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Executive 
summary
Complacency is not an option

The current extent and pace of change  
is unprecedented in most industries. 

Most organisations have been subject to new and increasing 
global competition, with low cost, internet based business models 
commoditising many products and services and making it imperative 
for organisations to become more competitive, differentiated and add 
extra value.

Those organisations have come to realise that if they don’t innovate, 
change and become more competitive at a faster rate than their 
average competitors, they will fall in the pecking order. Unless they 
adapt quickly and increase performance faster than others, their 
profitability will fall and they will become increasingly exposed.

So where will a business’ capacity to grow and increase profitability 
come from over the next few years? Where will the capacity of 
governments and not-for-profit organisations come from to deliver 
even more effective services?

The answer is widely known and much discussed. It can and must 
come from an increase in productivity and innovation. But how 
can organisations, whether they are businesses, not-for-profits or 
governments, ignite that increase in productivity and innovation?

Technology has been an important source of productivity improvement 
and innovation for the last decade and will continue to be an 
important source over coming years. New systems and new 
processes play a part too. However, your success at identifying 
and implementing changes will depend upon the extent of the 
engagement of your people and whether your culture enables or 
inhibits that success. Accordingly, this paper primarily sets out how 
you can drive employee engagement and improve your culture to 
accelerate productivity improvements and innovation.

Employee engagement 
is the key that 
unlocks the door 
to accelerated 
productivity and 
innovation
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Almost five times more 
likely than disengaged 

employees to say 
their organisation is 
committed to bring 
innovative products 

and services to  
the marketplace 

Look inside your organisation

Organisations already have what they need to unleash the productivity 
and innovation within. They simply need to find new and better ways 
to tap into their brilliance, creativity and potential by engaging their 
greatest asset, their employees. But our new research shows it’s not 
just your employees, it’s your highly engaged employees. 

This latest Insync Surveys research is based upon the views of over 100,000 employees from 
around 150 organisations. It shows that highly engaged employees are:

x7

x3.5

x6

x5

At least three and a 
half times more likely 
than disengaged 
employees to agree 
that their work 
group is committed 
to improving 
productivity

Over seven  
times more likely 
than disengaged 

employees to 
agree that their 

senior leadership 
team encourages 

innovation and 
creative ideas

Nearly six times more 
likely than disengaged 
employees to agree 
that their work group 
uses challenging 
goals to improve 
performance
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This research paper identifies five practical ways to accelerate 
productivity and innovation by driving greater employee 
engagement. They are:

1. Senior leaders paint a picture of a compelling future

2. Link employee roles and actions to the organisation’s  
overall goals

3. Develop employee skills and talents

4. Genuinely care for and support your employees 

5. Build a high performance culture

Not only will your engaged employees be more likely to support 
and enable improved productivity and innovative initiatives,  
they are also more productive than your disengaged employees. 
Your engaged employees add greater focus and energy  
and contribute higher levels of discretionary effort to an 
organisation’s endeavours.

It is your people who are delivering the work, day in day out,  
who can best identify and drive on-the-ground changes focused 
on improving efficiency and productivity. It is these very people 
who can think outside the box, come up with new ideas and 
different ways of working and help bring these innovations to life. 
Creating an environment that encourages and fosters this type 
of employee thinking and behaviour will be one of the keys to an 
organisation’s future success.

Disengaged employees 
actually act as a 
hand brake on your 
efforts to accelerate 
productivity and 
innovation

Importance of leadership

Innovation won’t occur, or it will be constrained, unless it  
is embraced and encouraged by the CEO. The CEO will 
need to acknowledge that a certain amount of risk taking  
and failure are part and parcel of successful innovation. 
The CEO and leadership team must also be open 
to uncomfortable questioning, including of the basic 
fundamentals of their business.

Don’t leave it too late

Many organisations leave it too late to invest in innovation 
as they enjoy the rising cash flow from their previous efforts. 
Waiting until that cash flow peaks and is on the decline to 
start innovating is way too late. Progressive organisations 
innovate in ways that can make their existing products or 
services less relevant, knowing that if they don’t and their 
competitors do, they will have missed the boat.
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productivity and innovation  
go hand in hand

In this research paper increasing productivity refers to achieving 
greater output from the same or fewer inputs. Or put another 
way, achieving greater revenue at a reduced cost. Improved 
productivity is an output. It is derived from both the continual 
improvement process and from innovation.

Continual improvement normally results in incremental 
improvements to existing thinking and processes but it can 
involve small innovations too. Innovation normally involves new 
ideas, perspectives and thinking. Innovation can result in ‘big 
bang’ improvements as well as disruption where a whole new 
business model and way of doing things occurs. For example, 
SEEK’s and Realestate.com’s business models have significantly 
eroded what used to be a very lucrative classified advertisement 
market for the traditional newspapers. Also, Uber and GoCatch 
are now challenging Cabcharge’s business model.

Robert Kay, co-founder of Incept Labs, uses the terms ‘exploit’ 
and ‘explore’ which are useful when thinking about how improved 
productivity can be achieved. Exploit involves getting the most 
out of your existing products and services. It normally refers to 
the continual improvement of existing processes – or doing the 
same things better. It involves exploiting strengths and building on 
known data, processes and procedures. It can also involve small 
innovations that result in improvements and cut costs.

Explore (innovation), on the other hand, involves creating 
something new and different. It normally requires new 
perspectives, new thinking, experimentation, risk taking and 
some failures. It can involve such disruption that whole new 
business models are created. It achieves greater revenue, 
reduced costs, or both by doing things differently. 

There are many case studies of fabulous innovations. One 
such study is shared in this research paper on page 17. This 
innovation could not have been achieved by relying on existing 
thinking, known data and historical facts. It wasn’t achieved 
by exploiting existing strengths but by exploring new ideas 
and perspectives and doing things differently. Further, that 
innovation would not have been achieved without highly engaged 
employees that were committed to their organisation’s mission.

How employee engagement, productivity and innovation are 
connected and contribute to driving the profitable growth cycle  
is set out in Appendix A.

There are tensions between 
continuous improvement & innovation

As continuous improvement (exploit) is often about doing the 
same things better and innovation (explore) is about achieving 
better outcomes by doing things differently, there can be 
some tensions between them. There are also some areas 
of organisations where continuous improvement is far more 
important than innovation – or where innovation would not 
be welcome, at least in the short-term. Examples include a 
production line where precision equipment is assembled in 
a meticulous way, preparation of financial information or the 
conduct of important compliance procedures.

As innovation (explore) involves doing things in a different way,  
it can result in failure. Innovation requires risk taking and a 
mindset that acknowledges that there will often be an investment 
in failure before success is achieved. Continuous improvement, 
on the other hand, involves doing things better and continually 
achieving greater output for the same or less input. It involves 
much less experimentation, risk or failure.

Many products and markets are changing so fast that being 
an industry leader requires rapid and continuous waves of 
innovation, prototyping and development of new products and 
services. Areas that research, conceptualise and prototype  
new products are often kept quite separate from those that 
produce them.

Also, the culture in many large, well established organisations,  
will often constrain the agility and deep thinking needed 
to innovate successfully. This is why many organisations 
compartmentalise their research and innovation labs to ensure 
that the start-up mentality required for successful innovation  
can thrive.
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Productivity results

Figure 1: Extent of agreement to productivity items

This shows that engaged employees were over three and a half 
times (89% compared to 25%) more likely to agree that their work 
area is committed to improving productivity than disengaged 
employees. Also engaged employees were nearly six times (76% 
compared to 13%) more likely to agree that their work group uses 
challenging goals to improve performance. 

The massive impact of 
employee engagement 
on productivity & 
innovation

How important are engaged employees to 
increasing productivity and innovation? To what 
extra extent do engaged employees contribute 
to productivity and innovation than disengaged 
employees? Are efforts to increase employee 
engagement worth the extra effort? These are 
the questions explored in this research paper.

This research involved the views of in excess of 100,000 
employees from around 150 organisations. These respondents 
had completed Insync Surveys’ employee Alignment and 
Engagement Survey. For the purpose of the study, the 25 per 
cent of employees that were most engaged were treated as 
being engaged employees and the 25 per cent of employees 
that were least engaged, were treated as disengaged employees. 
Further details of our research methodology are included in 
Appendix 1.

We then explored the link between employee engagement and 
an employee’s openness and propensity to support an increase 
in productivity and innovation within their organisation. For this 
study, our four survey items used as indicators of productivity 
and innovation were:

Productivity

1. My work area is committed to improving productivity

2. My work group uses challenging goals to improve 
performance

Innovation

3. Our organisation is committed to bringing innovative  
products and services to the marketplace

4. Our senior leadership team encourages innovative  
and creative ideas

The research determined the extent to which engaged and 
disengaged respondents agreed to the items relating to these 
four indicators of productivity and innovation. ‘Agree’ refers  
to the percentage of employees who responded with either  
6 = agree or 7 = strongly agree on a seven point Likert scale  
to the relevant item.

My work area is committed to improving productivity

My work group uses challenging goals to improve performance

Engaged  
employees

Disengaged 
employees

Engaged  
employees

Disengaged 
employees

89%

76%

25%

13%
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Innovation results

Figure 2: Extent of agreement to innovation items

Engaged employees were almost five times (77% compared to 
16%) more likely to agree that their organisation is committed to 
bringing innovative products and services to the marketplace and 
were over seven times (72% compared to 10%) more likely to 
agree that their senior leadership team encourages innovation and 
creative ideas.

This study demonstrates the very strong relationship between the 
engagement level of employees and their openness to ‘exploit’ 
productivity and ‘explore’ via innovation initiatives. The commitment 
shown by an organisation to improving productivity and being 
innovative, as well as the level of encouragement and support 
provided by senior leadership and middle management are critical 
to driving these initiatives.

This study measured perceptions: employees’ perceptions in 
relation to productivity and innovation. Perception relates to the way 
we see things and therefore impacts on how we react and behave. 
If the perception of employees is that productivity and innovation is 
something that the senior leaders and middle management deem 
important and are committed to, they will be more likely to act in 
ways that mirror this and involve themselves in it. 

So if your organisation has plans and desires to increase 
productivity and innovation, increasing the engagement of 
employees is an important place to start. Engaged employees are 
significantly more likely to be open to, champion and be a part of 
the organisation’s productivity and innovation initiatives. Having this 
buy-in from employees will yield positive impacts on organisational 
productivity and innovation outcomes.

This research also shows that disengaged employees will actually 
hinder and frustrate your efforts to improve productivity and 
innovation. Disengaged employees are often described as an 
organisational cancer – while disengagement can be hard to 
see, it can quickly spread and can become the silent killer of your 
initiatives to improve productivity and innovation.

Our organisation is committed to bringing innovative products 

and services to the marketplace

Our senior leadership team encourages innovative and creative ideas

Engaged  
employees

Disengaged 
employees

Engaged  
employees

Disengaged 
employees

16%

77%

10%

72%
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Insync Surveys has helped hundreds of organisations 
measure and improve their employee engagement to 
uplift productivity and innovation. The journey starts with 
measuring the engagement of your employees. That sets 
a baseline to see the impact of improvement initiatives.

Employee engagement is an outcome. So what can organisations do to improve 
employee engagement and in doing so improve their cultures? Insync Surveys 
has carried out regression analysis of tens of thousands of employee views 
from hundreds of organisations to determine the main drivers of employee 
engagement. Improvements in these drivers of employee engagement have 
been shown to have the greatest impact on improving employee engagement. 
These main drivers of employee engagement can be summarised into five 
main areas which are set out in this section. Examples of what successful 
organisations have done to accelerate productivity and innovation by driving 
employee engagement and improving their cultures in each of these five areas 
have also been included below as an action checklist.
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1

Action checklist:
• Ensure the organisation’s vision is articulated clearly and in a way that is inspiring and has 

meaning and purpose for employees beyond the desire to simply achieve a greater return. 
Ask your employees whether they think you have painted a picture of a compelling future in 
the ways set out above

• The CEO and leadership team should regularly refer to the vision, strategy and values in 
organisation-wide emails, newsletters, presentations and meetings. Regularly explain the 
link between the vision, strategy and values

• Importantly, the CEO and Leadership Team need to walk the talk and be great exemplars of 
the Values and related behaviours; they need to hold each other to account and should be 
open to their employees holding them to account as well

• Consider whether innovation should be included as one of your organisation’s values,  
a culture of innovation may be essential to the execution of your strategy

• Ensure those who lead initiatives to increase productivity have deep operational experience 
and a laser-like focus on the need to continually improve

• Ensure those who lead innovation thrive on new ideas, concepts and perspectives 
including drawing them from the most unusual places; they can involve others who 
think and act progressively and collaborate well to build on each others’ concepts and 
perspectives to create something new and improved

Senior leaders paint a picture of a compelling future

It is a fundamental role of leadership to paint a clear picture of  
a compelling future for their organisation and its employees. 

This includes setting out a clear and inspiring long term direction (vision), purpose and strategy 
and the values that will guide the way. It will include identifying what it is about the organisation, 
its products or services that are special, unique or different from others. Painting this picture of a 
compelling future is a key driver of employee engagement.

Earlier research by Insync Surveys has shown that senior leaders living an inspiring vision is the 
single biggest differentiator between high performance organisations and low performance ones. 
Indeed, ‘live an inspiring vision’ is an essential habit in our CEO’s latest book, 7 Business Habits 
That Drive High Performance. Another essential habit in the book is ‘to communicate clear 
strategies and goals’.

The board, CEO and leadership team also have a crucial role in setting the right tone at the top 
and ensuring an environment is fostered where employees, productivity and innovation can thrive. 
Leaders will achieve a significant return on investment from spending their time driving initiatives 
that increase employee engagement and turbo-charge productivity and innovation efforts.

Leaders should build a united and compelling narrative as to why productivity and innovation are 
so fundamental to executing the organisation’s strategy and delivering on its vision. They should 
continue to communicate this in different ways and forums with their employees.

A compelling and sustainable future will include enthusiastic employee buy-in to the organisation’s 
values, associated behaviours and high standards of ethics.
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Link employee roles and actions to the organisation’s 
overall goals

Another key driver of engagement is linking employee roles and every day actions to the 
organisation’s goals. This will ensure that employees understand exactly how their efforts and 
activities link to the organisation’s success. This will help add meaning and purpose to their jobs. 
It is a fundamental human desire to do something meaningful and to feel worthy – as opposed to 
doing something meaningless and to feel worthless.

2

Action checklist:
• Where possible, set out the link between each person’s role and your organisation’s vision 

and goals. Each of the employees of NASA in the 1960s knew how their role would help 
put a man on the moon

• Department and work group managers can explain the link between their goals and 
expectations and the organisation’s overall goals

• Empower employees to identify and suggest ways to improve their work group’s productivity 
and to suggest new innovations, no matter how small

• Embed a performance management system where regular and constructive feedback is 
given, hard conversations take place and accountability is embraced

• Ensure the organisation’s incentive plans are consistent with its goals and values.  
Also ensure that the incentive plans appropriately balance risk and reward. Many pre- 
GFC incentive plans exposed organisations (not the employees) to inappropriate risks.  
Poorly designed incentive plans can reward the wrong behaviours and amplify conflicts 
between departments

• Where possible, link each function to your organisation’s customer and/or stakeholder value 
proposition e.g. call centre operators get a real sense of fulfilment when they have the 
capacity and authority to solve clients’ problems
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Develop employee skills and talents

Ensuring employee skills and talents are used to their full potential is one of the five  
main drivers of employee engagement. It is also one of the seven differentiators 
between high and low performance organisations. It is another habit in our CEO’s  
book, 7 Business Habits That Drive High Performance. 

Developing the skills and talents of employees creates a true win-win for the 
organisation and your employees. Some say: ‘Why should I invest in developing my 
employees when so many leave soon after their development?’ The more enlightened 
question is: ‘What if I don’t develop them and they stay?’

Some of the truly great companies are obsessed about developing and growing their 
employees, it becomes a crucial part of their culture and DNA. The famous conductor 
of the Boston Philharmonic Orchestra, Benjamin Zander, once said: ‘I set as a goal the 
maximum capacity that people have. I settle for no less. I make myself the relentless 
architect of the possibility of human beings.’

3
Action checklist:
• Seek out Benjamin Zanders in your organisation to champion the cause

• Identify your high potential employees and stretch them with challenging assignments, 
including inter-department, interstate or overseas postings

• Actively encourage employees to come forward with new ideas, innovative 
suggestions and process improvements and ensure you have a process to promptly 
deal with them

• Build an environment where personal development is encouraged and individuals also 
take responsibility for their own development. Provide opportunities for them to do 
that – e.g. online courses or mentoring programs

• Line managers can provide employees with opportunities to build on their 
existing expertise, skills and to challenge themselves, don’t under-rate on-the-job 
development

• Train line managers to have authentic two way conversations with employees where 
they are encouraged to seek feedback on what they need from their manager to be 
more fulfilled and effective in their role

• Ensure line managers have the right tools and skills to identify employee strengths 
and to better manage employee performance and career progression
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Genuinely care for and support your employees

Demonstrating that you genuinely care for employees regularly comes out as  
the main driver of employee engagement. It is also a habit in our CEO’s book,  
7 Business Habits That Drive High Performance. 

The psychological contract is a critical notion for understanding the relationship between 
an employer and employee. It refers to the often unwritten expectations of an employee 
towards the employer. The psychological contract represents the obligations, rights and 
rewards that an employee believes he or she is ‘owed’ by his or her employer in return for 
the employee’s work and loyalty. If employees perceive that this contract has been broken, 
their trust in and commitment to their employer will be diminished. Poorly thought out, 
implemented and ill-timed action by an organisation, particularly relating to major changes, 
can destroy years of mutual goodwill.

High performance organisations do a much better job of managing the psychological 
contract than low performance organisations. The majority of employees in high 
performance organisations (59%) in the book perceived their organisation to be caring and 
committed to them, compared to just a third in low performance organisations. A strong 
reciprocal relationship develops, with almost 80% of employees in high performance 
organisations willing to recommend the organisation as a workplace to family and friends, 
compared to less than half of the employees in low performance organisations.

Tapping into people’s emotions will help bring your people on the journey. The more 
employees are involved, invested in and connected with your employee engagement 
initiatives, the higher your likelihood of success.

4

Action checklist:
• Challenge your senior leaders to build authentic relationships and do the 

‘people stuff’ well – encourage them to take the time to stop and have short 
conversations with every person they pass this week

• Share the organisation’s challenges and the competitive landscape with 
employees. That is important context for explaining the need for continued 
productivity gains and innovation

• Treat employees as adults, explain both the ‘what’ and ‘why’ of decisions –  
the ‘why’ is frequently missing from important communications

• Respect individuals differences and build an inclusive culture that allows 
employees to be themselves at work

• Build a feedback system to ensure you are hearing from and listening to the 
concerns of junior employees

• Build trust by demonstrating consistency in words and actions; act in an 
authentic way, don’t try to fool your employees as they will notice and your 
efforts will back-fire
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Build a high performance culture

A bad culture will kill a good strategy every time. Productivity and 
innovation are more likely to thrive if your organisation has been 
intentional about the way it has formed, shaped and evolved its 
culture to align well with its vision, purpose and strategy.

In this fast changing world, organisations cannot afford to be old fashioned, male 
dominated, inflexible and authoritarian if they want to build a culture of high performance 
where productivity and innovation thrives. With Generation Y comprising over 25% of 
the workforce and with that growing to nearly 50% by 2020, it will become much more 
important for organisation cultures to become more contemporary. This means embracing 
diversity, inclusiveness and flexibility to empower Generation Y employees so they become 
highly engaged.

While individual accountability is critical for the success of organisations, a collaborative 
culture is more conducive to improving productivity and innovation. An environment 
where information and ideas are openly shared enables individual ideas to be built on and 
improved by others. Ongoing waves of productivity gains and innovation will be achieved.

Similarly in an externally focussed organisation where the activities of competitors are 
monitored and the marketplace is continually scanned an environment that is conducive 
to increasing productivity and innovation will be created. A commercial focus, even in 
community services and not for profits, will help create urgency. An internally focussed 
organisation will do the opposite.

A longer term focus on what needs to be done and why will lift the gaze of employees 
to the future, leave room for their ingenuity and brilliance to shine as they determine how 
goals are best achieved. If line managers are overly prescriptive as to how things need to 
be done, productivity and innovation improvements will be stifled.

5

Action checklist:
• Clearly define what high performance looks like in your organisation and what  

part productivity and innovation play; build this definition from the bottom up to 
ensure buy in

• Further define what high performance looks like within each division/function 
including the role of productivity and innovation; ensure links to the broader 
organisational definition are clear and build this definition from the bottom up

• Review recognition programs to ensure that the right behaviours are recognised 
and rewarded throughout your organisation

• Ensure that continuous improvement (exploit) becomes a part of your 
organisation’s culture and DNA. This includes learning lessons from mistakes and 
eradicating any remnants of a culture of blame

• Set challenging goals to help increase performance; don’t let your satisfaction 
with good performance hold you back from achieving great performance

• Ensure that individuals and appropriately recognised, rewarded and thanked for 
their contribution 
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Next steps in the 
journey to driving 
employee engagement

Treat your ‘employee engagement for 
innovation and productivity’ project 
like any other change program 

Accelerating productivity and innovation  
by driving employee engagement can be  
quite daunting for some leaders. It can be  
hard to know where to start. Many are very 
good at developing plans and allocating 
resources to build a new factory, office or  
other development. Many are nowhere near  
as good at implementing organisational  
change programs that involve changing 
cultures and behaviours. 

A program to increase your employee engagement will involve  
the following main steps:

a. Measure and understand the current state

b. Paint a picture of the desired future 

c. Build a compelling case for change and a strong narrative  
to support the change proposed

d. Assemble 100% leadership team commitment to the 
employee engagement program

e. Develop a detailed plan, including the allocation of 
responsibilities and the appropriate resource 

f. Execute the plan

g. Regularly measure progress and make adjustments  
as necessary

The ‘employee engagement for innovation and productivity’ 
program will only be successful if there is absolutely single-
minded leadership commitment to seeing it through. If there is 
no commitment and determination from the leadership team to 
achieve the desired future state and to bring about the change 
necessary, then the engagement program is likely to fail at worse 
or be a long, hard and difficult road at best.

The leadership team should develop and sign off on a clear and 
compelling engagement, innovation and productivity narrative in 
relation to the change so that the reasons for, and benefits of it, 
are regularly and consistently communicated to all employees. 
The leadership team cannot afford to send mixed messages or 
display a lack of commitment for such an important employee 
engagement program.
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What gets measured gets managed

It is critical to regularly measure your progress. Your most recent 
employee survey will set a clear baseline from which to measure 
subsequent improvements. Managers of business units and 
departments should then be held accountable for the extent of 
change achieved in their segment of the organisation.

A regular survey is a good way to help drive improvement, 
identify areas of good practice that should be celebrated and 
modelled, as well as identifying laggards who need to be 
encouraged and assisted in their change initiatives. Ideally, your 
measures will also be benchmarked against other organisations 
so that the organisation overall and each business unit and 
department will know how they stack up against others.

Communicate, communicate, 
communicate

You will need to communicate, communicate, communicate and 
then communicate some more. Your leadership team will need 
to champion the employee engagement program, and others 
throughout the organisation should be identified and asked to 
champion the new focus on innovation and productivity too.  
The leadership team and the next level down should be regularly 
brought together to discuss progress and re-commit to the 
change and embedding the desired new initiatives, processes 
and behaviours. As leaders demonstrate their commitment and 
support for the change, others will be more inclined to follow suit 
and join them on the journey.

Recognise and celebrate your 
organisational achievements

Every opportunity should be taken to celebrate achievements  
as well as to identify any roadblocks or impediments to the 
change program being implemented. Any roadblocks will need 
to be removed.

There will be many individual, departmental, business unit 
and whole of organisation achievements during the change 
program. These should all be recognised and celebrated within 
departments and business units and throughout the entire 
organisation. Regular occasions and events should be used to 
celebrate achievements, but continuing to be spontaneous in 
highlighting the achievements of individuals and groups will also 
be important.

Be persistent – see it through

Employee engagement programs and embedding new ways of 
doing things into your organisation’s culture and DNA can take 
several years. To become truly embedded and ingrained the new 
ways of doing things will need to be continually and relentlessly 
modelled, communicated, taught and celebrated. 

Seeing your cultural change program through will require 
determination, endurance and resilience. Change fatigue is 
common. Many stop and pull out after some backlash or a lack 
of early results. Leaders need to count the likely cost, get their 
leadership team on board, and be relentless in their display of 
determination as they champion the cause and bring about the 
change in habits required.

Keep raising the bar

Embedding the new and better ways of doing things is an 
ongoing journey – it is not a destination. No organisation has  
the optimum productivity and right amount of innovation, nor 
perfect employee engagement. There will always be new 
initiatives and other improvements that can be made across the 
organisation as a whole or in particular departments, divisions  
or business units.

If you’re in, say, the top five competitors in your region you can 
be sure that your next 20 or 30 competitors in your region will be 
vying for your spot, not to mention the hundreds of other national 
and global competitors, some of which will be developing plans 
to enter and take a top spot. If you do not continually raise the 
bar, many of your competitors will go straight past you as they 
aggressively strive ahead.
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An excellent 
example of 
innovation

The Challenge

Goulburn Valley Water (GVW) is a government owned business that 
provides water and waste treatment services to Shepparton and regional 
towns of central Victoria. In Shepparton, it draws raw water from the 
Goulburn River that is treated with a Dissolved Air Filtration Plant to provide 
drinking water to the town.

During floods, the water quality is significantly poorer than normal. 
Because of the increasing severity of the floods, the treatment plant 
was having difficulty coping and increased capacity was required. The 
traditional approach would have been to double the capacity of the plant 
at a cost of $17 million.

The challenge for the Corporation was to find a way 
to double the capacity of the plant without duplicating 
the existing plant and spending another $17 million. 
This required a step function improvement in the 
performance of the existing plant. There were no other 
known cases where this performance improvement 
had been achieved.
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The Innovation Approach

The innovation framework that was adopted by GVW consisted of 6 key elements

1. Board Support and CEO Leadership
– Board Support of Innovation & Executive Support for project team

2. Clear link to Vision and a Critical Business Issue
– Provision of clean safe water at a low cost is a critical customer requirement 

3. Small committed operations team led by a respected front line supervisor 
– Team consisted of 3 front line operators with active executive support 

4. Design Thinking Innovation Methodology1, 2

– Developed by the team themselves but consistent with the Design Thinking approach 

5. Access to $40,000 of seed funding for innovation experiments
– 6 experiments completed in total

6. Culture of empowerment and acceptance that a solution might not be found 
– Committed team and common acceptance that this approach might not be successful

The Outcome

By substantially improving the volume and method of water aeration, the capacity of the 
plant was tripled with a one off capital expenditure of $150,000. The annual operating costs 
(chemicals etc) were reduced by $75,000 per year and the projected $17 million plant 
upgrade was delayed for at least 5 years. The skills and management approach learnt during 
the project were then applied to a successful company-wide innovation program (both exploit 
and explore) that reduced total projected capital expenditure by $40 million. 

These innovations would not have been achieved if the GVW employees were not highly 
engaged and deeply committed to achieving its mission of delivering clean safe water at low 
cost to their local communities.

Acknowledgement: Insync Surveys acknowledges and thanks Sue O’Connor, Deputy Chair, 
Goulburn Valley Water for writing up and sharing this important case study of innovation.  
 
1 R Martin, The Design of Business, Harvard Business Press 2009 
2 M Stickdorn, J Schneider (ed) This is Service Design Thinking, John Wiley & Sons 2011
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Appendix A
Insync Surveys’ Profitable Growth Cycle 

In previous Insync Surveys research drawing upon experience involving around 1,000 
employee and customer surveys, Insync Surveys developed the Profitable Growth Cycle. 
It shows the relationship between employee engagement and retention, and productivity 
and innovation. It shows that the cycle starts with empowering and supporting employees 
which leads to employee engagement and retention. That leads to increased customer 
focus and engagement, both of which lead to increases in productivity and innovation as 
explained in the following diagram.

 

Figure 3: Insync Surveys’ Profitable Growth Cycle™

This research paper primarily explains the extent of the link between employee engagement 
and productivity and innovation. As the above diagram shows, however, employee 
retention and customer focus and engagement are also important drivers of productivity 
and innovation.

High employee turnover and the resultant loss of corporate memory can be extremely 
costly and act as a drain on efforts to continually improve (exploit). There are also 
considerable internal and external costs involved in the recruitment of new employees  
as well as the loss of productivity that occurs as they are inducted and learn the ropes.

Customer insights and engagement can significantly enhance, focus and energise 
continuous improvement (exploit) and innovation (explore) initiatives. Great innovators 
have a deep understanding of their organisation’s customers and can see things from 
their customer perspectives. They use these insights to drive their innovative efforts and 
to set their priorities. Some, such as Apple, say that you don’t simply attempt to address 
the unmet needs of customers but go further and attempt to address the needs that 
customers don’t even know that they have.

The 44 page research paper titled, The 5 people drivers of the Profitable  
Growth Cycle, upon which this appendix is based is included on our website  
at www.insyncsurveys.com.au.
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Appendix B
Insync Surveys’ high performance framework

Insync Surveys’ high 
performance framework 
has been designed around 
two of the most important 
drivers of high performance; 
alignment and engagement. 
This framework was used 
to develop Insync Surveys’ 
Alignment and Engagement 
Survey (AES). 

The survey was designed to establish 
whether the day-to-day operations 
of an organisation are aligned with its 
strategic goals, and whether employees are engaged. It identifies those organisations that 
have both high alignment and high engagement, which are likely to achieve sustainable high 
performance (see figure above).

Research reveals that a high performing organisation will:

• Energise – employees will be energised and inspired by the organisation and its senior 
leadership team. The organisation will have a clear and engaging long term direction and 
purpose and the senior leadership team will be good role models and motivate employees 
to achieve the organisation’s goals.

• Execute – the organisation will align its plans and activities to the achievement of 
its long term goals. Its line managers will set a good example and build effective 
collaborative teams with a strong accountability and performance culture. It will invest in 
the development of its people and systems and be appropriately externally focused on 
meeting its customer and stakeholder needs.

• Engage – employees will be highly engaged and proud to work for their organisation. 
They will understand why their success is important for the organisation and they will 
recommend the organisation as a good place to work.

Within these three framework areas are a total of 10 high performance factors which are 
important for the achievement of sustainable high performance. Each factor measures the 
extent to which employees perceive that the organisation is achieving best practice in the 
relevant area. All factors include an important alignment thread which measures the extent  
to which action, behaviours and outcomes are linked to the organisation’s long term goals.

The 10 high performance factors are shown and explained briefly in Appendix C.

By assessing how well the organisation is performing on all of these factors, the AES can 
identify what kind of issues are potentially acting as barriers to achieving an organisation’s 
goals, where those problems are and what actions can be taken.

A whitepaper explaining Insync Surveys’ high performance framework is available on the  
AES page of our website.
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Appendix C
Sample Alignment and Engagement Scan

A sample executive summary (scan) from our AES report for sample company Axus 
Foundation is shown below.
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Appendix F 
Sample Alignment and Engagement scan 
 
A sample executive summary (scan) from our AES report for sample company Axus Foundation is shown 
below. 
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Appendix D
How Insync Surveys helps organisations

Insync Surveys can help your organisation improve employee and customer engagement 
which can increase your productivity and performance. Our employee and customer 
surveys also reveal the likely barriers to executing your organisation’s strategy

Employee Surveys

Entry Survey 
Understand what attracts people to your organisation. Gain feedback about 
induction processes and training, improve on-boarding and get new staff up  
to speed faster.

Alignment and Engagement Survey 
Achieve high alignment and employee engagement for sustainable high 
performance and resilience.

360 Feedback Survey 
Help your leadership team focus on self-improvement and become better 
managers in line with your organisation’s competencies.

Exit Survey/Exit Interview 
Understand why your employees leave, reduce your employee turnover rates, 
control recruitment costs and reduce HR administration time and costs.

Customer Surveys

Customer Satisfaction Survey  
A comprehensive overview of your clients’ perspectives identifying which clients 
represent profit and growth opportunities and those at risk. 

Customer Pulse Survey 
A shorter customer survey used to focus on key themes, such as reactions to  
a new product line or delivery system.

Customer Focus Groups 
We help you take your customer survey findings to the next level by 
brainstorming new products and services, ideas for improvement, new pricing  
or sales and marketing campaigns.

We also have a range of specialised surveys for local, state and federal government, 
boards and the education sector.

More information about our surveys and consulting is on our website:  
www.insyncsurveys.com.au
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Insync Surveys’ vision is to partner 
with organisations that aspire to high 
performance. Its core purpose is to 
provide insight, engage people and 
improve performance.

It lives and has embedded the values of 
innovation, collaboration, accountability, 
passion and professionalism deeply into 
its culture and DNA.

It has the people, experience, expertise, 
technology and tools to assist you on 
your journey to high performance.

Melbourne  
Level 7, 91 William Street  
Melbourne VIC 3000  
T +61 3 9909 9209  
F +61 3 9614 4460

Sydney  
Level 2, 110 Pacific Highway  
North Sydney NSW 2060  
T +61 2 8081 2000  
F +61 2 9955 8929 
E info@insyncsurveys.com.au  

www.insyncsurveys.com.au
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