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Foreword

As this report examines, culture is a term that is 
frequently used but often misunderstood. This 
misunderstanding arises partly because many aspects 
of culture are imperceptible, but also because the term 
‘culture’ is used in such a wide variety of contexts.

The previous reports in this insight series examined 
the role that workplace and technology could play in 
changing the workplace and facilities management 
profession – and what this means for individual FMs. 

This report looks at the culture of the profession in 
an attempt to make sense of where it is now, where it 
wants to be in the future and what it needs to do to get 
there – based on what practitioners themselves have 
told us.

Of course, culture change also involves professional 
bodies and in July 2018 at our AGM, members backed 
a historic recommendation from the BIFM Board; to 
reframe facilities management, emphasising its ability 
to make a real contribution to the performance of 
organisations, and to rename the British Institute  
of Facilities Management the Institute of Workplace  
and Facilities Management.

We have tasked ourselves with raising the profile of 
our profession and its value more widely and helping 
members to improve their skills and their status to 
meet the needs of today’s organisations. We’re also 
committed to pursuing their desire for the profession 
to achieve Chartered Body status, confirming it as well 
established and capable of recognition in its own right. 
We have been busy transitioning our organisation into 
a modern professional body, fully fit to nurture and 
support our profession through its next phase, fully  
fit to seize the challenges and opportunities of the  
21st century workplace.

This insight report comprehensively explores the 
culture of the workplace and facilities management 
profession. We openly acknowledge it may prompt 
a wide range of responses, and we would very much 
like to hear readers’ thoughts – so do get in touch at 
research@iwfm.org.uk

Steve Roots
Chairman
IWFM
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Managing facilities or enabling communities?

This report is based on research we carried out on 
behalf of the Institute of Workplace and Facilities 
Management (IWFM)* in 2017 and 2018, which  
involved interviews with facilities managers (FMs)  
and other professionals, and online surveys of 
members. The research explored the current state  
of the facilities management (FM) profession and  
the potential challenges and opportunities facing  
the profession in the future.

The previous reports in this series examined the  
role that workplace and technology could play in 
changing the FM profession – and what this meant  
for individual FMs. This report looks at the culture of  
the FM profession in order to make sense of where  
the FM profession is now, where it wants to be in the 
future and what it needs to do to get there – based  
on what FMs themselves have told us. 

In doing so, this report seeks to improve the cultural 
competence of people working in the FM profession  
by explaining what culture means, in practical terms, 
and by providing ideas and thinking tools that may 
help FMs (and other workplace professionals) to reflect 
on their own work situation and consider how they may 
address the challenges they face in their work.

Where is FM now?
Our research provided a mixed view of the FM 
profession. It’s clear that many FMs are proud of their 
profession and derive a deep-sense of satisfaction 
from their work, including making an important and 
necessary contribution to the organisations they 
support. However, it’s also clear that many of today’s 
FMs still face the same problems and challenges that 
have beset their predecessors, particularly:

• A lack of recognition
• A lack of a voice 
• A lack of resources 

The FM profession appears to be trapped in  
a negative feedback loop: all too often it is  
not valued, understood or seen as important… and 
therefore lacks the resources and support it needs to 
act more strategically… which means that it focuses on 
operational activities that are ‘essential’… but not really 
valued or seen as important by those outside of FM. 
The challenge for the FM profession is how to break 
out of this loop, by thinking and acting differently.

Given these findings, it’s perhaps unsurprising that 
many FMs expressed a desire for change, both in 
terms of how FM gets treated and viewed by those 
outside of the profession, but also in terms of the way 
the FM profession does what it does. However, if the 
FM profession aspires to be different, then it needs to 
think carefully about which aspects of its culture are 
worth keeping and which aspects need leaving behind.

Summary 

FM...

The FM profession’s negative feedback loop

Isn’t valued, 
understood, 
or seen 
as important

Lacks 
resources
and support

Struggles to innovate or 
act more strategically

Struggles to
justify its

importance

Focuses 
on 'essential'

operational
activities

Footnote
*  Formerly the British Institute of Facilities Management (BIFM)



Where does FM want to be?
Over the years much has been said and written about 
the state of the FM profession and how it needs to 
change in order to survive, grow and prosper. Often 
this has taken the form of prescriptions about what  
the FM profession and FMs should do differently.  
For instance, there have been repeated calls for FMs 
to ‘be more strategic’ or to ‘act more strategically’. 
However, such rhetoric has arguably had little impact 
on the way the FM profession does what it does – or 
how it is perceived by those outside of the profession.

We asked facilities managers what they thought the  
FM profession should do differently and why. Many 
talked about the need for FM to be ‘better educated’, 
‘more customer-focused’, ‘more strategic’, ‘more 
people-focused’, and ‘more innovative’. Some also 
talked about the need for FMs to be more commercially 
astute, more aligned with the businesses they support, 
to make better use of technology and data, and to 
improve their ‘softer’ skills – such as being better at 
listening, understanding where to add value, and 
engaging and communicating with customers1.

However, while most of the FMs in our research made 
suggestions for what FM should do differently or how 
it should do it differently, very few explained why FM 
needed to do things differently. This isn’t altogether 
surprising. The reasons why we do things are hard to 
articulate because they’re often implicit or taken for 
granted. Nevertheless, the why of FM – its motives and 
purpose – is an important issue, because it’s the why 
that drives human behaviour and decision-making. It’s 
also implicitly linked to feelings like trust and loyalty.

It’s telling that, when people did talk about the why,  
the motives or purpose for doing things differently 
tended to be in service of FM itself – by raising its 
profile – rather than the people and organisations that 
FMs support. There’s clearly a risk that, by focusing on 
their own problems, facilities managers forget about 
the problems of their customers. Indeed, this may 
explain why previous appeals and efforts to improve 
FM’s profile have not had the desired outcomes.

That’s not to say that some FMs didn’t talk about  
the purpose of FM in a different light. They explained 
that FM needs to do things differently in order to add 
value to their customer’s core business, or provide a 
better experience for them. Such motives are evidently  
in service of their customer – and we would argue that 
they hold the key to breaking out of the negative 
feedback loop that we described earlier.

How does FM get there?
A frequent refrain amongst FMs is that their customers 
don’t understand what they do or recognise the 
contribution they make. But demanding that someone 
views you differently or understands you better is an 
approach that relies on factors beyond your control. 
What you can control is what you do, how you do it 
and why you do it – so that people see you differently 
and behave differently towards you. In other words, 
meaningful change in FM’s professional standing  
will only come about if the culture of the profession 
itself changes. 

Cultural change only really happens at the individual 
level, when people within a group or community 
choose to do things differently and are prepared to 
invest the additional effort it takes to walk the talk.  
The FM profession is comprised of a very diverse range 
of people, so there can be no one prescription for how 
FMs should do things differently. Hence, a challenge 
for individual FMs is to reflect on what they individually 
stand for and the implications this has for what they  
do and how they do it – as well as the language they 
use when going about their work.

A similar challenge could also be levelled at FM’s 
professional bodies, because if the FM profession is to 
change then the competency frameworks that underpin 
the profession will need to change too. Such frameworks 
are important for many reasons, but if they don’t 
evolve they can become an anchor to the past and 
serve to limit FM’s status and identity. If, as our research 
suggests, a growing body of FMs see the role of FM as 
about enabling people to work wherever they need to, 
then FMs need alternative skills and knowledge to do this.

Footnote
1  Because FM is part of the service industry, we use the term 
‘customers’ throughout this report for ease. As FM provision may  
be client or supply side, ‘customers’ will vary accordingly. That said, 
we’ll also see later in this report that the language we choose matters.

4
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Managing Facilities or enabling communities?

The changing nature of work and the need to stay 
relevant mean that the FM profession will need to 
develop higher-order competencies beyond those 
represented in existing competency frameworks. 
One such competency is ‘cultural competence’: 
understanding what people need from you – and  
why – and how you can best meet their needs. Gone 
are the days of FMs imposing solutions on customers  
or of only engaging with them when they have a 
problem. If FM is about enabling communities, then  
the relationships FMs have with their customers  
need to reflect this.

Professional bodies can also bring about change in 
FM by helping to ‘tilt’ the culture of the profession – 
building upon existing cultural strengths by ensuring 
that new (desirable) behaviours are tied to existing 
values and assumptions, so that the new behaviours 
are legitimised and seen as more acceptable. One 
way it can do this is to identify and celebrate pioneers 
– FMs who are doing things that are getting better 
results - and encourage other FMs to emulate those 
pioneers. However, they can also help to tilt the culture 
of the FM profession by creating a compelling story 
(or narrative) for why FM needs to change, and by 
helping to develop the leadership and management 
capabilities of people in the profession.

5iwfm.org.uk/WFMstandards

Managing Facilities or enabling communities?

Gone are the days of FMs 
imposing solutions on customers, 
or of only engaging with them 
when they have a problem. If FM 
is about enabling communities, 
then the relationships FMs have 
with their customers need to 
reflect this
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We interviewed FMs and people working in and around 
the FM industry, including workplace consultants, 
architects, human resource (HR) professionals, 
information technology specialists and real estate 
professionals. We also carried out a survey of IWFM 
members, to which 550 people responded, along  
with a review of the literature on FM. In March and  
May of this year we supplemented our 2017 data with  
two pulse surveys of IWFM members, to which 546 
people responded.

Our research provided a fascinating insight into 
what’s good and what’s not so good about the FM 
profession. On the one hand, it showed that many 
FMs are proud of their profession and derive a deep-
sense of satisfaction from their work, and from making 
an important and necessary contribution to the 
organisations they support. A majority of the FMs we 
surveyed were also optimistic about the future of the 
profession, would recommend a career in FM to others 
and believed that they could progress their career  
in FM.

On the other hand, however, it’s clear that many of 
today’s FMs still face the same problems and challenges 
that beset their predecessors. For instance, FMs talked 
about not feeling understood, valued or appreciated, 
of having to do more with less and of not having a big 
enough say over what they do or how they do it. Our 
research also suggested that people outside of the 
profession all too often still view FM in a negative or 
uninformed way. In short, the FM profession continues 
to have problems with its identity and status.

It’s perhaps unsurprising, therefore, that many FMs 
expressed a desire for change, both in terms of how 
FM gets treated and viewed by those outside of 
the profession, but also in terms of the way the FM 
profession does what it does. For instance, a large 
majority of the FMs we surveyed believed that the 
FM profession needed to be better educated, more 
strategic and more customer focused. Overall, there 
was a sense that the profession needed to up its game – 
that it needs to move from being good to being great.

1. Introduction

A majority of the FMs we surveyed 
were also optimistic about the 
future of the profession, would 
recommend a career in FM to 
others and believed that they 
could progress their career in FM

In 2017 we were commissioned by the Institute of Workplace and Facilities
Management (IWFM) to carry out a study1 into the current state of the facilities 
management (FM) profession and the potential challenges and opportunities 
facing the profession in the future. The research sought to: understand what people 
working inside and outside of the profession think about FM, in terms of what it 
does well and what it could do better; and explore peoples’ first-hand experiences  
as facilities managers (FMs). 
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Managing facilities or enabling communities?

In the previous reports in this series we explored what 
role workplace and technology could play in bringing 
about change in the FM profession – and what this 
might mean for individual FMs. In this report we look  
at the role of culture – a term that was used frequently 
by FMs in our research when they talked about their 
work. It might seem strange to talk about culture  
in the context of a profession, because culture is 
usually associated with organisations. However,  
every profession has its own distinct culture and  
the FM profession is no different in this respect. 

Our aim in this report is twofold. First, we use culture 
as a lens through which to look at and make sense of 
where the FM profession is now, where it wants to be in 
the future and what it needs to do to get there – based 
on what FMs themselves have told us. Second, we 
seek to improve the cultural competence (to borrow 
a term from healthcare) of people working in the 
FM profession by explaining what culture means, in 
practical terms, and by providing ideas and thinking 
tools that may help FMs to reflect on their own work 
situation and consider how they may address the 
challenges they face in their work.

45%

Respondents’ perceptions about the future of FM 
(from our 2017 online survey)

No opinionStrongly disagree Disagree Neither agree nor disagree Agree Strongly agree

0 4020 8010 6030 10050 70 90

People outside of FM don’t 
understand what I do

FM needs to be more  
customer focused

I feel that my work in FM is valued  
by others outside of FM

FM and HR need to be  
more intergrated

The FM profession needs  
to be better educated

Purpose of
this report

For the FM profession overall to consider...
Where is FM now?

Where should FM be in future?
What does FM need to do to get there?

For facilities managers specifically...
Improve cultural competence
Consider own cultural context

Increase cultural value
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‘Culture’ is a term that is frequently used but often 
misunderstood. This misunderstanding arises partly 
because many aspects of culture are imperceptible, 
but also because the term ‘culture’ is used in such a 
wide variety of different contexts. For instance, it’s 
common for people to talk about national and regional 
culture, industry culture, organisational culture, 
management culture, and departmental and team 
subcultures. People also talk about cultures of  
blame, neglect, creativity, innovation and so on. 

In reality, we all belong to different cultures 
simultaneously – including many of the examples  
we have listed above. Picture yourself in the middle  
of a big, overlapping cultural Venn diagram.

These uses of the term all characterise culture in 
terms of the ideas, behaviours and customs of a 
particular group of people2 – what American author 
Seth Godin describes as “people like us do things like 
this”3. For instance, when talking about management 
culture, people are usually referring to the way senior 
leadership think, act and operate. Similarly, a culture 
of innovation may be associated with traits and 
behaviours such as collaboration, calculated risk-
taking and sharing of ideas. 

Discussions of a particular culture therefore tend to 
involve stereotypes and generalisations, in one form 
or another. If they didn’t then we’d have trouble talking 
about them, as we often use metaphors and similes to 
explain our ideas to others. For instance, global online 
entertainment provider Netflix describes itself as 
being like a premier sports team. This simile conveys 
the expectation of consistent achievement from 
employees, with low tolerance for underperformance4. 
In contrast, Richard Branson describes Virgin Group  
as a family, and talks openly about how they take  
care of each other5.

One of the most enduring and deceptively simple 
explanations of culture comes from a famous book 
titled The Rites and Rituals of Corporate Life by 
Terrence Deal and Allan Kennedy. Published in 1982, 
the book popularised the notion of organisational 
culture as “the way things are done around here”6. 
However, “the way things are done around here”  
can have both positive and negative outcomes.  
For instance, a blame culture may lead to infighting, 
low morale, poor levels of customer service and a  
high turnover of staff in an organisation.

Organisational cultures are influenced by a range 
of factors, including leadership and management 
style, organisational size and structure, policies and 
processes, technology and the physical working 
environment. Some individuals, such as founders  
and CEOs, can be particularly important when it 
comes to influencing an organisation’s culture. Equally, 
local leadership figures can influence departmental  
and team subcultures. However, culture is ultimately  
the outcome of our collective behaviours – what we 
choose to do (or not), how we go about doing it, and 
how we explain and justify our actions to others7.

What is culture and  
why it is important?

NATIONAL

FAMILY

POLITICAL

ORGANISATIONAL

REGIONAL

PROFESSIONAL

TEAM
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Culture has become a key focus for organisations  
that are seeking to improve their performance8.  
When a business leader talks of needing to develop  
an innovation culture, they’re not just saying they don’t 
have one - they are implying that it is something that’s 
necessary for their organisation’s future success. A 
positive and appropriate culture is seen as a powerful 
tool for attracting, enabling and retaining talented 
employees. Indeed, many organisations explicitly seek 
to demonstrate the value of their own cultures through 
awards like Great Place to Work and Best Companies9.

In many organisations, differences in departmental  
and team subcultures mean that there is no such thing 
as an organisation-wide mono-culture – despite what 
senior leaders in those organisations would often like  
to believe. The behavioural scientist Richard Claydon 
has argued that “… company culture is a nice story  
we tell ourselves, but it’s an illusion” and “… when it’s 
most aggressively implemented it leads to people 
pretending to go along with it with ironic attachment”10.

The behavioural scientist  
Richard Claydon has argued 
that “… company culture is a nice 
story we tell ourselves, but it’s an 
illusion” and “… when it’s most 
aggressively implemented it leads 
to people pretending to go along 
with it with ironic attachment”



Terms used in this report

In this report we will refer to various aspects  
of culture, including:

• Artefact – a thing, usually made by people, 
which in some way represents a culture. 
Artefacts can be tangible (e.g. a uniform)  
or intangible (e.g. a story)

• Assumptions – the logic or reasons behind our 
beliefs. Assumptions guide how we behave11

• Behaviours – the ways in which we act or 
conduct ourselves, especially towards others. 
Behaviours may be individual or collective

• Beliefs – what we hold to be true. They endure  
over time and drive what we say, think and do12 

• Folklore – a body of popular myths and beliefs 
relating to a particular culture, often passed on  
by word of mouth as stories

• Customs – widely accepted (and often 
traditional) ways of behaving in a culture  
that become routine and sometimes  
ritualised over time

• Narratives – commonly held and reasonably 
consistent accounts of things that people use  
to communicate, often told as stories

• Unwritten rules – intangible, undocumented 
yet nonetheless powerful forces that influence 
behaviours in a culture or subculture

• Values – principles or standards of behaviour.  
What we hold to be valuable – culturally 
important or beneficial

10
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2. Where is FM now?

The cultural iceberg
(adapted from Hall, 1976)13
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One of the most enduring and widely used metaphors of 
culture was developed by the American anthropologist 
Edward T. Hall13, who likened culture to an iceberg.  
Hall’s model describes: 

• Surface culture that manifests itself in terms of 
observable behaviours, language and artefacts 
(physical things) – what we do and how we do it.  
This is the tip of the iceberg that can be seen  
above the waterline

• Deep culture that is comprised of unobservable 
attitudes, beliefs, values and assumptions – why  
we do what we do. This is the larger iceberg mass 
hidden below the waterline

The iceberg model is useful for two reasons.  
First, it highlights that how we act is grounded  
in what we think and believe: the assumptions  
we make about the world around us and the things  
we deem to be important (our values). So, for 
instance, if we don’t believe that something is 
important, it’s unlikely that we’ll devote genuine time, 
effort or attention to it. Our actions and behaviours  
can therefore highlight disconnects between what  
we say is important (our espoused values) and what  
we believe is important (our enacted values). 

In this section we explore the current state of FM from a cultural perspective,
based on our research. To do this we first need to introduce a simple but powerful 
‘thinking tool’ that allows us not just to talk about FM’s culture, but also to make 
sense of it.
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Second, the iceberg model illustrates the fact that only 
a small part of culture is observable – in the sense that 
it can be seen or heard. However, it’s the unobservable 
(and more difficult to get at) aspects of culture that 
are critical to understanding why people do what 
they do – the stuff that goes on in peoples’ heads. This 
can be tricky business. You may see someone doing 
something, but you may not understand why they are 
doing it – or you may simply make (possibly incorrect) 
assumptions about why they are doing it, based on your 
own culturally-influenced perceptions. 

The invisible aspects of culture tend to be deeply 
ingrained – because often they’ve become rooted in 
peoples’ minds through years of socialisation – which 
is one of the reasons why cultural change can be so 
challenging to trigger and sustain. The fact that these 
aspects of culture are invisible also means that they 
tend to be taken for granted and overlooked, which 
can be a further barrier to cultural change. Revealing 
the different aspects of a culture, and reflecting on 
them, is therefore a crucial first stage in any cultural 
change work.

So, what’s this got to do with FM? Well, if the FM 
profession aspires to be different – and that’s the 
message we heard from many of the FMs who 
participated in our research – then it needs to 
understand which aspects of its culture will help 
it to move forwards, and which aspects will hold it 
back. To put it another way, the FM profession needs 
to determine which aspects of its culture are worth 
keeping and which aspects need leaving behind14. 

The iceberg model also encourages us to focus on the 
harder to get at aspects of FM’s culture because they 
are typically the key to cultural change. Perhaps one 
of the reasons for the lack of cultural change in the FM 
profession in the past is that previous calls for change 
have been preoccupied with changing what FMs do 
rather than why they do what they do. In other words, 
they have focused on the outcomes (behaviours and 
practices) rather than the causes (the values, beliefs 
and assumptions that underpin those behaviours  
and practices).

One of the best ways to understand the culture of 
a group or community is to explore the views and 
experiences of the people within that group or 
community. Our 2017 research with practicing FMs 
revealed a lot about what people in the FM profession 
believe, what their values are, the assumptions they 
make about the world around them, and the unwritten 
rules that influence their behaviour. Further insights 
were provided by the pulse survey we conducted in 
May 2018.

Our research suggests that there’s clearly an inherent 
sense of pride in the FM profession. When we asked 
FMs “What do you get from doing your job?”, the 
responses were nearly always positive. For instance, 
people commented on the:

“Satisfaction from problem solving,
customer satisfaction and a varied  
work life”

“Satisfaction of providing services 
and facilities without anyone realising 
it is happening”

“Fulfilment, challenge and working  
with clever and diverse people”

The word ‘satisfaction’ appeared frequently in 
peoples’ responses. People described the satisfaction 
that comes from: doing their (often very varied) job; 
being flexible, versatile and resourceful; helping and 
supporting others; learning and developing new skills; 
and enabling the core business.

However, despite this sense of pride, it’s also clear  
that many FMs face significant challenges in their  
day-to-day work. These challenges fall into three  
main categories, namely:

• A lack of recognition 
• A lack of a voice 
• A lack of resources 
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A lack of recognition relates to the widely held belief 
amongst many FMs that people outside of FM don’t 
understand what they do or see their work as valuable 
or important. In our 2017 survey 69% of participants 
agreed that “people outside of FM don’t understand 
what I do.” FMs reflected on the challenges of “getting 
people outside of FM to understand the value good  
FM can bring to their organisation” and “helping 
others to understand the benefits of FM”. Other FMs 
talked about the “lack of respect for what we do”  
and “the culture of building users who view FMs  
as the complaints department.” 

The notion that FM isn’t understood or seen as 
important was underlined by conversations we 
had with people who work outside of FM but have 
interactions with it. These people tended to associate 
FM with ‘low value’, operational work such as cleaning, 
catering, building maintenance and security. In the 
words of one interviewee, it is “… all the essential stuff 
that is really important that no-one else wants to do. 
Not desperately sexy.” Another argued that “FM isn’t 
seen as exciting – it’s not a go-to profession or seen as 
gilt edged – it’s not a first career choice for people.”

Such perceptions matter because they affect how 
people outside of FM act towards it and, ultimately,  
its status within organisations and the broader 
business environment. They also matter because they 
influence how FMs feel about themselves (their self-
esteem) and the work they do. The often low status 
assigned to FM within organisations therefore has 
very real (and often negative) implications for those 
working in the FM profession. 

One implication is a lack of voice – the seemingly 
common belief amongst FMs that they are overlooked 
or ignored by the organisations they support, 
particularly at senior management level. One FM 
explained how “senior management do not see this 
department as important, with no opportunity for 
further education” and another complained about 
“not having any influence on senior leadership.” The 
lack of voice means that it can be difficult for FMs to 
influence decisions or affect change in organisations 
– particularly cultural change. Being disengaged from 
the core business can also result in ‘silo working’. 

A lack of resources is another consequence of  
not being seen as important – indeed, this was the 
most commonly discussed theme in our research. 
People talked repeatedly about budget cuts and  
cost reductions, and the impact this had on their  
time, staffing levels and training. For instance,  
FMs described the challenge of:

“Resources - lack of time, money and
staff to complete all of the work that 
needs doing” 

“Clients cutting cleaning hours down  
by reducing the service delivered”

“Getting budget for new technologies,  
or anything really”
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At the same time, there was a sense that client 
expectations were increasing, often unrealistically, 
meaning that FMs were having to do more with less. 
FMs commented on:

“Increasing commitments, time pressures”

“Peoples’ expectations and not enough 
hours in the day” 

“Unrealistic stakeholder expectations” 

“Everyone wanting everything  
done instantly”

This combination of factors was seen to have a  
direct impact on the way FMs work, leading them  
to focus on operational issues rather than strategic 
issues, and engaging in reactive work rather than 
forward planning.

If the challenges described above sound familiar  
it’s because our findings closely reflect those of 
previous studies of FM. For example, a 2017 report15 
on the FM profession, from the Royal Institution  
of Chartered Surveyors (RICS), revealed remarkably 
similar challenges to those described above.  
When FMs were asked “What is keeping FM from 
acting more strategically?”, the reasons cited 
included a lack of understanding of what FM does 
and what value it adds; entrenched or negative 
perceptions of FM; a lack of understanding of the 
benefits of FM; a focus on reducing costs; and a lack  
of resources. 

Our research, along with the insights from previous 
studies, suggests that there are deep-seated cultural 
and systemic issues at work in the FM profession, which 
means that it is trapped in a negative feedback loop16: 
FM is not valued, understood or seen as important… 
and therefore lacks the resources and support it needs 
to act more strategically… which means that it focuses 
on operational activities that are ‘essential’… but are not 
really valued or seen as important by those outside of 
FM. And so this loop perpetuates. The real challenge  
for the FM profession is how to break out of this loop,  
by thinking and acting differently. This is the challenge 
that we explore in the remainder of this report.

Top ten things keeping FM from acting  
more strategically  
(Source: Ware et al., 2017)15

Theme Percentage 
of total ‘theme’ 
comments

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

9%

9%

6%

5%

5%

3%

3%

3%

3%

3%

Understanding FM service (lack of)

Perception of the FM role

Organisational issues

Understanding benefits of FM

Company culture

Strategic plan (lack of)

Cost focus

Senior management

Resources (lack of)

Promotion of FM (or lack of it)



It’s hard to sell 
the benefits of FM

There’s a lack of 
understanding 
of FM

FM isn’t seen 
as important

There’s a lack 
of recognition of 
or interest in FM

HOW FM IS PERCEIVED... HOW FM BEHAVES...

We’re reporting to 
the wrong people

Unrealistic client 
expectations are 
increasing

Senior managers 
don’t support or 
engage with us

There’s a lack of 
communication 
with FM

We’ve got too 
much work

We lack control 
over our work 
and destiny

We don’t have a 
big enough say

We aren’t involved 
(early) enough

We’re working 
with out of date 
technology

We're dealing with 
clunky processes 
(bureaucracy)

We lack the 
required skills 
and education

We lack resource 
(money, time 
and sta)

We’re too reactive

We don’t act 
strategically

There’s a lack of 
forward planning

We’re working in a 
silo (there’s a lack 
of collaboration)

means FM struggles with identity and recognition...

The FM profession’s negative feedback loop
(content from research participants)

means FM struggles with status and voice...

15
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The real challenge for the FM 
profession is how to break out  
of this loop, by thinking and 
acting differently
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Learning about the inner workings of any culture – be 
it a profession, organisation, department or team – is 
notoriously tricky. Direct “tell me about your culture” 
questions often create confusion or trigger stock 
responses. But invitations to discuss what it feels like 
to work there, and what people need to do in order to 
survive and succeed in their roles, will probably yield 
more personal and insightful stories. Oddly, these are 
more like the sort of conversations you’d have over a 
coffee or beer with your colleagues and friends17. 

By unearthing and understanding these elements of 
an organisation it becomes possible to decode the 
‘unwritten rules’ governing why individuals behave 
as they do. Remember, these unwritten rules aren’t 
good or bad in moral terms, but they do help or hinder 
organisational aims. 

The importance of unwritten rules can’t be 
underestimated, because all teams, departments and 
organisations are essentially structured groups of 
individuals using their networks to get things done. 
In this sense, we can see why the famous ‘culture 
eats strategy for breakfast’ quote, often attributed to 
management guru Peter Drucker20, can feel so true.

As a simple example, consider a diverse FM business 
where the CEO preaches the need for one joined-up, 
collaborative company, but individual performance 
bonuses - motivators - remain a function of local 
departmental success. We can see here how line-
managers become key enablers to achieving 
individuals’ bonus payments, irrespective of the CEO’s 
overall cultural narrative, triggering siloed subculture 
behaviour and middle management power roles. So 
what – for example – would happen if the leadership 
team made individual bonuses dependent on other 
departments’ successes? Then the enablers would 
shift, and with them individuals’ motivations and 
triggers, in a more collaborative direction.

We analysed the May 2018 pulse survey data to look 
for some of FM’s unwritten rules, and identified a range 
of common themes. Remember that this is a collective 
picture of FM – but we’d be surprised if at least some  
of these don’t resonate with your own situation.

There are various techniques for learning more 
about culture, but one enduring approach 
created by Peter Scott-Morgan18 in the 1990s 
seeks to expose the ‘unwritten rules’ at work in 
cultural systems. Scott-Morgan identified how 
the following three things determine behaviour 
at an individual level19:

• Motivators: what is important to individual 
employees, given their personal agendas?

• Enablers: who is important to the individual 
to achieve their ‘motivators’?

• Triggers: what does an individual need to 
do to impress those who are important?

Revealing FM’s unwritten rules



Be brave and 
take risks

Never make mistakes 
or show weakness

Be professional and 
don’t procrastinate

Don’t mislead
or blame others

Keep your head down 
and look busy

Maintain your 
composure and 

persevere

Be proactive, 
flexible and prepared 

to improvise

Don’t overpromise 
or overcommit

Keep the client 
happy at all costs

Use political tactics
to be successful
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 THINKING ABOUT YOUR OWN  
 UNWRITTEN RULES? 

Now, put your cultural detective’s  
(deerstalker)  hat on and consider: 

1 What potential outcomes do you see  
from these unwritten rules?

2 In what ways might these outcomes  
help or hinder organisational goals?

3 Can you spot examples of similar  
(or different) unwritten rules in  
your own work situation?

4 What evidence might you need to  
convince others that you could improve 
performance by addressing the cultural 
challenges these indicate?
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Over the years much has been said and written  
about the state of the FM profession and how it needs 
to change in order to survive, grow and prosper. 
Often this has taken the form of prescriptions, from 
academics and industry commentators, about what 
the FM profession and individual FMs should do 
differently. For instance, there have been repeated 
calls for FMs to ‘be more strategic’ or to ‘act more 
strategically’21. However, as we saw in the previous 
section, such rhetoric has arguably had little impact  
on the way the FM profession does what it does – or 
how it is perceived by those outside of the profession.

In his 2009 bestseller Start With Why22, the author 
Simon Sinek argued that people are inspired by a 
sense of purpose and it’s this that “explains why some 
organizations and some leaders are able to inspire 
where others aren’t.” He explained that all too often 
people (and organisations) focus on the ‘what’ (results 
or outcomes) or the ‘how’ (processes or methods), 
rather than the ‘why’ (motives or purposes). The  
‘why’ is about what people believe in – it’s their cause, 
the thing that gets them out of bed in the morning 
– but Sinek argued that “very, very few people or 
organizations know why they do what they do.”

Sinek went on to suggest that “People don’t buy 
what you do; people buy why you do it”, the reason 
being that the ‘why’ – the reason you do what you do 
– appeals to the part of the brain that drives human 
behaviour and decision-making and is responsible for 
feelings like trust and loyalty. In a widely viewed TED 
talk, he argued that Apple’s success with the iPhone 
was driven by their belief that everything they do 
is about “challenging the status quo” and ‘thinking 
differently” – and it’s this idea (rather than the fact  
that they happened to make a great phone) that 
consumers bought into.

Arguably the FM profession has, in the past, been 
guilty of neglecting the ‘why’ by focusing more on 
the ‘what’ and ‘how’. Anybody reading this who has 
attended an FM conference in the past 25 years or so 
will more than likely have heard people talking about 
the need for FM to have a voice in the boardroom – 
rhetoric that seems to have become embedded in the 
folklore of the profession. However, when you think it 
through, FM being in the boardroom is actually about 
the ‘how’, it’s not about ‘why.’ Similarly, talk about the 
need for FM to ‘be more strategic’ is not about ‘why’, 
it’s about the ‘what’. 

In our 2017 survey we asked facilities managers 
“What should FM do differently and why?”. We asked 
‘why’ because we wanted to understand the reasons 
for doing things differently. We summarised the 
collective responses and mapped them against Sinek’s 
framework. They paint a picture of an FM profession 
that wants to be different. However, it’s telling that  
the vast majority of respondents focused on the  
‘what’ and/or ‘how’ – they didn’t tell us ‘why’.

When telling us what FM should do differently, many 
FMs talked generally about the need for the FM 
profession to be ‘better educated’, ‘more customer-
focused’, ‘more strategic’, ‘more people-focused’, and 
‘more innovative’. However, not everyone explained 
what they meant or how it could be achieved. For 
instance, when people said that FM should be more 
customer-focused, were they implying that FM needed 
to be better at understanding customers2, or better  
at communicating with customers, or something else? 
Similarly, is being more strategic about being more 
relevant, or less reactive, or both? 

3. Where does FM 
want to be? 

Footnote
2  Because FM is part of the service industry, we use the term 
‘customers’ throughout this report for ease. As FM provision  
may be client or supply side, ‘customers’ will vary accordingly. 
That said, we’ll also see later in this report that the language we 
choose matters.

Having reflected on the current culture of the FM profession, we’re now going
to explore where the FM profession aspires to be in the future. Again, to do this 
effectively, we use another ‘thinking tool’ to help make sense of our research data.



FM’s golden circle – starting with ‘why?’
(adpated from Sinek23, 2009)

WHY?
• Providing a workplace experience
• Enabling (by adding value to) the 

core business

HOW?
• Identifying where to add value
• Aligning with core business
• Promoting itself
• Attracting talent
• Upskilling and education
• Using digital technologies 

and data
• Commercial acumen
• Communicating and engaging
• Listening and learning

WHAT?
• More strategic
• More specialist
• More customer focused
• More innovative
• More outward looking
• More people focused
• More diverse
• More professional
• More proactive
• Less hands on
• More ambitious
• More collaborative (integrated)

FM is really about...

To achieve this, FM needs
 to be better at...

So FM needs to be 
perceived as being...

19
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Some people did elaborate on the ‘what’ by talking 
about the ‘how’. For the most part, the ‘how’ involved 
FMs improving their ‘softer’ skills – such as being 
better at listening, understanding where to add value 
and engaging and communicating with customers.  
For instance,

“Communicate more freely and be 
able to explain technical issues in a 
non-technical way”

“Be better at identifying where value  
can be added to the organisation, 
present possible solutions/answers 
to problems and communicate more 
effectively with those involved, 
particularly decision makers”

“We need to improve how we communicate 
within the organisations that we work for, 
not just being the ‘fixer’ who sorts out  
the aircon/lights/leaks etc. or the ‘police’ 
with our regulations and ‘don’t do this’ 
signs everywhere” 

“Be more integrated in the business it 
serves. Improve stakeholder engagement 
at all levels” 
 

Engage with senior managers and have 
a bigger impact at Board level”

Respondents also talked about the need for FMs to 
be more commercially astute, more aligned with the 
businesses they support and to make better use of 
technology and data.

The minority who did talk about ‘why’ fell into two 
groups. In the first group, were those who talked  
about raising FM’s profile. For instance,

“The main change that would benefit FM
as a whole is self- promotion. Generally, 
FMs work quietly and diligently without 
anyone noticing, and people only become 
aware of FMs when things go wrong”

“Promote all of the good work that is 
undertaken by FM. Make sure that the 
business is aware of what is delivered 
by FM. FM is generally the unsung hero 
within the workplace”

Perhaps such comments are understandable,  
given what we know about the challenges FMs face. 
However, as with earlier calls for FMs to have a seat 
in the boardroom and to be more strategic, raising 
FM’s profile is not necessarily in service of customers 
– it’s primarily in service of improving the identity and 
status of the FM profession. 
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That’s not to say that raising FM’s profile is incompatible 
with improving the customer experience or adding 
value to the core business. Indeed, some FMs made  
a link between these issues:

“FM has to communicate effectively 
that our main core business is to let 
people work on their core business”

“FM needs to promote what is does to 
allow clients to realise the value and  
worth of FM and see FM as a necessity  
to an organisation’s success”
 
“Demonstrate to the C-Suite what 
contribution FM can make to employee 
wellbeing and effectiveness as well as  
the bottom line”

“We need to better articulate our place in 
the built environment and management 
ecosystems to establish our credibility  
as key contributors to the success  
of organisations”

However, there’s clearly a risk that, by focusing on 
its own problems, FM forgets about the problems of 
its customers. Indeed, this may explain why previous 
appeals and efforts to improve FM’s profile have not 
had the desired outcomes.

In the second group were those who framed the  
‘why’ in terms of adding value to their customer’s core 
business, or providing a better experience for them. 
For example,

“Become a champion of workplace
experience and productivity”

“Add value to [the] core organization.  
Be developers and leaders of what we  
do. Be prepared to evaluate initiatives 
and projects”

“Make [FM] more of an engagement  
tool that provides an experience in  
terms of workplace”

“Stop contemplating its navel and 
whining about not being valued or 
trusted. Spend more time thinking 
about how FM can effectively support 
the organisation’s strategic goals and 
achieving some meaningful outcomes”

Such motives are evidently in service of the customer – 
and we would argue that they hold the key to breaking 
out of the negative feedback loop that we described in 
the previous section. 
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You’ve no doubt been at a conference or presentation 
where someone has shown a photo of a path that has 
progressively been worn across a lawn, grass verge 
or flowerbed, usually short-cutting the ‘actual’ or 
‘intended’ route. These user-generated tracks are 
called ‘desire lines’ or ‘desire paths’. They are often 
used to visually illustrate the gap between what 
product or service providers assume users need  
from a product or service and the reality of what  
users actually need from the product or service.

This gap between actual and assumed needs is 
captured nicely by the concept of ‘imagined users.’ 
Imagined users are ‘simplified caricatures’24 based on 
our assumptions and stereotypes of what users need 
and what’s important to them. The notion is rooted in 
the literature on technology and innovation, but it has 
obvious relevance to FM and workplace. For instance, 
in their 2009 paper24, academics Chris Ivory and Neil 
Alderman described how imagined users were used 
to justify the adoption of particular design solutions 
in workspace projects, in the absence of meaningful 
engagement to understand the situation properly.

We find the ‘imagined user’ to be a really useful concept 
when talking with FMs about their customers. In FM, 
time and resource pressures mean that it often seems 
easier to make assumptions (or guesses) about users 
than actually go to the effort of finding out what they 
actually need. However, the ‘easier’ approach is clearly 
far riskier. Imagine if, the next time you went to a 
restaurant, the person serving you brought you your 
meal without asking you what you wanted? How do you 
think that would make you feel, particularly if the food 
they served you was something that you didn’t like?

Reliance on imagined users is often symptomatic 
of a ‘decide, announce, defend’ (DAD) approach to 
decision-making25, implying that “we know best”. 
‘Experts’ make decisions on behalf of users, without 
consulting them, and are then left defending their 
decisions from criticism by users, who feel ignored and 
‘done to’. Such an approach can be time-consuming 
and result in inappropriate services or design solutions. 
Furthermore, the financial and non-financial costs of 
delivering the wrong product or service – even if the 
service or product is delivered really well – can be 
significant. So, a DAD approach is usually much  
costlier in the long-run.

Moving beyond imagined users involves adopting a 
user-centred, participatory approach to designing 
products and services. This needs to be more than 
a token ‘tick the box’ consultation with users; it’s 
about seeking genuine insight into what users need 
by engaging with them and understanding how they 
function within their world. An ‘engage, deliberate, 
decide’ (EDD) approach to decision-making26 may not 
be appropriate in all situations, but where it is used such 
an approach is likely to result in better design decisions 
and more understanding users. Indeed, a recent study 
by the Helen Hamlyn Centre for Design found that 
participant involvement in workplace change not only 
enhanced employee wellbeing, but also perceptions  
of trust in the design process from other users, even  
if they weren’t engaged with it themselves27. 

 NOW THINK ABOUT HOW YOU GO 
 ABOUT YOUR OWN WORK:

1 In what ways do you engage with your 
customers? (it might help to think about  
the formal and informal methods you use)

2 Which of these methods risk creating 
assumptions or generalisations about  
their needs?

3 Do you ever test the validity or accuracy  
of such assumptions? (a clue might be  
the service issues and hotpots which  
you always seem to struggle to resolve)

4 What can you do to better understand  
their needs?

5 How can you use your improved 
understanding to reframe their needs  
and enhance the service you provide?

Moving beyond ‘imagined users’
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Back in 2004 the academics Stephen Vargo and 
Robert Lusch28 described how the model of the 
marketing profession was changing from one based 
primarily around manufactured goods (“tangible 
resources, embedded value, and transactions”) to 
one based increasingly around services (“intangible 
resources, the cocreation of value, and relationships”). 
They argued that the shift to a ‘service-centred’ model 
of marketing would require a change in how marketing 
professionals think and behave, which in turn would 
have implications for the way that they are trained and 
educated. Vargo and Lusch’s work is relevant to FM for 
three reasons. 

The first is that it introduces the idea of a changing 
professional worldview – a shift in how a profession 
sees its role and place in the world. It provides an 
insight into how a profession that became established 
during one socio-economic period will need to change 
in order to adapt and thrive in another. In the case of 
marketing, the change was from an economic system 
based primarily on the production of tangible goods 
to one based increasingly on intangible services and 
customer experiences. In the case of FM, the change  
is from a world where work was much more fixed, 
to one in which is much more mobile. 

Reflecting this fact, our 2017 research suggested  
that the FM profession is beginning to change the 
way it views its role in the world, recognising a remit 
beyond its traditional physical domain. A majority 
of the FMs in our online survey indicated that they 
see the role of FM as being less about managing 
workspaces (buildings or facilities) and more about 
enabling people to work wherever they need to – 
which we term ‘enabling communities’. However,  
the qualitative feedback we received in our survey 
and interviews suggested that there’s a gap between 
what many FMs aspire their profession to represent 
and become, and the day-to-day reality of what they 
actually do.

4. How does FM get there?

The second reason Vargo and Lusch’s work is 
relevant to FM is that it emphasises the importance 
of transition – in other words, a profession can’t 
just instantly switch from one worldview (and its 
associated roles) to another, because: 

• A profession is comprised of thousands of people, 
each with their own views, roles, aspirations  
and problems

• Of the cultural ‘baggage’ that a profession carries 
with it – those taken for granted assumptions and 
beliefs that characterise a profession (“people like  
us do things like this”) 

• Institutional structures (rules and norms) constrain 
its ability to change

The last of these three points is exemplified by  
a recent study29 that compared the competency 
frameworks of three FM professional bodies ( IWFM, 
IFMA and RICS) and found that “FM is still dominated 
by a contractual logic grounded in the tangible world 
of buildings and bills of quantities.” We might call 
this institutional baggage. If FM is to change, then 
the professional body competency frameworks that 
underpin the profession will need to reflect this, 
otherwise existing unwritten rules will persist.

Different worldviews and roles of FM

Foreground buildings

More transactional

Technical competence

Focus on cost

Functional

Controlling 

Foreground people

More relational

Cultural competence

Focus on value

Experiential

Enabling

 Managing facilities  Enabling communities

Having explored the culture of FM and where FM aspires to be, we’re now going
to look at how FM can get to where it wants to be. To do this we draw on a range 
of ideas from beyond the FM profession, in order to develop FM’s ‘cultural 
competence’ and its ability to change.
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One way of bringing about change in a profession is 
through ‘tilting’ the culture. The idea of ‘tilting’ the 
culture of a profession builds upon the work of Edgar 
Schein, its one of the most well-known theorists on 
organisational culture. Tilting involves building upon 
existing cultural strengths by ensuring that new 
(desirable) behaviours are tied to existing values 
and assumptions, so that the new behaviours are 
legitimised or seen as more acceptable30. This idea 
is closely related to the cultural change approach 
encouraged by management consultants The 
Pioneers’ (see page28 on fitting in, social risk  
and cultural pioneers).

Culture change by ‘tilting’ the culture 
(Adapted from Carrol & Quijada, 2004)31 

One way of bringing about change 
in a profession is through ‘tilting’ 
the culture 

ARTIFACTS:
physical things,

behaviours and customs

ESPOUSED VALUES:
attitudes and beliefs

ASSUMPTIONS:
core values

Existing culture ‘Tilt’ the culture

Address real problems
in new ways

Participation and success
shift assumptions

ARTIFACTS:
physical things,

behaviours and customs

ESPOUSED VALUES:
attitudes and beliefs

ASSUMPTIONS:
core values
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To help apply the idea of ‘tilting’ to FM, in the table 
below we list what we see as the FM profession’s 
existing cultural strengths (based on our research 
findings and our broader knowledge of the profession) 
and the cultural traits that would be desirable for the  
FM profession to develop in the future. When reading 
the table it’s important to remember two things: firstly, 

the existing strengths and desired traits are intended 
to be complementary. They are not mutually exclusive, 
so it’s not about replacing one with the other. Secondly, 
some practising facilities managers (who we would 
describe as ‘pioneers’) will already have some or all of 
the desired cultural traits. The point is that these traits 
need to become the norm in the FM profession.

Technical competence – 
we have the skills required to manage a range of soft 
and hard facilities services 

Resilience – 
we are able to cope with challenges, adversity and 
a lack of resources

Reactive – 
we thrive under pressure and in situations where 
there’s a need for immediate solutions

Consistency – 
our robust systems ensure repeatable service delivery 
to expected standards

Compliance – 
we foreground health and safety and use statutory 
compliance to justify our actions

Training – 
we focus on improving our skills in order to be more 
proficient at what we do

Quality – 
we measure our individual and collective performance 
in order to justify service and drive improvements

Cultural competence – 
we understand what people need from us (and why) 
and how we can best meet their needs

Innovation – 
we come up with new and better ways of doing things 
and solving peoples’ problems

Proactive – 
we initiate and lead change, and make informed, 
evidence-based decisions 

Adaptability – 
we embrace diversity and individual needs and adapt 
our services accordingly

Creativity – 
we challenge conventional thinking and help people 
see things differently    

Learning – 
we focus on learning new concepts and ideas that help 
us solve problems in innovative ways

Excellence – 
we strive to be the best at what we do, and be recognised 
for the contribution we make

 Existing cultural strengths  Desired cultural traits

FM’s cultural resources 
(adapted from Carrol & Quijada, 2004)32
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The third reason Vargo and Lusch’s work is relevant 
to FM concerns the changing nature of marketing’s 
relationship with customers, who they saw as 
becoming increasingly active participants in the 
service exchange process – as co-creators, rather 
than just consumers. They also suggested that what 
precedes and follows a transaction would become 
more important than the transaction itself – there 
would be a greater emphasis on ongoing relationships. 
To stay relevant, marketing professionals would need  
to develop ‘higher-order’ skills and knowledge, and 
marketing itself would need “…to become more than  
a functional area and to represent one of the firm’s 
core competences.”

There are clear parallels between the current FM 
profession and Vargo and Lusch’s description of a 
changing marketing profession. The very fact that the 
nature of work and business is changing means that 
facilities managers’ relationships with their customers 
are also changing, and this may explain why so many 
of the FMs in our research believed that the profession 
needs to be more customer focused. Gone are the 
days of FM being in control and imposing solutions on 
customers, or of only engaging with them when they 
have a problem. If FM is about enabling communities, 
then the relationships FMs have with their customers 
need to reflect this. In the influence of language  
on FM service delivery on page 34 we explain  
how even the language FMs use can play a role  
in shaping this relationship.

As with marketing, the changing nature of work and 
the need to stay relevant mean that the FM profession 
will need to develop higher-order competencies 
beyond those represented in existing professional body 
competency frameworks. One such competency will 
be ‘cultural competence’ - the knowledge, attitudes 
and skills that allow a practitioner to understand and 
appreciate cultural differences and provide a service 
that accounts for people’s beliefs, behaviours and 
needs. Cultural competence is about understanding 
what people need from you – and why – and how you 
can best meet their needs. In other words, it’s about 
putting the customer first.

Cultural competence is about 
understanding what people need 
from you – and why – and how 
you can best meet their needs 
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At The Pioneers we believe culture is defined by what 
people need to think, feel and do in order to fit in. In 
other words, it is the attitudes, values or behaviours 
that people need to display in order to be accepted 
and to belong to a group – like a team, a department  
or an organisation.

One of our primary motivations is to ‘fit in’. Because 
of this, people tend to adopt the behaviours and 
attitudes of the people around them – they copy  
what most other people are doing. As a result, 
culture within a settled team tends to be quite stable. 
Most team members will feel comfortable with the 
standards that determine group membership. It’s not 
in their interest to change anything if it might lead to 
them being exposed. This is why cultural change is 
often so challenging.

Imagine you join a new team. It’s very unlikely you 
would set out to be the worst performer. This would 
be a risky thing to do. Putting to one side how your 
manager might respond for one moment, it wouldn’t 
take long for your team to start letting you know, 
subtly or otherwise, that they thought you were 
“letting the team down” or explain “that’s just not  
the way we do things around here”. The social pressure 
coming from your colleagues would encourage  
you to either modify your behaviour or to leave33. 

We instinctively understand the disincentives to 
underperform, and organisations do their best to make 
this a risky place to be. However, organisations also 
tend to dramatically underestimate how socially risky  
it is to be an out-performer, or a pioneer.

So if you join a new team and set out to significantly 
out-perform your new colleagues, you shouldn’t 
be surprised if they also react by trying to pressure 
you into conforming. You might start to hear those 
apparently well-intentioned comments like “it’s great 
to have you on the team, but trust me I’ve been here 
for fifteen years and you can’t keep this pace up” or 
the classic “yeah, we tried that a couple of years ago 
but it didn’t work”.

Despite these social pressures, within a large 
population of people, you typically find variations 
in the way people behave and how they perform. 
Whilst the majority are ‘average’, a minority will 
underperform. Equally, a minority will also significantly 
out-perform their peers. These are the people we 
call pioneers. Pioneers are doing something different 
that is getting them a better result. If you can identify 
this at work, understand it, and get everyone else to 
emulate these pioneering behaviours, then you can 
change a culture and improve overall performance. 

The key to making this happen is to address the  
risk profile of the group’s behaviour. You need to  
make it less risky or more attractive for people to  
act like pioneers or to copy what your pioneers  
are doing. Equally you want to make it more risky  
or less attractive to stick to the ‘average’ status quo.

Once behaviour starts to shift, individuals are faced 
with a choice: do I ‘fit in’ by sticking with the old 
behaviour or by adopting the new? The aim is to 
create a tipping point where people think they risk 
being left behind if they don’t change. At this point, 
people become hypersensitive to what they need to 
do to fit in and, in an effort to harmonise with the rest 
of the group, their behaviour and attitudes will be 
more malleable than usual. By focusing on changing 
this social risk profile, you’ll find you’re able to change 
group behaviour quite effectively.

Fitting in, social risk  
and cultural pioneers
(By Bee Heller, Partner at The Pioneers)
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 NOW THINK ABOUT THE WAY YOUR  
 OWN TEAM PERFORMS:

1 Who are your pioneers?

2 What do they do differently and why? 

3 How can you create a strong group identity?

4 Do you make it easy for people to change,  
learn and improve?

5 How could you reinforce new social norms?

6 How can you make change self-regulating  
and sustainable?

(Turn to suggestions to unlock pioneering 
change on page 36 for some further guidance 
and inspiration, but only when you’ve 
considered the questions yourself!)
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In this report we set out to make sense of where the 
FM profession is now, where it wants to be in the future 
and what it needs to do to get there – based on what 
FMs themselves have told us. The picture that has 
emerged is a complex one. The FM profession clearly 
has much to be proud of and continues to make an 
important contribution. Yet many FMs continue to face 
seemingly intractable challenges during their day-to-
day work, particularly in terms of a lack of recognition, 
a lack of voice and a lack of resources. 

One of the key challenges – and indeed frustrations 
– facing many FMs is the way that they, and their 
work, can be perceived by people outside of the 
FM profession. For instance, some FMs expressed a 
desire for their customers or senior managers to have 
a better understanding of FM and the contribution it 
makes. However, demanding that someone views you 
differently or understands you better is an approach that 
ultimately relies on factors beyond your control. What 
you can control is how you change yourself – what you 
do, how you do it and why do it – so that people see  
you differently and behave differently towards you.

The why of FM – its motives and purpose – is a particularly 
important issue, because when we asked what FM should 
do differently and why, most respondents overlooked 
the why, focusing on the what and the how. This wasn’t 
particularly surprising. The reasons why we do things 
are hard to articulate because they’re often implicit or 
taken for granted. Perhaps a challenge for individual 
FMs is to reflect on what they individually stand for and 
the implications this has for what they do and how they 
do it. Indeed, a similar challenge could also be levelled 
at FM’s professional bodies.

Arguably, one of the reasons why previous 
prescriptions for FM to change have had little 
practical impact on the profession is because they 
haven’t tended to articulate the why effectively. 
Rhetoric such as ‘be more strategic’ is unlikely to 
inspire people to do things differently. Moreover, 
when people have talked about the why, the motives 

or purpose for change have tended to be in service 
of FM itself – by raising its profile – rather than for the 
people and organisations that FMs support. What 
would happen if the FM profession (and the people 
who comment on it) were less introspective and more 
outward looking?

That’s not to say that some FMs didn’t talk about the 
purpose of FM in a different light. Some saw their 
purpose as being about adding value to the core 
business and providing a great customer experience, 
however there was also widespread recognition that to 
achieve this many FMs will need different knowledge 
and competencies, particularly in terms of business 
and people skills. The ‘softer’ skills, including cultural 
competence, were seen to be particularly critical for 
a profession that declares that it needs to be more 
‘customer focused.’ 

As previous studies have shown, the competency 
frameworks that underpin the FM profession are still 
largely rooted in a world where FM was primarily about 
managing facilities rather than enabling communities. 
Such frameworks are important for many reasons, 
but if they don’t evolve they can also be an anchor to 
the past (we might call this institutional baggage) and 
actually serve to perpetuate some of the systemic 
issues we have identified that conspire to limit FM’s 
status and identity. If a growing body of FMs see the 
role of FM as about enabling people to work wherever 
they need to, then FMs need alternative skills and 
knowledge to do this. Here the enabling (or conversely 
restrictive) role of FM’s professional and educational 
bodies shouldn’t be underestimated.

Throughout much of this report we’ve talked broadly 
about the culture of the FM profession. However, 
cultural change only really happens at the individual 
level, when people within a group or community 
choose to do things differently and are prepared to 
invest the additional effort it takes to walk the talk. The 
FM profession is comprised of a very diverse range of 
people, so there can be no one prescription for how 
FMs should do things differently. Instead, what we’ve 
tried to do in this report is get ‘beneath the surface’ of 
FM and expose various taken for granted aspects of FM 
that explain many of the ‘above surface’ behaviours. 
In doing so, we hope this has provided individual FMs 
with a range of valuable tools and ideas to help them 
reconsider, and pioneer change of, their own situation.

5. Conclusions

“If we could change ourselves, 
the tendencies in the world 
would also change”Mahatma Gandhi34
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Cultural change only really 
happens at the individual level, 
when people within a group or 
community choose to do things 
differently and are prepared to 
invest the additional effort it 
takes to walk the talk
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Before attempting to change culture, it’s critical to 
understand the context and the factors influencing 
how people currently behave. 

These include the:

• Key situational factors that affect behaviour  
and performance

• Different ways in which people interpret this  
context and the subsequent impact on behaviour 
and performance (see also the revealing FM’s 
unwritten rules box in this report)

• Sources of tension that pull people in multiple 
directions, or constrain the behaviours you  
want to see more of

Once you have this understanding, you’ll have a better 
idea about where to focus your attention and which 
changes are likely to have the most significant impact 
on behaviour and performance.

At The Pioneers we think there are four related 
elements, or levers, that can be influenced to sustainably 
change group behaviour and social norms: 

Inspiring and aligning people around a shared story
If you want to transform a culture, you need to be able 
to explain why. The best way to do this is to create a 
strategic narrative, or story, that puts your plans into 
the context of your core purpose, current challenges 
and long-term vision. This needs to be both rationally 
coherent and emotionally compelling – it should both 
explain what you want to change and why, and give 
people something that gets them excited  
to come to work in the mornings.

Once you have your strategic narrative you need to 
make the effort to connect this with the local stories 
throughout your organisation. Evidence suggests 
people will align their attitudes and behaviour to their 
local team narrative, not the company’s top-down 
strategic narrative. So unless you make the effort to 
change the team stories within your organisation, 
you’ll find people carry on behaving in the same  
way as they’ve always done. 

Creating a distinctive and joined up 
employee experience
It’s all very well inspiring people with a compelling 
story that makes the case for change, but you also 
need to ensure this is reflected in the day to day  
lived experiences of your employees.

For instance, if your story talks about openness, 
transparency and collaboration as being critical to 
your future success but people don’t have the tools 
to collaborate remotely, share the projects they’re 
working on or available workspace to get together in 
groups, then people’s experiences won’t support the 
change and the stories won’t come to life. It’s clear 
here how significant the impact of workplace can be – 
both positively and negatively – to how organisations  
function socially.

Discovering and implementing new ways of working
The hardest thing about culture change is not finding 
ways to improve culture, it’s getting people to behave 
differently. Instead of telling the organisation what 
to do, successful cultural change programmes give 
teams a way of discovering new ways of working 
for themselves. By creating a spirit and process 
of experimentation, teams can change iteratively 
through a continuous improvement cycle of prompt, 
act and review:

Levers for sustainable  
cultural change
(By Bee Heller, Partner at The Pioneers)

• Prompt: inspired by the vision of what the 
organisation wants to achieve, teams need 
the space to explore their own ideas for 
changing or improving

• Act: teams then need to act on their own  
ideas and by learning through doing, test  
for anticipated improvements 

• Review: teams need to evaluate whether the 
innovation worked or not. If it worked, how can 
they build on what’s working well? If it didn’t 
work, celebrate the learning, then move on
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Developing leadership and management capability
Significant cultural change will almost certainly 
necessitate capability building of your people. A good 
development programme should have well defined, 
measurable outcomes about what participants will 
learn, how their behaviour should change as a result 
and the intended impact on business performance.

Education should then be delivered in conjunction 
with efforts to change ways of working. By changing 
the operating context at the same time as developing 
people with the skills they will need to make it work, 
there’s an obvious and immediate channel to apply  
what they’ve learnt, plus the motivation for  
them to learn.

Finally – or perhaps principally – the acid test. 
Sustainable change needs leadership support, both 
explicitly and implicitly. Leaders must role model the 
changes in behaviour they want to see from others, 
and they must actively support people looking to  
learn and change.
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A recurring theme underpinning all three of our 
insight reports35 has been the power of language. 
From articulating who we are and what we do as a 
profession (for instance, consider the significance  
and meaning of the word ‘workplace’, and its 
relationship to ‘FM’) to how we regard who we engage 
with, the language we choose to use represents our 
thoughts, conveys what we stand for, and frames  
our actions.

For example, The Elemental Workplace author  
Neil Usher cautions, somewhat counterintuitively, 
against using the term ‘customers’. Instead, he favours 
‘colleagues’. His argument is that by serving customers, 
you are automatically in a subservient position – on the 
back-foot, before you’ve even started:

“The moment you create a customer 
service relationship within a service 
team you put a target on your back… 
you are much better off thinking about 
this as colleague service rather than 
customer service”36

Colleagues on the other hand, he argues, suggests a 
more equitable relationship – the implication being 
that you are all pulling together in service of greater 
organisational good.

Of course, this is easier to argue from an in-house FM 
perspective. But what if you’re not?It becomes harder 
still when considering the FM service provider position. 

Here ‘clients’ (those directly involved in FM contract 
management and delivery) often differ from 
‘customers’ (those who receive the FM service) in 
our perception and treatment. Remember George 
Orwell’s Animal Farm? The uncomfortable notion that 
all customers are equal, but some customers are more 
equal than others isn’t too far away...

We can flip this again by placing ‘customers’ (who 
typically pay for something) up against ‘consumers’ 
(who ultimately consume a product or service) 
for consideration… and we could go on. The point 
isn’t that there is a right or a wrong term to use, it’s 
that the terms FM choose have a bearing on the 
nature of the relationships FM seeks to create and 
so the services provided – usually with pros and 
cons. Understanding this is the gateway to doing 
something about it.

Let’s return to a diagram we used in the first insight 
report, Embracing workplace to move FM forward. 
Using the 2017 research data to build this thinking tool, 
we presented different workplace-person relationships 
based on different ideas of whether work is where 
you are or what you do. We used ‘people’ as a neutral 
starting point, then introduced different terms 
to bring to life different ideas of workplace use.

It isn’t unusual for people in built environment 
professions to refer to their building ‘users’.  
But in a medical context, a ‘user’ has an entirely 
different – and far more negative – connotation. 
Equally, it’s commonplace for hotels to talk about 
‘guests’, but how would our service perceptions  
change if that’s how FM reconsidered their ‘users’?

The influence of language  
on FM service delivery
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 NOW THINK ABOUT THE LANGUAGE  
 YOU USE:

1 Who are the people who benefit from the 
service you provide?

2 What term(s) do you use to describe them?

3 Why do you think this is?

4 What are the pros and cons of the term(s)  
you use?

5 Do you use the same terms externally  
(with them) and internally (with your  
team members)?

6 If you chose to adopt different terms,  
what outcomes can you see? (Think for 
example about different perceptions  
and relationships)

7 How could you change the language you use 
to enhance your organisational contribution? 
(Consider the cultural and behavioural change 
ideas outlined in this report)

Different perspectives on workplace 
(based on 2017 research participant responses)

Workplace as 
building / facility

People as users

Workplace as 
a service

People as customers

WORK IS WHERE YOU ARE WORK IS WHAT YOU DO

Workplace as 
an experience

People as guests

Workplace as 
a community

People as free agents
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This box contains some suggestions in response 
to the prompts from the fitting in, social risk and 
cultural pioneers box on page 29, written by  
Bee Heller, partner at The Pioneers.

Remember, sustaining behavioural change is 
rarely easy. But with careful thought, positivity 
and perseverance it can be done!

• Who are your pioneers? Pioneers tend to  
get better results (or outcomes) in some way, 
so there are definite reasons you can identify 
them as pioneers.

• What do they do differently and why? 
Remember to think here about the evidence 
you are using to justify why they are 
performing (and so behaving) differently  
from the organisational or team norm.

• How can you create a strong group identity? 
For example, do they give people more of a 
genuine sense of purpose, make people feel 
safe, or perhaps make it enjoyable to be part  
of the team?

• Do you make it easy for people to change, 
learn and improve? Think here about how 
you could encourage individuals to change. 
For example, giving people autonomy, 
encouraging people to play to their strengths, 
and making learning a norm within the group.

• How could you reinforce new social norms? 
Think here about the engagement you need 
from others in your organisation. For example, 
role modelling by leaders, using storytelling  
to recognise and highlight examples set by 
pioneers, and identifying key influencers and 
targeting them to change.

• How can you make change self-regulating 
and sustainable?  
For example, creating a situation when 
teams hold each other accountable for their 
behaviours, encouraging peer-to-peer teaching, 
and continuing to experiment with new methods 
of working.

Suggestions to unlock  
pioneering change
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1  A briefing paper presenting and discussing  
findings of the 2017 IWFM research is available here: 
iwfm.org.uk/insight/research 

2  ‘Culture’ is also used to represent human intellectual 
achievements like art, and also in biological terms  
as the medium within which to grow bacteria.  
See for example https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/
definition/culture 

3  Seth Godin repeatedly explores his definition 
of culture and what it means for organisational 
performance and change in his Akimbo podcast: 
https://www.akimbo.me 

4  Netflix has famously been credited as reinventing 
HR by creating a ‘culture deck’ of slides and making 
them publicly available, to explain how it attracts, 
retains and manages talent. This Harvard Business 
Review article offers a fascinating insight: https://
hbr.org/2014/01/how-netflix-reinvented-hr 
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with Richard Branson, where he discusses how 
Virgin treats its people: http://freakonomics.com/
podcast/richard-branson/ 

 
6  Deal, T. E., & Kennedy, A. A. (1982). Organization 

cultures: The rites and rituals of organization life. 
Reading, UK: Addison-Wesley.

7  A deleted scene from The Contender, starring Jeff 
Bridges as the US President, provides a humorous 
example of how individual behaviours can become 
encultured and normalised within groups. Bridges 
recounts the fable of ‘five wet monkeys’ to two 
senior aides: https://youtu.be/b4vJ8l2NfIM 

8  Hatch, M. J. (2018). Organization theory: Modern, 
symbolic, and postmodern perspectives. Oxford 
university press.

9  Perhaps this how Human Resources (HR) has 
become associated with being responsible  
for culture in many organisations, because it is  
the department often tasked with coordinating 
such award entries, as well as employee 
engagement surveys.

10  The recent discussion between ‘transdisciplinary 
behavioural scientist’ Dr Richard Claydon and 
host Bruce Daisley on the Eat Sleep Work Repeat 
podcast is an engaging introduction to this idea:  
https://eatsleepworkrepeat.fm/does-company-
culture-exist/ 

11  https://learningforward.org/docs/default-source/
pdf/chapter1.pdf 

 
12  https://learningforward.org/docs/default-source/

pdf/chapter1.pdf 
 
13  Hall, E. T. (1976). Beyond Culture. Garden City, 

Nueva York.
 
14  Careful consideration is important, as we can 

discard or ignore things with implicit value all too 
easily. For instance, Nelson Mandela convinced 
his political party – in a very close vote – not to 
abolish the Springbok rugby strip despite this 
cultural artefact being seen as a symbol of their 
former oppressors. Consequently, during the 1995 
Rugby World Cup it transitioned from being seen 
as a symbol of South African apartheid, to one of 
a country with a new vision. See: Carlin, J. (2008). 
Playing the enemy: Nelson Mandela and the game 
that made a nation. Penguin.

15  The suite of RICS Raising the Bar reports can be 
found here: https://www.rics.org/uk/news-insight/
research/research-reports/raising-the-bar-
strategic-fm/ 

 
16  A negative feedvback loop is one type of system. 

‘Systems thinking is a holistic approach to analysis 
that focuses on the way that a system’s constituent 
parts interrelate and how systems work over time 
and within the context of larger systems’ (https://
searchcio.techtarget.com/definition/systems-
thinking) . Nicky Case offers a range of resources 
to better understand and explore systems 
thinking here: https://ncase.me. Watch his Long 
Now Foundation talk, and experiment with his 
interactive systems tool, Loopy.

17  The ‘pub conversations’ exercise presented  
by Price and Shaw in their 1998 book ‘Shifting the 
Patterns’ is an excellent way to begin unearthing 
unwritten rules in action.

Supporting notes and references

http://iwfm.org.uk/insight/research
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futurist Jason de Silva, where the experiment  
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