“ESSENTIAL READING IN AN AGE OF DISRUPTION”
DAVID REAY, SENIOR VICE PRESIDENT, SONY MUSIC ENTERTAINMENT

BE LESS

ZOMBIE
HOW GREAT COMPANIES CREATE DYNAMIC INNOVATION,
FEARLESS LEADERSHIP AND PASSIONATE PEOPLE

ELVIN TURNER
ILLUSTRATED BY RICHARD JOHNSTON

Trim Size: 152mm x 229mm

k

Turner088208

ffirs00.tex V1 - 01/13/2020

8:09pm

Page i

“Essential reading in an age of disruption.”
David Reay, Senior Vice President, Sony Music Entertainment
“This is an invaluable step-by-step guide to sparking, scaling and sustaining a
culture of bold innovation.”
Ash Tailor, Global Brand & Marketing Director at LEGOLAND
“Packed full of practical tips to boost your company’s lifespan.”
Ash Schoﬁeld, CEO, giﬀgaﬀ
“At a game company like Electronic Arts, we’re no strangers to zombies - both in
the games we produce and in our daily battles against the many disruptive forces
trying to make us obsolete. It’s the same everywhere. Most leaders struggle to get
the innovation performance they need. This is the practical playbook they’ve been
waiting for.”
Andy Billings, Vice President Proﬁtable Creativity, Electronic Arts
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“A book of some brilliance. Everyone with an interest in pursuing sustainable,
proﬁtable relevance should read it. Compelling, ﬁendishly clever and full of
practical ideas and tools delivered with great skill. The implications for business
are vast!”
Jo Wade, Specialist Account Manager, Oncology, Pﬁzer UK
“In business a lot is talked about entrepreneurial spirit without giving it the
oxygen to develop and thrive. Very often the diﬃculty is where to start. Be Less
Zombie is an excellent and practical guide for any leaders trying to turn on higher
levels of innovation in their organisation.”
Denis O’ Flynn, former Managing Director, Pernod Ricard UK
“This book is packed with vital knowledge and essential strategies that you can
adopt and apply immediately to help create an innovation mindset within any
team or organisation. Written in an engaging and impactful way it puts theories
into practice, sharing new tools and insights based on a decade of innovation
experiments conducted inside Fortune 500 companies of all shapes and sizes.”
Chris Parles, Senior Fellow and Programme Director of Music & Branding at
University for the Creative Arts Business School
“Innovation begins and ends with the right leadership and culture. It’s so refreshing to see more of the innovation ‘how’ codiﬁed with practical examples and
tools.”
Gareth Hussey, Chief Marketing Oﬃcer, Tesco Mobile
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“The deﬁnitive leadership guide to simplifying, mobilising and humanising
innovation.”
Teresa Kotlicka, People & Culture, Sony Music Entertainment
“In the struggle all organisations face to drive innovation, this book deﬁnes the rallying cry you need to bring everyone together and provides an excellent handbook
with the essential tools to make it happen.”
Alan W. Brown, Professor in Digital Economy, University of Exeter, UK
“An indispensable read that unashamedly kicks wide-open the door to real-world
innovation. Engaging, accessible and with lots of invaluable tips and insights for
leaders at all levels on how to create a culture and climate in which innovation
thrives. A great wake-up call for all zombies … now there are no excuses!”
David Riley, Business Psychologist
“Be Less Zombie is a practical guide for equipping leaders and managers trying to
turn on higher levels of innovation in their business.”
Samantha Seal, Talent Strategist and Director, on the wing Ltd.
k

“A leader’s lifeline for evoking, embedding and living an innovation culture.”
Laura Ellis, Head of Talent Management, EMEA, Ogilvy
“A must-read for anyone – in any business sector, at any career level – who is
passionate about the serious business of innovation. A practical guide to curating
a culture of innovation and navigating against the headwinds of organisational
status quo.”
Simon Collins, Senior Vice President, Mastercard
“At last a book that gives permission to create, collaborate and innovate. Elvin
Turner intelligently challenges the status quo with a sprinkling of very good
humour. Essential reading.”
Lee Widdows, Associate Head of Fashion, University for the Creative Arts
“Be Less Zombie is more than a book, it is a toolkit for any senior executive who
wants to drive positive change in their business. Turner gives you everything
you need to create and deliver your own innovation agenda within the limits of
your budget and ideas.”
Ben Sullivan, UK/IRL Managing Director, bibliotheca
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Be Less Zombie
How Great Companies
Create Dynamic Innovation,
Fearless Leadership
and Passionate People
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INTRODUCTION: UNICORNS VS ZOMBIES

It was a perfect day to meet zombies.
Inside the idyllic rural campus of England’s prestigious Henley
Business School, 40 executives were jostling for position along a line
that I had marked out on the ﬂoor:
‘More unicorn’ at one end, a term that’s come to mean a hot,
most-wanted, $1bn innovation powerhouse.
‘More zombie’ at the other, meaning a decaying monolith staggering into the future.
The task: Stand in the place on that spectrum that best describes
your organisation.
There were a lot of self-declared zombies out that day.

k

But the truth is there are a lot of zombies out every day. Research
shows that company lifespans are shrinking fast.1 But it’s not just
companies. The experience of working inside an oﬀ-kilter company
can be deadly for the people inside, too. Simply being at work is now
the ﬁfth biggest killer in the United States because of the illnesses that
stem from rising workplace stress.2
So what’s driving this zombie advance?

Clinging to What Kills Us
Imagine standing on the edge of a chasm that is widening before your
eyes. Your side of the chasm is crumbling fast. Getting to the other
side is your only chance of survival. There is a rope in your hand that
you could use to swing across. But fear stops you from jumping and
keeps you rooted to the spot, gripping on to that rope for dear life.
Meanwhile, the ground crumbles beneath your feet. The wider the
1 https://www.cnbc.com/2017/08/24/technology-killing-oﬀ-corporations-average-lifespan-of-

company-under-20-years.html
for a Pay Check”, Jeﬀrey Pfeﬀer, Harper Business, p38

2 “Dying
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chasm yawns, the riskier the swing, the greater the fear, the less likely
that you’ll leap.
A little Indiana Jones, maybe. But that ‘holding on’ instinct, that
false sense of security of hanging on to what we know, sets oﬀ a chain
reaction of subtle and painful demise inside many organisations:
declining margins; eﬃciency initiatives that mean more work for
fewer people; an exhausted and disengaged workforce that is continually putting out ﬁres; sales teams who would rather lead with
discounts than push the new, longer lead-time solutions; and less
appetite and resourcing for innovation which is ultimately what gets
us across the chasm.

k

Over the last 25 years I’ve seen variations of this scenario play out
inside companies of all shapes and sizes. But I’ve also observed two
factors that can make a huge diﬀerence to the inevitability of innovation and high performance showing up:
1. Move Some Different Needles
We get what we measure, and we measure what we value. So what are
we overvaluing that opens the doors to zombieism?
In most companies, a minor business model tremor creates a
standard, anxiety-driven knee-jerk response: ‘Grab the cash while
you can.’
‘The prevailing mindset inside most boardrooms is “We love
money,”’ says Ben Sullivan, Managing Director of bibliotheca UK, a
library technology company. ‘It’s too easy to say “yes” to this quarter’s
numbers at the expense of developing the ideas that the future needs.
No-one ever frames it in such black-and-white terms, but deep down,
the dopamine hit of a short-term cash injection usually feels too
good to resist.’
Yet the twenty-ﬁrst-century rate of change means that business
model tremors are now an everyday occurrence. The short-term,
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INTRODUCTION: UNICORNS VS ZOMBIES

cash-grabbing response is often triggered by the anxiety of having
nothing in the new product pipeline. And it is anxiety’s sibling, fear,
that stops companies from backing the more risky ideas that the
future pipelines need. It’s a circular paradox resulting in companies
that are literally scaring themselves to death.
Organisations need to put in place counterbalances to resist the
short-term, control freakism that shuts down any appetite for innovation that ventures beyond the status quo.
‘Incremental improvement guarantees obsolescence over time,
especially in fast changing industries,’ says Joi Ito, the former Director
of the MIT Media Lab.

k

We need some new dials and needles in our corporate dashboards.
Ones that compel us to make the decisions that our future needs us to
make today; those speciﬁcally relating to better performance around
innovation and change.
2. Demystify the ‘How’ of Innovation
‘Don’t tell me why, don’t tell me what, just tell me how to get innovation moving in this place,’ is how I was once greeted by a frustrated
CEO who was smarting from a recent, failed innovation initiative.
It’s the underlying narrative inside most organisations that I meet.
More speciﬁcally, whilst organisations tend to want more overall
innovation, their greatest need is a bigger bag of bolder ideas that
could become tomorrow’s cash cows. So where are they hiding?
Well, if we deﬁne culture as ‘what is ordinary’, we can’t realistically expect many ‘extraordinary’ ideas to emerge and thrive from
business-as-usual operations. ‘Extraordinary’ creates an understandably allergic reaction from the status quo. It’s a life form likely to mess
with our repeatable, predictable ways of working.
(An interesting anagram of Be Less Zombie is ‘blob seizes me’.
It’s how I imagine a bold idea feels when it encounters corporate
bureaucracy.)
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It’s not surprising that the bold ideas cupboard is pretty empty in
most organisations.

k

k

Hmmm … Looks like we’ll need to discount our way out of this one
again, Winston.
Innovation has a reputation for being a black art, but it’s really
not. Yet because so few companies have designed a deliberate system
for repeatable innovation, its ad hoc nature causes it to fail, or at best
deliver more of the same.
After coaching hundreds of innovation projects around the world
and mixed with my own research and that of other experts, I’ve discovered that bolder innovation becomes a more inevitable and repeatable outcome when teams and organisations focus on six areas, each
of which has a simple ‘turn-on’ path.
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INTRODUCTION: UNICORNS VS ZOMBIES

‘TURN IT ON’
INNOVATION STRATEGY FRAMEWORK

PROCESS

Strategic Drivers

LEADERSHIP

Corporate strategy
Financial renewal
Customer insight
Portfolio
Future trends

CAPABILITIES

k

k

RESOURCING

CULTURE

Turn It On framework © Elvin Turner
Innovation Strategy Ad hoc innovators tend to be continually frustrated. A clear innovation strategy, on the other hand, galvanises the
whole business behind it.
Process A clear, eﬃcient and eﬀective innovation process that everyone understands. Give everyone a roadmap for their ideas.
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Capabilities Deliberately acquiring and developing the capabilities
needed to deliver today whilst discovering and designing tomorrow.
Resourcing Dynamically allocating suﬃcient and appropriate
resources to incremental and disruptive growth initiatives. With
the right process in place, this often results in signiﬁcantly reduced
resource wastage in innovation.

k

Culture Calibrating the culture and climate to the innovation outcome, rather than one-blob-ﬁts-all. Incremental ideas are generally
tweaks, working with relatively well-known cause and eﬀect dynamics. It’s predictable and feels safe, so metrics around certainty of outcome are appropriate. Bold ideas, on the other hand, have high failure rates, so they need a context which gives them a higher chance of
making it out of the building alive than status quo operations usually
aﬀord.
Leadership Equipping and incentivising senior managers to orchestrate appropriate levels of innovation and entrepreneurship.
When these six elements combine to become a deliberate innovation system, companies give themselves the greatest possible chance of
thriving today and showing up in the future.
Turn it on, then turn it up My aim with this book is to help you
succeed where most companies fail: to turn on innovation and
to keep it turned on with proven tools that you can tailor for
your context. Establish foundations, get some quick wins, build
conﬁdence … and then turn up the scale and sophistication as and
when you need them.
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INTRODUCTION: UNICORNS VS ZOMBIES

What’s more, every organisation is unique. Whilst the tools I’m
sharing are universally applicable, beyond a certain point in your
journey towards greater innovation performance, only you can know
what’s right for your speciﬁc context. This book helps you turn on
innovation, but beyond a certain point only you can turn it up.
What works for Apple is unlikely to work in exactly the same way
for you. Discovering and developing your unique innovation DNA is
a pathway towards competitive advantage that few companies deliberately pursue.

k

Not for Geeks Finally, this is not a book for innovation geeks. It’s for
everyday business people who need practical tools, ideas, workshop
formats and coaching tips to turn on innovation. So I’ve deliberately
written this in short, sharp chapters with practical advice that you can
try out immediately. (Sorry fellow geeks, not much innovation jargon
in here – I hope.)
This book is based on what I’ve learned from companies that are
recalibrating themselves to pursue sustainable, proﬁtable relevance.
They are creating healthier organisations, happier people and
more hopeful futures.
They are being less zombie.
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More agility. More energy. More genius.

TURNER

“ESSENTIAL READING IN AN AGE OF DISRUPTION”
DAVID REAY, SENIOR VICE PRESIDENT, SONY MUSIC ENTERTAINMENT

Why do some companies always seem to have the best ideas, the most
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