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2 Shamrock organisation
A shamrock is a three-leaf clover. Handy used this image to show the 
three elements of a modern organisation’s workforce: core workers; 
the contractual fringe; and flexible workers who have long-term 
connections to the firm but are employed seasonally or on flexible-
hour contracts.

Example: companies such as Google treat their core workforce 
incredibly well, with fantastic pay and benefits. Contract and flexible 
workers have to compete for work on price.

Advantage: Handy was one of the first to identify that businesses 
were no longer committed to a model in which most staff were on 
permanent contracts. The future would be more flexible. 

Disadvantage: Handy was too inclined to present the Shamrock 
organisation form as a positive feature of the future. For many it has 
led to zero hours or gig economy uncertainty.

4 Gods of management
In his book Gods of Management, Handy put forward four main types 
of leader/organisational culture: Zeus (also known as power culture), 
Apollo (role culture), Athena (task culture) and Dionysius (person 
culture). The references to ancient Greece probably helped give this 
theory credibility.

Example: Zeus is the god of thunder and the king of the gods. 
It might be fair to say that Elon Musk of Tesla exhibits some of 
these characteristics. 

Advantage: the theory helped identify the relationship between 
leadership and organisational culture. Culture may be set by the 
personality of the organisation’s leader.

Disadvantage: critics think this an overly narrow view of culture. 
Culture can emerge from within middle-management, and may have 
little to do with (often-distant) leaders.

1 Business purpose
Handy believed the purpose of business is not just to make profit but 
to do so by making something more or better than competitors. 

Example: Google says its purpose is ‘to organise the world’s 
information and make it accessible and useful’.

Advantage: a business with a social purpose benefits society and 
the economy, as well as the owners.

Disadvantage: a business being distracted from making profit could 
imperil its efficiency and solvency.

3 Core workers
One of the three key parts of the ‘Shamrock organisation’. 
These would be permanent staff with high skills and experience, 
representing the firm’s core competence.

Example: in Sony’s gaming division, these would be the staff with a 
deep understanding of the technology and the mindset of customers 
for games console hardware and software.

Advantage: for long-term competitive advantage, a business needs 
a core team with deep understanding of the market

Disadvantage: if the core team is small, it might be ‘poached’ 
by another firm. The skills and knowledge will be near-impossible 
to replace.
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6 Person culture
A culture based on the independence and authority of individuals. It 
approximates to laissez-faire leadership, with individual staff trusted 
to act in the interests of all.

Example: solicitors within a law partnership are all trusted to act in 
the best interests of all partners.

Advantage: it suits personalities who dislike being given 
orders or constraints, including creative, artistic and highly 
qualified technicians.

Disadvantage: one person’s weakness (perhaps just temporary) can 
cause problems for all.

Ian Marcousé is the author of many books on business, 
including A-level textbooks for AQA and Edexcel, published by 
Hodder Education.

5 Peripheral workers
Employees outside the permanent core.

Example: IT security is essential, but an employer might feel no need 
to buy those skills permanently.

Advantage: for the firm, these skills form a variable rather than a 
fixed cost.

Disadvantage: such employees will be outside the organisational 
culture and may therefore not understand important factors, such as 
the company’s attitude to customers and customer service.

8 Role culture
In a well-ordered, bureaucratic organisation, job roles can be 
clear-cut and all-important. So ‘head of maths’ may be a powerful 
position, even if the person in post is unimpressive.

Example: the Football Association is famously bureaucratic, with 
older managers in jobs they’ve held for decades, each with excessive 
power over their own small domain.

Advantage: if someone leaves, they can easily be replaced because 
their area of responsibility is limited. Therefore the job can be learned 
quite easily.

Disadvantage: each manager may try to secure their own position 
(power base) by making their role seem more complex than it 
really is.

7 Power culture
A centralised culture that focuses on key decision-makers, e.g. a small 
business where the founder dominates. 

Example: the leader is the spider in the middle of the web, with 
every piece of communication having to come through the centre.

Advantage: every action within the business is known, understood 
and can be coordinated by the leader.

Disadvantage: when the business grows too fast or too big, the 
leader is overwhelmed.

10 Task culture
This is a healthy culture based on a flexible organisation that can 
adapt to tackle new tasks and problems.

Example: if a new product is to be developed, a task force is 
established based on selected staff from different functions of the 
business. They work together until the project is completed.

Advantage: staff from different functional areas get to know the 
problems and talents in other parts of the business. This can bring 
the whole organisation closer together.

Disadvantage: if the project is managed poorly, team members 
may take advantage of the fact that they have two bosses: their 
departmental boss and their team boss. (‘Oh, I’m so busy working 
for X…’)

9 Rules of trust
To Handy, the heart of personal relationships is trust, so directors, 
managers and staff must trust each other — and trust in the 
overall project.

Example: for decades, the John Lewis Partnership enjoyed trusting 
relationships between management and workforce — until senior 
managers’ selfish pursuit of growth put the business in difficulties.

Advantage: trust means that setbacks are treated as opportunities 
for change and development, not as distress signals.

Disadvantage: once broken, trust cannot easily be repaired. So trust 
is always fragile.




