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The “innovator’s dilemma” is a 
relatively new story, although  
it seems to have been around  

for decades. The dilemma relates to 
established firms that cannot decide 
whether to “stick or twist” in their strategy. 

If they stay with their current offering, they will 
gradually lose market share or could quickly be 
overturned by a fast-paced competitor; if they invest 
in change, they will lose their profitable existence 
with no guarantee of success.

But what if you were unable to even make the 
strategic decision because you were not equipped 
to do so due to your organisation’s constitution? 

Quick decision making or market-based choices are 
denied to many organisations because of the way 
they are set up. Co-operatives, mutuals or publicly 
owned firms are traditionally slow to act as a result 
of the need to gain the buy-in of sometimes 
hundreds of people or because, with public money 
at stake, decision makers are risk averse. For these 
organisations, the innovator’s dilemma is an even 
greater quandary. 

Delivering change
Understanding how to make the transition from a 
public sector entity to a private sector organisation 
– and developing the right competences for its 
leaders – was the challenge facing the Royal Mail 
Group (RMG) in the UK in 2011.

It recognised it needed external support. A 
programme delivered by Saïd Business School  
in Oxford in the UK to do just this was the focus 
of a case study from the two organisations called  
“Delivering one of the biggest industrial 
transformations in UK history” (2015). 

Briefly, RMG is one of the UK’s largest and oldest 
companies with a history stretching back 500 years. 
It is the designated “universal service” provider that 
delivers mail directly six days a week to over 29 
million addresses in the UK.
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Understanding how to make the 
transition from a public sector entity 
to a private sector organisation… 
was the challenge facing the Royal 
Mail Group
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500
RMG is one of the UK’s 
largest and oldest 
companies with  
a history stretching 
back 500 years

RMG is the sixth-largest contributor to the UK 
economy in terms of employment, tax payments 
and procurement. It is, however, relatively new to 
private ownership as the UK government only 
privatised it in 2013. 

Saïd Business School is part of a similarly ancient 
institution in the shape of Oxford University and in 
its short history has established itself as a world- 
class business school

Challenge and change
RMG approached Oxford Saïd in 2011 when the 
company was gearing up for privatisation. It realised 
it needed to adopt a new mindset to drive the 
transition into a dynamic FTSE 100 market leader.

However, disruptive technologies, a flourishing 
e-commerce and home delivery sector, and 
intensifying competition also presented new 
challenges. RMG wanted Oxford Saïd to provide a 
long -term leadership development programme  
that would prepare, sustain and propel it forward 
through a period of unprecedented change.

This in fact took shape in the form of two 
programmes: the Executive Leadership 
Development Programme (ELDP) was aimed  
at RMG’s top management team while the 
Management Acceleration Programme (MAP) 
was aimed at those middle managers with 
potential to reach the upper echelons of the 
company. The programmes’ overall strategic 
focus was on developing leadership through 
change and consisted of several major themes:

• accountability

• strategic thinking

• internal and external integration

• commercial mindset and skills

• customer-focused business

• understanding change

• value creation, financial and capabilities;

• strategic marketing

• strategy implementation

29m
RMG is the designated 
“universal service” 
provider that delivers 
mail directly six days  
a week to over 29 
million addresses  
in the UK
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Better by design
The programmes were designed with an ethos  
of “adaptability and practicality” and offered RMG 
management a taste of Oxford University through 
three four-day residential modules. Participants  
were able to develop their own leadership styles in 
sessions including action learning, developing shared 
ownership of organisational challenges, utilising 
simulations and gaming, and even techniques such 
as using Shakespeare to discuss leadership. 

Despite the august surroundings, an informal 
approach with a “learning by doing” attitude  
was designed to create a level playing field for  
all participants.

Beyond the formal learning, managers were invited 
to join an “alumni” event, which included additional 
learning opportunities. Networking was also a key 
ingredient to the programme architecture, with the 
aim of breaking down company hierarchies and 
developing mentoring relationships between senior 
leaders and developing managers.

Impact and performance
Given the scale of the programmes and the 
challenges faced by RMG at the time, the actual 
impact of the initiative could have been minimised 
or even wiped out due to events beyond the control 
of those involved. 

However, when the results started to come in, it was 
evident the scheme had more than fulfilled its remit. 
Independent analysis across 13 key competences 
showed that there was an average improvement  
of 35%. This included substantial performance 
enhancements in areas such as leading, team 
working, customer orientation, entrepreneurial 
thinking and resilience in coping with stress. 

13
Independent analysis 
across 13 key 
competences showed 
that there was an 
average improvement  
of 35%, including  
areas such as leading, 
team working, 
customer orientation, 
entrepreneurial 
thinking and resilience 
in coping with stress

6%
In 2014/15 RMG 
reported a 6% increase 
in profit before 
transformation costs 
in the first full financial 
year after privatisation 
and the end of the 
programmes
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More anecdotally, the following observations were 
made by people who administered or were on the 
programmes:

• cross-departmental activity had increased

•  new social groups had been developed across 
hierarchies

•  more opportunities for women had been 
developed due to the gender balance of the 
programmes

•  decision-making processes and decisions made 
in teams were greatly improved

•  skills were developed for timely delivery of projects

•  developing trust between people was highly valued

•  many processes and complexities were 
demystified by the Oxford experience and  
not the other way around as some anticipated

•  resource allocation and efficiencies had improved

The bottom line, of course, is the reflection on 
overall company performance and in 2014-2015 
RMG reported a 6% increase in adjusted operating 
profit before transformation costs in the first full 
financial year after privatisation and the end of the 
programmes. 

The conclusion from RMG was that the combined 
effect of a cohort of 500 people “cascading valuable 
knowledge across the whole organisation has had a 
clear positive impact”.

Given the scale of the operation of RMG and the 
services it provides to the UK in general, this is 
indeed no mean feat.

RMG wanted Oxford Saïd to provide 
a long-term leadership development 
programme that would prepare, 
sustain and propel it forward through 
a period of unprecedented change


