
 

Welcoming Innovation 
A Route to Employee Engagement 

Helen Kelly  

Management pundits offer quick fixes, but 
we know better: reducing employee 
turnover requires a long-term investment 
in engagement—that harmonious state 
where employees enjoy coming to work, 
want to make the whole a better place and 
have a hopeful eye on the future.  

Lilly Venezuela, a South American country subsidiary of the 
worldwide pharmaceutical company Eli Lilly, made the 
investment—and everyone reaps bountiful rewards. Working at 
times alone, at times with others, employees pursue ideas, 
routinely share information, welcome challenges, and go the extra 
mile. They are engaged with their own potential and the 
company’s possibilities; they are inspired, happy people 
contributing to innovation on a daily basis. 

In conversations with members of staff, I learned that the 
wellspring of such engagement is believed to be teamwork on 
problems directly or indirectly related to the job one does; this 
built on a conviction that the human drive to solve problems in 
pursuit of innovation is hardwired. 

Here’s how it works. The framework is the company’s 
commitment to Six Sigma—a method of solving problems, making 
improvements and developing innovative solutions. In the course 
of a Six Sigma project, a team determines why a process isn’t 
working well or well enough, proposes solutions, and 
methodically tests the top possibilities.  



Anyone may propose a Six Sigma project, and project scope may 
be anywhere on the continuum from local—an office comprising a 
few people—to a business function such as strategy, or a country-
wide practice such as sales or marketing. Every Lilly country team 
keeps a master list of Six Sigma projects. Virtually every employee 
joins a Six Sigma project team aiming to improve a process. 

“Virtually everyone has ideas and wants to share them. That is 
true no matter what job a person does. So we make it our 
business to hear from everyone. Employees are proud to 
participate in developing innovation”, shared Edmundo Jimenez, 
General Manager at Lilly Venezuela. 

PLANNING PROJECTS 

Importantly, before proposing a project, the initiator creates a list 
of questions that help determine whether there is a case for 
starting a project. At this stage, colleagues from various areas of 
the business may assess the evidence. This requirement for 
thorough analysis to determine the suitability of an issue for 
project status is one of the company’s most important tools, 
ensuring that observation and analysis are part of the company’s 
DNA and that resources go to significant issues.  

If the case is made, the project leader builds a multidisciplinary 
team who examine the data from many perspectives in order to 
correctly identify the source of the problem and therefore the 
basis for proposed solutions. Venezuela’s executives were 
emphatic about the wisdom of a multi-disciplinary team, which 
equips people with a broad enough view to identify the right 
problem and improves chances for making a good and right 
solution. 

In this culture, the watchwords are seek to know rather than seek 
to be right. The company discourages yes or no and rewards the 
test mentality. Power comes from inspiration, not control. 
Wherever they start, people find the right job at the right level. 
Thus all employees contribute ideas and see things through to 
implementation of something improved or something new. 

In this culture, too, the management challenges are steep. “The 
biggest challenge is staying open to solutions you don’t 
understand intuitively, and learning enough about something 
unexpected to judge on its merits rather than on its familiarity”, 



Humberto Colmenarez, newly assigned from Venezuela to 
become Lilly Colombia’s Country Manager, told me.  

“Learning to look beyond what you know naturally—and learning 
then to evaluate what isn’t familiar—are two of the most 
interesting and important elements of managing in Lilly. This is 
especially the case because we’re managing high potential people 
from diverse backgrounds”. 

“Perhaps the biggest challenge of all is helping others open to 
change”, Mr. Colmenarez told me. “A new paradigm is a lovely 
thing until you have to persuade others to take the risk of trying it 
on. When we support a new idea, the negotiations may be with 
our own employees or even with regional or global managers”. 

CHOOSING PROJECT TEAMS 

Another challenge managers described is choosing the right 
people for project teams. “Everyone can be successful in the right 
job at the right level; you have to know people well enough to be 
aware of their skills and capabilities, and where they might go for 
a next level,” Carlos Romero, Senior Sales Manager explained. 
“That produces another management challenge—implementing 
the ideas teams develop. It takes time and resources, but the 
company’s philosophy is to see things through and ensure that 
our time developing ideas produces benefit”. 

Managers and high-potential employees participate in Six Sigma 
projects outside their areas of expertise and in many countries 
around the world. These highly professional and demanding 
experiences pay important dividends for individual and the 
company. The employees develop a rich picture of the business 
globally and locally.  

They come to realise the interplay and interdependence of 
functional areas—and the nuance required when applying general 
principles in a local culture. They develop global as well as local 
perspectives and they experience firsthand the way culture 
influences decision criteria and communication patterns. Many on 
international projects earn a Black Belt, which equips them to 
take a project lead. The contribution of international and multi-
disciplinary experience to judgment, leadership and managerial 
skill is priceless. 



The Six Sigma project teams are an important part of employee 
development though the Venezuelan managers nurture 
intellectual development, discovery, cooperation and exchange in 
most every aspect of working life. Workshop problem solving 
teams are an example.  

Each team presents to the others four opening statements: what 
problem we’re working on, what we perceive as the barriers to 
solving this problem, what we believe we need in terms of 
support and help, and what skills, knowledge, experience 
members of our team can offer to others. Recently all members of 
the Sales Support function met in teams to refine and clarify 
individual and team objectives in order to better align these 
objectives to affiliate goals. “As always we choose a natural 
environment that frees people to share opinions”, Cristina Sardi, 
Human Resources Manager told me. 

KEYS TO SUCCESS 

The key to success for each individual, executives say, is starting 
at the right level and progressing to more complex problems 
according to intuition and ability. The key to success overall is 
management meaning it: allowing employees to work through 
problems to solutions and implementation, even if the manager 
can see a viable solution immediately, because the best solution 
to emerge might be outside the manager’s expertise yet a much 
more promising one. 

However, the parent company sets the stage for best practice. 
Country executives say that Lilly Global has led the way by making 
innovative changes to organisation and management that render 
subsidiaries more nimble, free to tailor business practices to the 
local market and improve subtle and discreet aspects of 
important business processes. In true Lilly style, subsidiaries share 
their improvements with one another, though implementation of 
new ideas is guided by local spirit and know-how. 

This is the first in a series about reducing employee turnover. 
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