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Introduction 

DATA IS DRIVING decisions and public policy in remarkable ways. Charts and graphs 
are regularly used in daily briefings and statistical terminology is becoming common 
parlance. Even before the coronavirus pandemic, the debate about ‘big data’, robotic 

process automation, AI and machine learning (ML) for better decision-making, corporate 
efficiency or shaping consumer and employee behaviour was active. That trend is accelerating: 
global spending on AI is forecast to double, from $50.1 billion in 2020 to more than $110 billion 
in 2024.1 

Safely traversing the data and technology highways is about more than the data and technology: 
changes will be needed to how organisations are designed and their governance systems, and 
there are profound issues regarding trust and the role of humans in the future workforce. There 
are choices to be made – the outcome is not inevitable. Human hands remain on the tiller and, 
for now at least, the use and development of technology will be mediated by people. However, 
while data volumes increase exponentially, people’s ability to respond, interpret, decide and 
act has not kept pace. These broader issues must be understood by leaders making decisions 
that have far-reaching implications for themselves, their teams, their workplaces and society. 
This report reflects the learning from a RUSI/PA Consulting-hosted discussion group involving 
representatives from the public sector, multiple industry sectors and academics run between 
June and December 2020. It identifies critical themes associated with: improving data maturity; 
people; organisation design and governance; and trust and confidence. 

1. International Data Corporation (IDC), ‘Worldwide Spending on Artificial Intelligence is Expected 
to Double in Four Years, Reaching $110 Billion in 2024, According to New IDC Spending Guide’, 25 
August 2020, <https://www.idc.com/getdoc.jsp?containerId=prUS46794720>, accessed 12 January 
2021.

https://www.idc.com/getdoc.jsp?containerId=prUS46794720




Improving Data Maturity 

EFFECTIVE EXPLOITATION OF data requires technological and organisational maturity. 
Technology concerns the data, algorithms, systems and physical infrastructure. These 
factors are often the priority and so at the forefront of thinking. However, as technology 

matures, new sectors and sources of data become viable. For example, video and ML algorithms 
are often more robust than people assume and can cope with imperfect data better than 
expected. Teaming AI with (competent) people helps improve system resilience, and speeds 
implementation as risks can be mitigated through human engagement. Therefore, while 
technology, including data, is important, organisational elements were seen as more likely to 
constrain data-driven transformation. 

Organisational maturity reflects an organisation’s need to change alongside the technical 
aspects and has typically received less attention. It includes improving approaches to talent, 
not just in the technology functions or data scientist roles but in all parts of an organisation, 
and its business processes. The process element considers how different aspects are integrated 
and how problems are prioritised for action. In discussions it emerged that these typically are: 
money (where expense resides in the organisation and whether value can be driven up or process 
costs reduced); data (where data is generated and how to maximise its value); user (improving 
the user journey in engaging with services, including HR processes); or pain (addressing things 
concerning senior leadership or the sources of friction in the organisation). 

Four stages of organisational maturity were discussed: 

1. Beginning: Organisations start the journey, exploring what they might do, but can 
feel pressured into rapid action without spending time thinking about the direction. 
Conversely, they can spend too long defining their destination and resist moving until it 
is defined precisely. Having a broad direction of travel and approach is important, but 
it should leave room for adaptation. Challenges also arise where the process is left to 
specialist data or technology functions and excludes the wider organisation. 

2. Experimenting: Organisations experiment with AI and ML, often with departments acting 
independently, leading to AI within siloes. Organisations need feedback mechanisms and 
horizontal coordination to drive business benefit.

3. Productionising: AI is adopted systematically. Business processes change to work with 
AI and leverage its strengths: not merely automating human processes but developing 
genuinely new ones. 

4. Leading: Organisations take a strategic approach to AI/ML, often with an ‘AI/ML-first’ 
strategy that includes leadership, and organising and equipping themselves to bring the 
data, technology, structures and processes together. 

Crucially, therefore, organisations must mature alongside technological advancements if they 
are to reap the desired benefits. 





Organisational Design and 
Governance 

TECHNOLOGY AND THE ability to analyse and share data more widely can create more 
transparent, democratic organisations with wider human collaboration and networking as 
well as technological networks. The democratisation of knowledge within organisations 

that is enabled by technology was seen as driving a trend towards less hierarchical and more 
networked organisations in which communication and thus value is driven vertically, both up 
and down, and horizontally. This does not necessarily negate the value of hierarchical structures 
in some situations, and can sit alongside them, but hierarchy should not crowd out two-way 
communication and different voices.2 Process-driven techniques – for example, Lean, Agile 
and Six Sigma – may help the balance by reducing layers of hierarchy across government, but 
greater fluidity in organisational networks was seen as being needed just as much as greater 
connectivity in technological networks. 

As the volume of data increases alongside the cognitive load for leaders, ongoing research at 
the University of Cambridge’s Judge Business School is highlighting how in some companies 
‘horizontal leadership’ is becoming more important, with more decisions being made by 
encouraging team-based decision-making or even in self-managed teams. Setting super-ordinate 
goals can help individuals choose between courses of action where the goals of two or more 
parts of the network are at variance or contradictory. Even where two AI systems interact and 
disagree, as they too have their own purposes, super-ordinate goals had been important means 
for deciding among options. 

There are profound implications for how organisations and people are managed and led.3 
Organisational design is becoming increasingly important for HR functions, who will have to 
architect combined people/technology systems. The group discussed how artificially separating 
thinking about human and technology work and workplaces is unhelpful; the two worlds are 
less different than the language often suggests. Human actors and AI both have: purpose 
(which may not be the organisation’s); a delegated role for which they are responsible and are 
monitored; and receive training, trust and autonomy. Replacing people with technology in this 
kind of structure should not fundamentally change governance requirements. By blending the 
worlds, it is possible to draw on the best of all elements in the relationship. AI’s value is evident 

2. See Rick Western, ‘How Networks and Hierarchies Can Coexist and Drive Success’, Chief Executive, 
22 February 2018, <https://chiefexecutive.net/how-networks-and-hierarchies-can-coexist-and-
drive-success/>, accessed 14 January 2021.

3. See, for example, CIPD, ‘People Profession 2030: A Collective View of Future Trends’, 11 November 
2020, <https://www.cipd.co.uk/knowledge/strategy/hr/people-profession-2030-future-trends>, 
accessed 14 January 2021.

https://chiefexecutive.net/how-networks-and-hierarchies-can-coexist-and-drive-success/
https://chiefexecutive.net/how-networks-and-hierarchies-can-coexist-and-drive-success/
https://www.cipd.co.uk/knowledge/strategy/hr/people-profession-2030-future-trends
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in the economics of speed, tirelessness and consistency, while people are likely to be asked to 
provide the creativity, the storytelling that provides context and manage the friction within 
human/technology networks. 



People 

WHILE NOT THE apocalyptic destroyer of human work first predicted by Carl Benedikt 
Frey and Michael Osborne,4 data and technology are still likely to change almost every 
role in organisations, including government.5 The skills issue therefore transcends 

that of data scientists and coders. Data scientists and data-literate people are needed, but so are 
traditional human skills: empathy; storytelling; communication; and relationship-building and 
sustaining. These become increasingly important when having to explain and justify decisions 
that are made based on the data and analysis which rarely gives an absolute answer or clear 
decision. Humans have to create the argument, ask the questions and frame the narrative in 
which decisions are made and recorded. 

The balance of supply and demand of skills is crucial. Education is a major part of the supply chain 
but, given the rapid pace of technological change, it will struggle to keep pace. Organisations 
need to become better at managing supply themselves, using their existing workforce or 
drawing on unconventional talent pools, and regulating demand, potentially through technology 
or organisational structures. Accessing more diverse pools of talent, offering developmental 
pathways and retraining the existing workforce are key, as is retaining those with relevant 
skills that are in short supply. This requires organisations to look beyond narrow or obvious 
sources of talent and embrace talent in its diversity, exploring and assessing potential as well 
as past experience. 

Harnessing the strength in diversity is essential, moving beyond those characteristics protected 
in law to include other aspects (for example, neurodiversity and how people think, as well as 
factors through which thinking is filtered, such as education, specialisation, class and so on). 
Attracting diversity is one challenge, allowing them to preserve that diversity by not demanding 
they conform is the inclusivity challenge.6 HR has a role in this, especially where selection 

4. Carl Benedikt Frey and Michael Osborne, ‘The Future of Employment: How Susceptible Are Jobs 
to Computerisation?’, Working Paper, Oxford Martin School, University of Oxford, 17 September 
2013, <https://www.oxfordmartin.ox.ac.uk/downloads/academic/future-of-employment.pdf>, 
accessed 14 January 2021. 

5. A CIPD/PA Consulting report found that 43% of organisations that invested in AI and automation 
created more higher-skilled jobs overall. See PA Consulting and CIPD, ‘People and Machines: From 
Hype to Reality’, 2020, <https://www.paconsulting.com/globalassets/downloads/people-centred-
organisations/people-and-machines-report-2020>, accessed 14 January 2021.

6. If, in activist and lawyer Verna Myers’s view, ‘diversity is being invited to the party. Inclusion is 
being asked to dance’, then belonging refers to the ability to ‘dance like no-one is watching’. 
This reflects the sense of psychological safety in which people feel confident to be themselves. 
See Laura Sherbin and Ripa Rashid, ‘Diversity Doesn’t Stick Without Inclusion’, Harvard Business 
Review, 1 February 2017; Gregory Lewis, ‘Why Creating a Sense of Belonging Is a Gateway to 

https://www.oxfordmartin.ox.ac.uk/downloads/academic/future-of-employment.pdf
https://www.paconsulting.com/globalassets/downloads/people-centred-organisations/people-and-machines-report-2020
https://www.paconsulting.com/globalassets/downloads/people-centred-organisations/people-and-machines-report-2020
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processes are consciously looking for people who do not look and sound like them and for which 
past archetypes of successful staff are no longer appropriate. 

Talent needs to flow freely into, within and from organisations, requiring greater fluidity in how 
workforces are imagined, planned and managed. This includes encouraging interoperability 
of roles and focusing on developing transferable ‘human’ skills through training/retraining, 
learning and ‘unlearning’. Where technology can do the ‘heavy lifting’ of data gathering and 
analysis, leaders must ensure the data is used and decisions are framed appropriately. How 
leaders change culture, expectations and behaviour to encourage trust and challenge data-
driven decision-making is increasingly important. Some organisations – for example, BT – are 
embracing leadership that can liberate the curiosity and creativity in their people. While leaders 
cannot make people curious, they can empower them by setting supra-ordinate goals and giving 
freedom to self-organise while the leader focuses on removing rather than imposing constraints. 

Successful leaders are increasingly focused on assuring highly connected and open working 
environments that seek to harness social networks within their organisations, and becoming 
more integrated and networked beyond them. Leaders need to manage human networks as well 
as hierarchies, and understand and shape how technology, automation, AI and analytics can 
be harnessed to achieve outcomes; a fusion of data literacy and digital awareness, functional 
knowledge and people skills in every role. This is promoting a move from ‘T-shaped’ leaders 
(who have a single deep [vertical] specialism capped by a broad general knowledge) towards 
a ‘Pi-shaped’ model in which a second, technological leg is required alongside the first career 
specialism.7 This technological familiarity can help build trust and confidence, which are crucial. 

Diversity and Inclusion’, LinkedIn Talent Blog, 2 November 2017, <https://business.linkedin.com/
talent-solutions/blog/diversity/2017/why-creating-a-sense-of-belonging-is-a-gateway-to-diversity-
and-inclusion>, accessed 14 January 2021.

7. See, for example, David Michels, ‘Going Pi-Shaped: How to Prepare for the Work of the Future’, 
Forbes, 27 September 2019, <https://www.forbes.com/sites/davidmichels/2019/09/27/going-pi-
shaped-how-to-prepare-for-the-work-of-the-future/#33f17606647d>, accessed 14 January 2021.

https://business.linkedin.com/talent-solutions/blog/diversity/2017/why-creating-a-sense-of-belonging-is-a-gateway-to-diversity-and-inclusion
https://business.linkedin.com/talent-solutions/blog/diversity/2017/why-creating-a-sense-of-belonging-is-a-gateway-to-diversity-and-inclusion
https://business.linkedin.com/talent-solutions/blog/diversity/2017/why-creating-a-sense-of-belonging-is-a-gateway-to-diversity-and-inclusion
https://www.forbes.com/sites/davidmichels/2019/09/27/going-pi-shaped-how-to-prepare-for-the-work-of-the-future/#33f17606647d
https://www.forbes.com/sites/davidmichels/2019/09/27/going-pi-shaped-how-to-prepare-for-the-work-of-the-future/#33f17606647d


Trust and Confidence 

HUMAN/INTELLIGENT MACHINE TEAMING is still in its infancy, but human and non-
human intelligences (animals) have been teamed for millennia. Assistance dogs 
exemplify this, where people make life or death decisions (for example, to cross a busy 

road) guided by input from a non-human intelligence. Training focuses on the relationship 
and ensuring a two-way connection between user and dog. Key lessons from the Guide Dogs’ 
experience were seen as highly relevant to AI, which are: 

• The need for both parties to understand sufficiently/have a sense of predictability of the 
other’s behaviour for confidence to exist. 

• The value of strong emotional connections – enabled by anthropomorphising, for 
example, naming programmes (Siri, Alexa) – and the creation of a common language to 
allow communication.

• Building a surplus of positive experience in the Trust Account8 for when things (inevitably) 
go wrong and a negative experience reduces its balance.

• Direct (positive) experience builds trust. This can be vicariously by knowing the person 
who trained the dog or built the algorithm or based on previous encounters with 
guide dogs or AI.

• Where the direct connection between builder and user is weak, robust and transparent 
processes for managing data – for example, data provenance and reliability, how it is 
handled (data definition, processes and protocols) and wider regulatory frameworks and 
policies – build confidence. An example of this is the European Commission’s ‘Ethics 
Guidelines for Trustworthy AI’9 or IBM’s ‘Everyday Ethics for Artificial Intelligence’.10 

Strong ethical frameworks may also draw on long-established moral principles, and it was 
suggested that the jus ad bellum principles from the ‘Just War’ tradition (right intention; 
proportionality; right authority; reasonable prospect of success; discrimination; necessity) 
might be particularly relevant for considering the use of citizen data by states.11 What was 
apparent throughout was that organisations need to be transparent at least in the frameworks 
governing the use of the data, even if the data itself and what it drives has to remain classified. 

8. See Behavior Works, ‘Trust Accounts’, 5 June 2012, <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vu6KKb_
dzms>, accessed 14 January 2021.

9. See European Commission, ‘Ethics Guidelines for Trustworthy AI’, last updated 17 November 2020, 
<https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/news/ethics-guidelines-trustworthy-ai>, accessed 
14 January 2021.

10. See IBM, ‘Everyday Ethics for Artificial Intelligence’, 2014, <https://www.ibm.com/watson/assets/
duo/pdf/everydayethics.pdf>, accessed 14 January 2021.

11. See, for example, Oregon State University, ‘Just War Theory’, <https://oregonstate.edu/instruct/
phl201/modules/just_war_theory/criteria_intro.html>, accessed 1 February 2021.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vu6KKb_dzms
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vu6KKb_dzms
https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/news/ethics-guidelines-trustworthy-ai
https://www.ibm.com/watson/assets/duo/pdf/everydayethics.pdf
https://www.ibm.com/watson/assets/duo/pdf/everydayethics.pdf
https://oregonstate.edu/instruct/phl201/modules/just_war_theory/criteria_intro.html
https://oregonstate.edu/instruct/phl201/modules/just_war_theory/criteria_intro.html




Conclusion 

INCREASINGLY, ORGANISATIONS ARE looking at data and technology to assist them in 
navigating a blurred and uncertain future, much as people have historically relied on 
assistance dogs. Both the guide dog and human user need to learn to collaborate, bring their 

respective talents to bear on shared endeavours and have enough credit in the Trust Account to 
allow for failures by either party. This means each must deploy their natural advantages not to 
the maximum, but in a way consistent with achieving the common outcome. 

A recurring theme in the conference discussions was that ‘the issues faced were never about the 
capability of the technology, but about human responses and organisational culture’. Maturity 
journeys must go beyond the technology functions and permeate the whole organisation, its 
structures, processes, people and reward mechanisms, and ultimately, its culture. The human 
element must keep pace with the technical – transformation needs to be at the speed at which 
leaders and others can build the relationships of trust and confidence. The journey depends 
on people, often those already in the organisation, whose skills can be repurposed within HR 
systems that encourage more fluid movement of talent to areas of greatest need. This places 
a premium on the ability to manage friction and adjust the relationship between human and 
machine as much as deep data skills and technological literacy. 
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