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We tend to think that other people think as we 
think, value what we value, and have the 
same priorities as us. This is a dangerous and 

wrong assumption. In the case of a business continuity 
plan, some people may be thinking or saying things like: 
you can’t plan for the unexpected; our team would cope; 
our business is constantly changing, a plan will be out of 
date as soon as it is written; we shouldn’t be planning for 
failure – we should put our efforts into preventing a crisis 
happening. Some may even say it’s a good idea, but we 
are too busy right now for another initiative.

To achieve their business continuity strategy many 
will seek to comply with guidance and standards such 
as BS 25999. Board members and senior management 
should not, however, be lulled into a false sense of 
security. How people view a BCP, and what they do 
about it, is crucial in determining whether the business 
continuity strategy sticks at compliance – satisfying 
auditors and other interested parties – or actually helps 
the business in the absence of a crisis. 

A simple example would be contact details. 
Improving the company telephone directory to make 
it quick to use by a variety of search criteria in a crisis 
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would save creating (and maintaining) a separate one for the BCP and could 
save time in normal working. Users would also be familiar with the format, 
which could be critical when under pressure in a crisis.

Different people respond in different ways
When we hire a salesman or an operations manager or a research chemist we 
look for different types of people. Why do we then expect them all to respond 
in a similar way when we want to implement or improve a BCP? 

The Myers Briggs Type Inventory (MBTI)1 assessment is widely used in 
recruitment. It identifies alternatives for how people perceive things and ideas. 
For some it is a practical view based on experience and reality (S-types); 
others have a preference for using their imagination and intuition based on 
possibilities for the future (N-types).

This difference can have a major impact on how a BCP will be viewed by 
others. S-types will want to be convinced that it is useful before they accept it 
as something to be involved with. In such circumstance, without motivation, 
the best that can be hoped is that such people will work diligently to ensure 
compliance with senior management strategy. N-types may see the possibilities, 
but they may still do little unless the environment is right to take action.

How do we motivate people?
The psychology of motivation is widely taught in management courses. Many will 
be familiar with the respected work of Frederick Hertzberg and W Edwards Deming. 

Business continuity psychology 
– From strategy to benefits

If business continuity planning is so important, asks Nick Gardener, 
then why doesn’t everyone share our enthusiasm? 
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Both showed the importance of motivation to get the best out of employees. We 
learn about their ideas and then tend to forget that it is motivated people who turn 
installed systems into optimised systems. The system will not do that itself.

As Hertzberg showed, company policies and excellent administation are 
not motivators. He called them ‘hygiene factors’. Getting them wrong can 
make a worker dissatisfied, but getting them right merely makes a worker ‘not 
dissatisfied’ rather than motivated. You motivate employees by giving them 
challenging work in which they can assume responsibility and gain recognition 
for their achievemment – intrinsic motivation. 

A BCP may have several hygiene factors: a standard for guidance, software 
and other technology to help – things to get right that focus on compliance. We 
have a BCP. We have tested it (though perhaps only superficially). What’s more 
it has been audited and it complies with good practice or even an external 
standard. The acid test is – would it be used in a real crisis, and furthermore 
would it actually work?

Note that there may be differences in motivation depending on the culture in 
which the BCP is being implemented. Experience shows that some people want 
their BCP to be a comprehensive document containing rules and procedures to 
enable a standardised and disciplined response? Others prefer guidelines and key 
data – with the expectation that people will use their initiative when required? 

Communication from a trusted source
Whatever the culture, top management must communicate their need for 
benefits beyond compliance in an educational way. Such communication 
should be face to face to allow discussion, and come from a trusted source. 
However charismatic and honest you may be, ‘trusted source’ in a workplace 
usually means a person only slightly more senior and familiar to the recipient. 

A multi-stage dialogue down the organisation is advisable. But even that 
must take account of individual differences in how people perceive and judge 
information. Some people appreciate discussion in a theoretical way learning 
progressively; others need persuasion but, once persuaded, will act decisively. 
It depends on their personality type. 

Combining the way that people perceive the BCP with the extent to which 
they are motivated gives a measure of how likely it is that benefits will be 
achieved from a BCP. A visual way to describe the result of these two control 
factors is through catastrophe theory.

Catastrophe theory
Catastrophe theory, as proposed by Rene Thom, is a qualitative way to describe 
change that includes, under some conditions, discontinuous change. The so 
called ‘catastrophe’ is where the equilibrium jumps from one state to another 
(like water changing to ice). 

Elementary catastrophe theory for two control factors can be represented by 
a surface in three dimensions distorted with a cusp (see Figure 1). The upper 
surface represents equilibrium points dictated by the control factors, in our 
case: perception and motivation. The level of benefits achieved is defined by 
the resulting equilibrium position on the surface. 

Figure 1: Cusp catastrophe model for business continuity psychology 

When someone is first involved with business 
continuity planning – whether a board member or 
employee – their response will be guided to a certain 
extent by experience, and to an extent by intuition. 
Recent experience of a crisis is likely to reinforce the need 
for a good BCP. However, in other circumstances, while 
some people will perceive the benefits of a BCP they may 
never use, others will need more information first.

With the right management encouragement benefits 
will be achieved, but different people will progress in 
different ways – as shown on the so-called catastrophe 
model surface.

A truly intuitive person will move progressively to 
develop a BCP for business benefits according to top 
management strategy (a-b on Figure 1). With successful 
implementation and benefits achieved, the intuition is 
replaced by good experience (b-c). 

Practical thinking people need hard evidence of real 
benefits before they are prepared to allocate time to 
develop the BCP beyond the mechanistic (‘hygiene’) 
stage (d-e). However, once convinced they may go 
straight to enthusiastic development (e-f). Point ‘e’ is the 
epiphany at the catastrophe cusp leading directly to a 
new stable level of operation. 

All paths are theoretically reversible, except those 
going over the cusp (like e-f) and through the surface 
(such as g-h).

Once at ‘c’ or ‘f’ motivation is less critical. Good 
experience will ensure that, up to a point, the benefits 
are retained. However, if management interest wanes 
too much (or appears to) and intrinsic motivation is lost, 
practical types, tending to be decisive, will abandon 
their commitment in a catastrophic jump back to just 
compliance (g-h). 

Intuitive types may retain their experience based 
view (c-f) or with bad experience jump (f-g-h). 
Alternatively, they could revert to their generally 
preferred intuitive thinking and follow a different path.

Tracking different possibilities can provide insights. 
For example, ‘x’ represents a critical point. If motivation 
stops here divergent paths are possible as experience is 
gained. The path may revert to a compliance level (y) 
or, with only the slightest nudge, experience could lead 
to benefits achieved by responsible action without any 
significant motivation (z).

The result of using psychology in BCM
Ultimately the success of business continuity planning 
comes down to people. People who are motivated to 
create a BCP that may never be required – because they 
can see the potential benefits. People who enjoy using 
their knowledge and skills – because their managers 
provide leadership not micro-management. People who 
feel a sense of responsibility for doing something that 
goes beyond compliance. In that way the BCP will not 
only be a relevant and optimised tool to use in a crisis, 
it should also contribute to business effectiveness and 
efficiency in the absence of a crisis.
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1	 Based on Carl Jung’s personality theory
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