
Fight inertia to fast-track growth
THE ENEMY WITHIN  Organisational complacency is the most important factor hampering corporate performance
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T
here is something
more than strategies
and plans that are re-
quired to keep an or-
ganisation going. In-

deed, most organisations fail
not because of faulty strategies
and plans but more because of
lack of implementation. The
biggest obstacle in implementa-
tion is inertia, as being intrinsic,
it slows down the pace and ex-
tent of processes and changes,
making the organisation vul-
nerable due to time overrun
and cost escalation.

Organisational inertia is not
alien, both conceptually and in
it’s applicability. Each one of us
is part of the inertia in organisa-
tions. Imagine how much time
we take even for simple routine
tasks such as signing a paper,
taking routine decisions, and
returning calls from to an ag-
grieved customer or walking up
to a colleague, even in the next
cabin.

Similarly, take a count of
‘time wasters’unrelated to your
work in your typical day. In 40
hours of a work week, one may
be losing even two to three
hours a day on gossip, extended
lunches, personal telephone
calls, emails, networking sites

tion of rest (read stagnation). At
the same time, several exter-
nal and internal forces act, re-
tarding the progress of organi-
sations (read negative growth).
An organisation which is proac-
tive and tackles its external and
internal factors successfully
moves forward (read positive
growth). 

The first law of inertia
Therefore, inspired by Sir Isaac
Newton’s law of motion, and
looking at it from the perspec-
tive of organisations, we can
formulate the first law of or-
ganisational inertia, as ‘every
organisation struck by inertia
tends to go backwards in a dy-
namic environment, in which it
operates, unless it moves proac-
tively to tackle its internal and
external factors’.

The signs of inertia
When organisations are
trapped by inertia, there is al-
ways some evidence of it. The
following are signs of inertia if
examined over a period of two
or more years:

■ Indecisiveness and pro-
crastination

■ Lack of cohesiveness
amongst functional areas

■No new products or servic-

and chats. That’s a cool 25 per
cent waste of our productive
time, paid for by employers. In
a moment of out-of-the-box
thinking,  

I even contemplated getting
executive chairs removed and
visualised the productivity in-
crease with no one glued to
their cabins and everyone mov-
ing around in the organisation,
interacting with people, taking
feedback and spot decisions. 

I am somewhat disappointed
to see these trends continuing
to affect organisations even in
today’s recessionary conditions,
when even being employed
should be a matter of satisfac-
tion and a strong motivator to
change and get productive.
With employees unwilling to
change, organisations resist all
changes, and are struck by can-
cerous inertia. People heading
such organisations should be
held culpable for organisation-
al homicide.

Inertia comes from the Latin
word, ‘iners’meaning being idle
or lazy. ‘Inertia’ is the natural
tendency to stay at rest. 

Today, the most important
factor haunting organisations
isn’t economy or competition,
but inertia. Even organisations
tend to resist change and con-
tinue to remain in their posi-

es, or improvements in existing
products and services.

■ No market expansion
■ No PR, advertising and

promotions
■ No major recruitments
■Aggrieved customers
If these signs are evident,

then a much closer examina-
tion is required to confirm if
the organisation is indeed
stuck by inertia. 

The second law of inertia
Individuals in organisations
are the best examples for iner-
tia. Every individual suffers
from varying degrees of inertia
to stay in their current posi-
tion (read comfort zone). 

The individual’s productivi-
ty is at its lowest, being just ad-
equate enough to maintain the
job and avoid getting fired.

Organisational inertia is a
state in which every individual
in the organisation continues
to work routinely in a state of
rest or comfort, unless acted
upon by an internal or external
force. 

Such organisations lack the
synergy of team work and are
close to extinction as the rate of
change outside exceeds the
changes within. 
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Therefore, we can state the sec-
ond law as “Organisational iner-
tia is generally greater than the
sum total of inertia of all its em-
ployees”. 

Responsibility of inertia: Un-
doubtedly, the responsibility of
creating organisational inertia
is that of the CEO and hence
primarily, it is his responsibility
to activate the organisation. If
he is unable to activate the or-
ganisation, for any reason, then
ethics demand that he leaves
the organisation, taking moral
responsibility instead of being
part of the inertia.

Causes of inertia: The follow-
ing are certain factors which
could be responsible for iner-
tia. However, the presence of
any of these is not necessarily
the cause of inertia. It only
means that we should be guard-
ed against the negatives of these
factors:

■ Lack of long term vision,
mission and business strategy.

■ Poor implementation of
business plans

■ Lack of competition or
monopoly.

■ A protected market envi-
ronment from global forces.

■ Weak financials and oper-
ating results

Effect of inertia
Inertia is like a cancer grow-

ing and afflicting every function
in an organisation to a level be-
yond redemption, and taking it
to its logical end, which is its ex-
tinction. Like cancer, it needs
early identification and treat-
ment. Even if an organisation
manages to survive extinction,
the consequential damages
could be heavy and often per-
manent. 

In corporate history there are
enough examples of companies
and brands which ruled the
markets once, sometimes even
the brands synonymous with
the industry, but are now rele-
gated to near extinction or  bare
survival. Let me illustrate or-
ganisational inertia through

some hypothetical examples: 
“ Hindustan Cosmo Ltd was

a company operating in a com-
petitive FMCG industry, with a
top-of-the-mind brand recall.
The demands of the industry
were such that HCL had to keep
on launching new products and
variations to keep its second po-
sition in market share.

However, the company was
tightly controlled  financially,
due to which funds were never
made available for expansion
and diversification. 

Finance functioned with its
own agenda, scuttling every
marketing effort, though some-
what unintentionally. While
marketing didn’t suffer from in-
ertia and did have positive ag-
gression, the finance depart-
ment created negative energy
by not providing the back-end
support through efficient man-
agement of funds. The organi-
sation had a net negative force
or inertia and in due course, got
close to extinction.

“ Photo India Ltd was a
leader in the photographic in-
dustry and was the market
leader in the segment for time
immemorial. A virtual monop-
oly ensured that the organisa-
tion was struck by inertia and
the problem was compounded
with the company lacking the
vision to look and plan ahead.
Even when the new technology
was staring in its face and com-
petition was entering the indus-
try, the company was unmoved
and lost out eventually, as the
new digital technology was em-
braced by consumers.

“ This was the time when tel-
evision was a distant dream and
radios were an important
source of entertainment and
news. There were several
brands such as Magna, Power-
house etc which never under-
stood ‘what business they were
in’. They thought they were in
the business of radios whereas
they were actually in the busi-
ness of customer entertain-
ment. These brands were the
last to enter the television mar-
ket, which by then had become
fiercely competitive and were
eventually decimated and are
now part of history. There are

live examples if we observe the
past brands and their current
status. Some of them are indeed
barely surviving and have be-
come the victims of cancerous
organisational inertia. In cor-
porate circles, a widely quoted
example of inertia is that of an
American auto major, which is
making headlines for all the
wrong reasons.  

The third law of inertia
Another important factor is the
size of an organisation and it’s
relation to inertia. Imagine this
through a metaphor—An ele-
phant at rest has greater inertia
as compared to a mouse in mo-
tion.

Therefore, we can state the
third law as, ‘Organisational in-
ertia and the efforts to over-
come, is directly proportional
to the size of the organisation”.

Overcoming  inertia 
True, there are exceptions to
these laws of organisational in-
ertia. There are large and dy-
namic organisations who over-

come the problem of inertia
successfully. Overcoming iner-
tia isn’t easy and very challeng-
ing, for the person initiating the
process. Here are some guide-
lines.

■ The initiator needs to be
gutsy, determined, knowledge-
able and completely task ori-
ented. 

■ To overcome inertia, the
first logical thing to do is to
change the top management,
who would have been part of
the inertia.

■ Hire an expert as a Man-
agement Consultant to oversee
the process of a complete over-
haul of the organisation.

■ The new management has
to be equally gutsy, committed
and excellent communicators,
to get things done precisely the
way conceived by the initiator.

■ Replace all key positions
ensuring a healthy blend of ex-
perience and youthful aggres-
sion.

■ Create a new think tank in
the organisation, with the re-
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sponsibility to draw up an ap-
propriate vision and mission,
and an action plan for the or-
ganisation. 

The timeline
We are discussing overcoming
organisational inertia and
hence it is mandatory to have a
timeline for implementation. 
Though the size of the organi-
sation is a factor, the revival
plan shouldn’t take more than
three months for a medium
sized organisation and not be-
yond six months for a large,
global organisation to make. iT
shouldn’t take more than a year
even in extreme cases and in all
cases, there has to be a sense of
urgency and a bias for action. 

There is a compelling need
in business sometimes to stick
to the basics and the simple
things. But the simple things
aren’t actually simple; they are
difficult. There are no perfect
businesses and success stories
are rarely a straight line up. An
organisation is perpetual, and
so are the challenges. 
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