email.


hello@desk.marblebrook.co.uk 
+44 20 7100 3840
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We know culture as ‘the way we do things here’. 
Yet day-to-day practice emerges from people’s 
beliefs about what is right. Change is first a 
question of psychology, not of engineering.


‣ Invest time and energy to understand people, as 
individuals and as members of teams

1. Be sidetracked by the mechanics



2. Oversimplify what is complex

To build an office is complicated: an architect can 
follow known scripts to reach a concrete outcome. 
Culture is complex: humans are hard to predict, 
the ground moves, no steps guarantee success.


‣ Treat culture not as a problem to solve, but as 
living terrain you help others to navigate



3. Demonise the past

We design shifts in culture to make the workplace 
better, so it is natural to talk about how old ways 
fall short. But this leaves people feeling bad about 
past experiences, and many then dig their heels in.


‣ Emphasise positive aspects of the future you 
aim to create; show how it benefits people



4. Underestimate people’s anxiety

Familiar practices allow a sense of belonging, a 
platform to use skills, and a community of 
relationships. Fear of losing place or status in the 
new order makes people slow to adapt.


‣ Offer everyone a forum, ideally in person, to 
voice worries; give timely, meaningful responses



5. Try to own all the change

Culture shifts do not take place at leadership off-
sites or in the boardroom. Whilst managers may 
develop a vision (preferably together with team 
members), practice evolves from the ground up.


‣ Let colleagues with hands-on knowledge beat a 
path to the future; your job is to light the way



6. Answer everyone’s questions

When promoted on years of experience, managers 
are often expected to provide all the answers. But 
this can overshadow others’ expertise and bind 
teams to ways that fit poorly with the future.


‣ Use your experience not to give answers, but to 
ask questions that encourage fresh thinking



7. Throttle progress with red tape

We overuse bureaucratic methods – tasks and 
milestones, charts and measurements, committees 
and emails – to ‘manage change’. But this glorified 
admin saps energy and limits what is possible.


‣ Structure dialogue about progress, hold others 
to account; avoid micro-managing



8. Fall prey to hypocrisy

Culture revolves around beliefs, yet shows itself in 
decisions, words, and actions. People soon stop 
listening to managers who do not practise what 
they preach.


‣ Be a visible role model for the culture you 
espouse, in both work and social settings



Avoid the eight pitfalls to create value that lasts

People


Colleagues who grow as individuals 
and also in their capacity to help the 
organisation fulfil its ambitions 

Practice


Day-to-day work that better meets 
the demands of a fast-moving and 
competitive environment



Be sidetracked by the mechanics 
Oversimplify what is complex 

Demonise the past 
Underestimate people’s anxiety 

Try to own all the change 
Answer everyone’s questions 

Throttle progress with red tape 
Fall prey to hypocrisy

How often does your organisation fall into such traps?

Rarely Sometimes Often



In 36 questions, our Workplace Fitness Index reveals what helps 
or hinders new practices, across teams and levels

Cornerstone In practice

Unite Provide clear direction

Inspire Model visionary leadership

Guide Ensure robust management

Enrich Create meaningful work

Learn more >

Four cornerstones of how to make change easier

https://www.marblebrook.co.uk/products/workplace-fitness-index/


Our value

‣ Gary Lashko, Chief Executive, Royal Hospital 
Chelsea| Quentin’s practical, intelligent, and sensitive 
approach builds on an appreciation of the positive 
aspects of our culture, then gently shows us new 
fruitful directions, and shares his learning from other 
sectors. His assistance has been invaluable in enabling 
the accelerated evolution we need. It is tough audience 
here, but guess we would give him a standing ovation.


‣ Helen Baker, Director, Apple | Quentin draws on his 
wealth of experience as both a leader and a coach to 
challenge thinking and reveal a new direction. He has 
lots of practical advice for improving communication, 
engaging with stakeholders, and shaping a vision. 

We help individuals and teams build 
leadership confidence and harness 
culture for desirable outcomes.


We enable organisations to cultivate 
workplaces that bring value to people, 
society, and the bottom line.

Browse our products >

https://www.marblebrook.co.uk/products/


Rethink Value, Flourish. Connect day-to-day work with 
your ambitions to enrich employees and customers, 
safeguard the world we live in, and turn a profit. 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