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tion of the need for change, sound logic,
strong conviction and systems thinking
and that judging by client feedback, it has
helped transform the Addleshaw Goddard
culture. But why is ‘systems thinking’ so
important to driving innovation when it
seems to imply the opposite?

I’ve been fortunate to have experienced
organisation life from both sides of the
pitch process and have worked across
sectors and with an extremely diverse
range of colleagues and clients. The best,
and by which I mean the most effective at
sustainably delivering against their goals,
build culture development strategies into
their core deliverables and see involve-
ment and employee engagement not as
outcomes but as milestones towards
shared ownership. And this is the route to
the thousands of incremental everyday
improvements that are the sign of an inno-
vative culture, not suggestion schemes
desperately seeking extremely rare, big
ticket ideas. 

I’ve yet to come across a convincing,
single, silver bullet formula for turning the
myth of innovation into operational reality.
But I know enough to suggest that it’s

T
he professional services sector
has something of a reactionary
reputation. If we’re all honest, on
the face of it, it can hardly be

described as a hotbed of innovation.
Mention the word, in fact, and it’s enough
to spark a senior-level rant about young
technology-aliens or intimidating agencies
fuelled by beautiful trendies in primary
colours. In short, qualities like creativity
hardly feature prominently on the average
senior leadership personality profile wish
list. 

Yet perhaps they should and they certainly
could. 

We’ve been lucky enough to see the
evidence that wearing a grey suit need be
no barrier to innovative thinking. Quite the
opposite, in fact.

As a case in point, the Client Development
Centre at Addleshaw Goddard, was the
recent winner of the 2014 MPF Award for
‘Most Innovative Client Service’. I recently
had the pleasure of co-hosting a Forum
workshop with Greg Bott who heads up
the centre and it’s clear from his story that
their success is underpinned by recogni-

Innovation – Cash cow
or Unicorn?

Ian Buckingham believes
that, given the right
conditions, a few lawyers or
accountants will out
innovate a dozen creatives
every day of the week.

down to a combination of factors working
in harmony. In the spirit of the title of this
article, let me illustrate this point with a
story.
Once upon a time in a corporate head
office nestled in the mountains not so far,
far away, the new CEO of an insurance
giant (freshly created as a result of a range
of acquisitions) became obsessed with an
idea to unify the employees in his domain
under one corporate identity. His plan was
to align the warring internal tribes by
investing millions in an advertising
campaign that spoke of ‘one brand’,
‘unity’ and ‘teamwork’. To that end,
believe it or not, he bought an
airship/zeppelin emblazoned with those
words and flew it over the English channel
to herald the dawning of a new way of
working.

Perhaps not surprisingly, his non-allied
senior team shot it down, some directly
but most by turning their backs and doing
nothing.

One of the senior team, however, an
enlightened, some would suggest heroic
leader, looked and listened and, recog-
nising that the desire for change was really
a point of no return, vowed to turn the
paradigms of the past on their head,
knowing that the solution to their problems
didn’t lie in the boardroom but in the
minds and behaviour of the thousands of
employees who meet customers and
suppliers daily.

First he commissioned external support to
clarify and communicate the need for
change at an individual and organisational
level and then, taking an approach not
dissimilar to the Addleshaw Goddard
strategy, went to work co-creating a
compelling vision set out in two, five and
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ten year phases under the simple head-
lines:
• Get in the game
• Stay in the game
• Lead the game

But he didn’t do this from a corporate
ivory tower. Recognising that the act of
asking questions was part of the involve-
ment and engagement process, he
included all the senior leaders, line
managers and a cross section of
employees in the process stressing that in
the search for the answers to their chal-
lenges, everything was open to question
whether it was considered a sacred or
even a cash ‘cow’.

As part of the employee feedback
process, his strategy team, a coalition of
HR, marketing and internal comms guided
by trusted objective external partners,
seized on the existing corporate value of
‘pioneering’ which was clearly a differen-
tiator in their market, something potentially
exciting and certainly a quality they had
failed to bring to life in daily operations.

They broke this down into a series of rele-
vant behaviours and these became an
important focal point for an internal
engagement campaign with the aim of
creating a movement that would in turn
influence the corporate culture. Gradually,
it changed the way they worked.

The internal culture, which was perceived
as reactionary, siloed and dismissive
slowly evolved. The internal event calendar

While the ‘pioneering’ programme flour-
ished with the creation of an innovation lab
to hot house best practices, key people
processes like performance management,
induction, training and development and
recruitment were adapted to reinforce the
emerging culture and employer brand.

Gradually the movement filtered through to
business outcomes firstly in terms of
improved employee and customer survey
scores for advocacy (“would you actively
recommend us to your friends” or even
“would you buy our services”) and then
hard figures for new products and service
improvements, some of which have
become sub-brands in their own right.

Ten years on and CEOs have come and
gone. But the culture has changed for
good and the brand can boast about inno-
vation and change in advertising as readily
as its competitors (most of whom now
rank beneath it) talk of security and
conservation.

So what is the moral of the story?
Well, there’s more than one lesson to learn
but perhaps the single most important is
that innovation will always be considered
by some to be a mythical beast they dare
not dream of as it is largely fictional and
reliant on the imagination of others. Yet for
the enlightened few, even in the most
reactionary of industries, it’s something
that is within the reach of the many,
provided employees are given the license,
motivation and support to dare to think
and act differently backed up by a system
that ensures that they care enough to take
ownership of their ideas. 

I was pleased to feature this case study
along with a host of others in my first
book, Brand Engagement- how
employees make or break brands. Judging
by the progress the likes of Addleshaw
Goddard are making, while we may never
all live happily ever after, perhaps this
sector will feature more prominently in the
next.

See involvement and
employee engagement
not as outcomes but as
milestones towards
shared ownership.

was turned on its head and the usual
cascade communications were replaced
by a programme of game-theory-inspired
interactive workshops designed to
encourage collaborative working, free
thinking and challenge. The top 500 and
first line managers (key influencers) were
the first through the programme which
was then taken on the road, literally on the
back of a lorry. Regions were given
responsibility for organising future events
around the ‘pioneering’ theme and in turn
opened the programme up to local cham-
pions. This was reinforced via appreciative
internal communication and performance
management and so the engagement
process grew incrementally.


