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This chapter is all about how a key government agency encourages organisation-wide innovation as 
we hear about their approach of starting small but thinking big. We were lucky enough to gain 
insight from the aptly nicknamed ‘innovation guy’. His name is Alexander, or Alex, and he is the 
Deputy IT Director, currently leading the data engineering and delivery services for this 
government department. 

Alex has been in the post for over 3 years and has two decades of experience in data, analytics and 
business intelligence in the public and private sectors. The recent transition for Alex has been 
moving from development into leadership, and in doing so, has found himself as a bridge between 
business and IT. The ‘how’s’ and ‘what’s’ of this government organisation’s AI journey has got to 
remain confidential but lucky for us, Alex was willing to share his top tips for the process. 

What innovation teams look like
We heard from Alex about how this particular
government agency has formed knowledgeable
and resourceful teams that are dedicated to
exploring innovative opportunities. They have
developed a hub of expertise called ‘Data
Studios’, which are small teams applying agile
principles, entrenching themselves in digital
delivery in the data and AI spaces. These teams
are usually made up of 5-6 people co-located,
which allow close-knit bonds to form and in
Alex’s view, is a key aspect of the teams’
success. You would expect to have a couple of
data engineers, a couple of data scientists and
at least one Subject Matter Expert (SME) from
the business who would act as a “Product
Owner”, steering the direction of the team.

In government, as with other businesses, Alex
has recognised that it is increasingly difficult for
teams to establish autonomy to be creative. He
chuckles as he tells us that bureaucracy and
layers of governance can easily stifle the
effectiveness of these projects. It is his job, as
well as organising these teams, to shield them
from red tape and corporate meddling and in
doing so emulate start-up culture.

Each data studio begins with a list of about 10
questions or a ‘portfolio of ideas’ that they wish
to answer. They begin answering them in two-
week ‘sprints’ and crossing them off as either
successfully answered or failed in the time
frame. This prevents getting bogged down in
certain tasks but also gives enough time to

It’s a marathon, made up of sprints 
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assess the practicalities of industrialising such an
answer on an organisation-wide scale. These
small teams are given the relative freedom to
innovate and test, failures are encouraged and
learnt from. Whereas larger, traditional
‘waterfall’ methods of development and testing
possess the pressure of being associated with
the uncertainty of immediate value, an average
duration of over one year, and a lack of
adaptability if design flaws are recognised later
on.
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Figure 1: Waterfall versus Agile methodologies
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Lessons proposed: Investment in the “portfolio
of ideas” is best done on the whole portfolio, in
a similar way to how a venture capitalist would
vet a portfolio of start-ups. The cost of vetting
each idea is relatively low, and the success of
two or three of these ideas would generate the
needed Return On Investment (ROI) for the
whole portfolio. When setting up data studios,
we would recommend setting up ‘Triple S
teams’; teams that are Small, Stable & Self-
managed to work in agile sprints.

Scaling of these projects and teams can always
be introduced further down the line.

The next industrial revolution
Once ideas from the data studios have been
vetted and the business case has been signed
off, the concept can be rolled out through the
business – a process we refer to as
‘industrialisation’.

This is the stage where red tape and
governance starts to hinder innovation, even
when being protected by gatekeepers like Alex.
The early stages of the industrial rollout can still
be as small as 10 people which can still offer
business value, it just depends on what it is.
There are of course other cases where you
need to roll out across the firm in order to see
the benefit and if you can get that proof of
concept then you’re halfway there.

Alex told us that there are two key areas to
focus on when it comes to buy-in: engagement
and education. Digital studios create buy-in
because of the project leaders being area
experts. Buy-in is something that Alex tells us
that this government agency achieved relatively
easily through a bottom-up approach according
to Brigid McBride, the former Digital
Transformation Director. They established the
capability and then asked staff to identify
processes that they felt could be automated.
There were then hundreds of small projects
across a variety of business functions that
people really cared about and advocated.

Lessons proposed: Buy-in can be effectively
influenced and obtained in pockets across a

business, however it is likely to take more time

to be obtained organisation-wide. We have

devised our top five tips on how to facilitate

buy-in from stakeholders and employees

below:

Select employees and ask for volunteers 
who can act as change agents or 
ambassadors for the project from a 
range of departments, locations and 
grades. The best advocates tend to be 
those who disseminate updates on key 
trends and simply enjoy bringing others 
into the loop. 

Encourage your company’s senior 
leaders to endorse new tech projects  
with posts, retweets and shares using 
internal comms channels to positively  
raise the profile of the project.  

Gather employee feedback throughout 
the tech roll-out process. It is equally 
important for project teams to 
understand the concerns facing 
employees as it is for employees to feel 
that their thoughts and input are valued. 
You can gather this feedback at specific 
inflection points via your change agents 
and/or an online platform. 

If data studios are physically located, 
focus on creating an attraction and 
fascination towards this space. For 
example, an unusual sign, name and 
an open-door policy can spark 
widespread curiosity, a buzz and 
increased levels of engagement.

Provide employees with the 
opportunity to explore and test a 
demo of the ‘to go live’ technology 
that can demonstrate it’s benefits, 
increase familiarity and promote 
acceptance among teams. 

Industrialisation: Desktop vs. Enterprise
If you have successfully gained buy-in and are
looking to scale-up a concept or project, a key
consideration at this point is to decide on the
extent and approach of industrialisation you
would like to take i.e. desktop level or enterprise
level.
If we look at Robotic Process Automation (RPA) as
an example, there are various vendors, of



AI and Automation in HR: Short Stories from Veran's Vanguard Research 

3
For further information contact becky@veranperformance.com 

which the leading providers, UiPath and Blue
Prism, are similar in many ways, but are
fundamentally suited to different approaches.
UiPath and Blue Prism are both RPA platforms
that can be used to build a central Centre of
Excellence to take a concept from a data studio
and roll it out.

UiPath Blue Prism

Founded in: 2005 Founded in: 2001

Organisation size: 2500 

employees

Organisation size: 600 

employees

Capability: Control, build 

and run robots

Capability: Control, 

build and run robots

Unique Features:

• Rapid implementation

• Low entry price

• Robotic Desktop 

Automation

Unique Features:

• Invented RPA

• Use a Robotic 

Operating Model

• Robotic Enterprise 

Automation

There is no one size fits all answer here. Base
your approach on how your company operates
as a whole. It is not uncommon for large, global
organisations, who may have been involved in
mergers and acquisitions to have a degree of
unstandardised practice between departments
or geographies, in which case, an enterprise-
level approach can experience challenges in data
migration and integration to unify these
processes. Equally, this enterprise-level
approach could provide those large
organisations with consistency across those
departments and geographies, if that is what
they are hoping to achieve from
industrialisation. Consider the advantages and
disadvantages of both approaches in line with
your goals and aims.
Lesson proposed: Enter your vendor selection
with objectives. Decide before selecting a
vendor if you are aiming for a simple evolution,
to scale-up a concept from a data studio, or a
more complex revolution, to completely and
utterly transform the technology and processes
across the business. By doing so, you can identify
what your business needs and wants from a
vendor, enabling you to select the most efficient
approach and meet those goals.

Being a large public sector firm with over 65,000
employees, we were hugely impressed with the
level of innovation and agility demonstrated
within this government agency. Thanks for the
insight, Alex!

UiPath is a low-cost platform, which is relatively
easy to use to build and run desktop
automation for simple processes that can run
on local workstations (also known as attended
robots).

Although Blue Prism is also capable of
undertaking desktop automation, it is better
suited to large-scale enterprise-wide changes.
Blue Prism works through virtual machines that
tend to be deeply entwined in many areas of a
business and is therefore more often used to
transform wider technology systems and
processes. Due to the scale of change, an
enterprise-level project would need its own
credentials, access to folders and apps, and
thus, more governance and sign-off when being
rolled out across an organisation compared to a
simpler desktop-level scale-up. For this reason,
enterprise-level industrialisation can take a
more waterfall approach, and given the less
extensive governance around desktop
approaches, they tend to be more agile.
This may raise the question of ‘What is the best 
approach?’. 

Figure 2: RPA Technology comparison

https://www.uipath.com/
https://www.blueprism.com/

