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How Can Supervisors Impact Employee Engagement at Eli Lilly and Company? 

Abstract 

Employee engagement is something every organization wants but few actually possess at the 

level necessary to be a high achieving organization. An abundance of research has been 

conducted over the past half century on this topic which has led us to a simple truth—in order to 

engage your employees, give them meaningful work and then allow them to do it. If people are 

given the flexibility to use their talents, including their creative talents for solving complex 

problems, they are more likely to be successful and engaged in the workplace. Supervisors, 

particularly new supervisors, must learn this lesson sooner rather than later if they want to 

facilitate—and not impede—employee engagement. This paper includes a brief history on the 

science behind employee engagement, suggestions for ways to recognize and nurture engaged 

employees, and finally, a proposal for a Creative Problem Solving process to continue engaging 

employees in the future. 
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Introduction 

After many years in the workforce and an array of settings, I have concluded that there are 

multiple ways for a supervisor to err when it comes to engaging his or her employees, even with 

the best intentions. One can assume that the vast majority of people begin their jobs as engaged 

employees; yet after working in their roles over a period of time, these formerly engaged 

employees can become increasingly disengaged. How does this happen? 

Many factors enter into play when it comes to employee engagement. While discussing this 

topic with human resources staff at Eli Lilly and Company, one Director noted that factors which 

can improve employee engagement include “meaningful work, contributing to something 

impactful, being part of a good team, leadership on the team who people can respect and who 

respect them in return, work that leverages employees’ skills, and continued learning and 

challenges” (Armbruster, 2012). All of these variables exist at Lilly—one would assume that our 

work to discover medicines to treat diseases would be meaningful, and there are countless 

talented people at the company—yet too many employees are not fully engaged in this important 

work. Indeed, “the micro-cultures [at Lilly] cover the spectrum from very permissive, even 

overly permissive, to overly restrictive. It all depends on a person’s direct supervision and their 

leadership” (Armbruster, 2012). 

Eli Lilly and Company has approximately 35,000 employees worldwide, and around 11,000 

who work in Indianapolis (Eli Lilly and Company, 2012). This is an enormous amount of 

potential brain power to harness. Allowing even a small percentage of these individuals to 

continue their careers as disengaged employees seems wasteful. I currently supervise 11 people 

and will soon add two employees to my team. There are numerous Managers at the company 

who supervise similar numbers of people. By and large, we all want to do right by our people; I  
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hold this key assumption based on my decades of experience as a supervisor both at Lilly and 

other organizations. Ihave seen and experienced firsthand the good, the bad, and the ugly when 

it comes to supervision and employee engagement; therefore, I assert that I know what “good” 

looks like when I see it. So the question remains: What can supervisors do to positively impact 

employee engagement at Eli Lilly and Company? 

Supervisors can have a far-reaching impact on people’s lives both inside and outside of the 

office. For this reason, I propose training the supervisors in my function, Global Medical 

Communications, on the science behind employee engagement as well as the methodology of 

Creative Problem Solving, or CPS. Providing supervisors with a broad foundational background 

about employee engagement and motivation theory as well as giving them tools that can 

facilitate healthy team micro-cultures via a pilot project in my function would offer a grass-roots 

option to give this project proposal some traction. One year after the training, I recommend 

gathering follow-up data on employee engagement. If the pilot project has had a positive impact 

on employee engagement in Global Medical Communications, I would propose that the training 

be added to the overall training plan for new supervisors in other functions at the company. Not 

everyone has been fortunate enough to have witnessed a good supervisor in action so may not be 

able to role model based on previous experience. Providing foundational knowledge and tools 

could increase new supervisors’ chances of success with engaging their employees. 

In a discussion on the implementation of a “Complete Quality Process” or CQP, authors 

Townsend and Gebhardt hone in on the amazing resource of people. Although my proposal is 

not specifically focused on quality, but rather on a process for solving a multitude of complex 

issues, there remain applicable golden nuggets of information to be gleaned. “To thrive, an 

organization needs to find a way to take advantage of all available brain power. That can best be  
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done by engaging folks who already have detailed knowledge of the organization’s operations: 

the people on the payroll....In today’s fast-moving world, to turn to a subset of the employees 

and ask for input while ignoring the thoughts and abilities of the rest of the organization is 

indefensible” (Townsend & Gebhardt, 2008, p. 22). What can be done to engage as many 

employees as possible? The answer to this question is especially important to a large 

organization like Eli Lilly and Company as even a small percentage of disengaged employees is 

too many when one is talking about 35,000 employees in total. 

But first, one must be able to recognize an engaged employee. According to Eric Jensen, 

Senior Research Fellow at Eli Lilly and Company, “At the top level of the engagement 

hierarchy, there’s not only the willingness but also the action of working with others. Most 

engaged people do this by networking, reading, following up with others. They don’t let the 

world go by but actually take action in pursuit of whatever interests them” (Jensen, 2012). By 

taking action, engaged employees show their commitment not only to the organization, but also 

to themselves. “Good work always starts internally and is the outward expression of our unique 

gifts and talents. In its essence, good work is internally goal driven, not externally relationship 

driven. The purpose of good work is to produce something or to accomplish a task of internal 

value, not to please the boss or impress the system” (Noer, 2009, p. 134). 

My hypothesis is that training supervisors at Eli Lilly and Company in employee motivation 

theory and the tools of the Creative Problem Solving process will give them a foundational 

understanding of the two topics so that they behave differently toward their direct reports and 

have a positive impact on employee engagement. In this case, the independent variables are the 

training and subsequent supervisor actions; the dependent variable is employee engagement. 

Inductive reasoning will be used to move toward my proposal. In order to move the needle on  
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employee engagement, supervisors must take action; passively hoping for improved employee 

engagement will not address the issue. 

Literature Review 

The output of various books and articles are included in this project as well as several 

interviews with people at various levels within Eli Lilly and Company. Research includes both 

recent as well as historic literature. The oldest piece was from a 1968 Harvard Business Review 

article by Frederick Herzberg. In this HBR article, it was interesting to note the title (“One More 

Time: How Do You Motivate Employees?””), which implied that the subject of employee 

motivation or engagement had been discussed in the literature, yet remained unresolved. The 

author describes at some length the reason why “KITA” should not be employed, be it physical 

or psychological. It took me a bit to figure out that since the article was written in 1968, the 

author was referring to a Kick-in-the-A**. He poked fun at all the “hygiene” programs put in 

place to motivate employees—more time off, higher pay, increased medical benefits, sensitivity 

training, etc.—and called them all different forms of the same thing: KITA. Although the 

programs were meant to be positive motivators, they did not truly affect employees’ internal 

motivators. “The stimuli for growth needs are tasks that induce growth; in the industrial setting, 

they are the job content.... The growth or motivator factors that are intrinsic to the job are: 

achievement, recognition for achievement, the work itself, responsibility, and growth or 

advancement. The dissatisfaction-avoidance or hygiene (KITA) factors that are extrinsic to the 

job include: company policy and administration, supervision, interpersonal relationships, 

working conditions, salary, status, and security. The results [of Herzberg’s research] indicate 

that motivators were the primary cause of satisfaction, and hygiene factors the primary cause of 

unhappiness on the job” (Herzberg, 1968, p. 57). Herzberg asserted that the most important  
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action that managers can take to motivate others is to give their employees important work to do. 

It is quite fascinating to see how accurate he was. 

Herzberg’s insights remain timely. Another more recent HBR article in which the author 

makes assertions about what makes people truly happy at work acknowledges Herzberg’s 

research. “One of the theories that gives great insight on the first question—how to be sure we 

find happiness in our careers—is from Frederick Herzberg, who asserts that the powerful 

motivator in our lives isn’t money; it’s the opportunity to learn, grow in responsibilities, 

contribute to others, and be recognized for achievements” (Christensen, 2010, p. 48). Forty-plus 

years later, the lesson has not been fully grasped. 

One of the most influential and well-known people in the field of employee engagement is 

Teresa Amabile who has written extensively about the topic. “A central driver of creative, 

productive performance [is] the quality of a person’s inner work life—the mix of emotions, 

motivations, and perceptions over the course of a workday. How happy workers feel; how 

motivated they are by an intrinsic interest in the work; how positively they view their 

organization, their management, their team, their work, and themselves—all these combine 

either to push them to higher levels of achievement or to drag them down” (Amabile & Kramer, 

2011, p. 73). The following edict seems extremely obvious, but apparently it is not obvious to 

many supervisors as evidenced by a questionnaire the authors administered to ascertain whether 

managers understood what motivates people. The bottom line is supervisors should give people 

interesting work to do, encourage and help them when they encounter obstacles, check in on 

them to see if they need anything, and then simply let them do their work. “....if you facilitate 

their steady progress in meaningful work, make that progress salient to them, and treat them 

well, they will experience the emotions, motivations, and perceptions necessary for great  
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performance. Their superior work will contribute to organizational success. And here’s the 

beauty of it: They will love their jobs” (Amabile & Kramer, 2011, p. 80). Tina Seelig, best- 

selling author of the book, inGenius, concurs with Amabile. “....not only does this infrequent 

feedback [with regard to performance reviews] result in greater stress for employees; it also 

diminishes creativity. With infrequent feedback, employees do what is safe and avoid taking 

creative risks for fear of a negative review at the end of the year. They do what they know will 

work rather than trying something novel. By contrast, if managers provide frequent feedback, 

employees have a chance to modify their behavior rapidly before deep-seated patterns and 

expectations are set” (Seelig, 2012, p. 120). Seelig is also an advocate for teamwork and 

creativity. “Team work is incredibly important when you are building organizations that foster 

innovation. You need a group composed of individuals who bring different perspectives to the 

table, who respect different working styles, and who resolve conflicts along the way. Great 

teams also have a healthy dose of playfulness and provide positive feedback. Habitats with 

effective teams are able to leverage all the other factors in the environment to enhance the 

group’s creativity” (Seelig, 2012, p. 147). 

In another source on the topic of creativity, the author Steven Johnson asserts that good ideas 

“spillover” from person to person and culture to culture. His theory explains why ancient cities 

enabled people to be more innovative than people living in the more isolated countryside. An 

exchange is necessary for ideas to flow fluidly. “Good ideas are....inevitably, constrained by the 

parts and skills that surround them. We have a natural tendency to romanticize breakthrough 

innovations, imagining momentous ideas transcending their surroundings, a gifted mind 

somehow seeing over the detritus of old ideas and ossified tradition. But ideas are works of 

bricolage; they’re built out of that detritus. We take the ideas we’ ve inherited or that we’ve  
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stumbled across, and we jigger them into some new shape” (Johnson, Where Good Ideas Come 

From: The Natural History of Innovation, 2010, pp. 28-29). We need to keep examining the 

novel edges—known as the “adjacent possible” —of the newest ideas to ascertain whether new 

ideas, invention and technology can help us. Mankind must not stay stuck in the past nor tread 

too far into the unknown where chaos lives; rather, we are best served by examining the adjacent 

possible of the newest ideas and latest innovations. A recent article in The New Yorker illustrates 

this idea beautifully. The author, a physician, drew parallels between provision of consistent, 

high quality medical care and the methods used by the Cheesecake Factory to serve consistently 

high quality food. Apparently medical science could learn a thing or two from the chain 

restaurant business. “In medicine, too, we are trying to deliver a range of services to millions of 

people at a reasonable cost and with a consistent level of quality. Unlike the Cheesecake 

Factory, we haven’t figured out how. Our costs are soaring, the service is typically mediocre, 

and the quality is unreliable. Every clinician has his or her own way of doing things, and the 

rates of failure and complication (not to mention the costs) for a given service routinely vary by a 

factor of two or three, even within the same hospital” (Gawande, 2012). At first blush, one may 

wonder where the correlations are, but the author zeroes in on a key point: “At every 

Cheesecake Factory restaurant, a kitchen manager is stationed at the counter where the food 

comes off the line, and he rates the food on a scale of one to ten....the oversight is tight, and this 

seemed crucial to the success of the enterprise” (Gawande, 2012). Aha! This physician’s ego is 

not so large that he would overlook the fact that those practicing medicine could learn a thing or 

two from chain restaurants: consistency and oversight of quality are crucial to the success of 

both endeavors. In fact, he lamented that there is next to no standardization in medical practice, 

yet when his own mother needed a knee replacement, he took her to a hospital that had a group  
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of orthopedic surgeons who “studied what the best people were doing, figured out how to 

standardize it, and then tried to get everyone to follow suit” (Gawande, 2012). Interestingly, 

both the Cheesecake Factory workers and hospital staff remain engaged in their work when it is 

standardized; they are not simply automatons. 

So, what does an engaged employee look like? According to Theresa Denton, SMWC 

adjunct faculty for the MLD program’s “Culture, Creativity, and Leadership” course, an engaged 

employee will “give a project the sort of energy and attention that you want everyone to give. It 

begins with the hiring process; people should exude confidence and excitement. They show up 

early or on time. They take a project and own it as their own rather than giving you what you 

asked for and nothing more. I think that attitude, energy, optimism and contribution are key 

indicators of engagement” (Denton, 2012). From my personal experience, I have found that 

supervisors who trust their employees, partner with them to find solutions to issues, and provide 

real-time, honest feedback tend to have the most engaged employees. In my research, I had the 

good fortune to talk with several leaders at Eli Lilly and Company. Per Eric Jensen, Senior 

Research Fellow, an engaged employee has the following characteristics: “Engagement shows 

up in verbal cues with a lot of questions and challenges/ideas/scenarios/solutions. It’s a sign of 

someone who’s engaged enough if they’re willing to take action even without knowing it’s going 

to work. The second part is where they engage others to go on the ‘mission’ with them—no lone 

nut, but rather a person who is engaging their subordinates/colleagues/superiors. They don’t let 

the org chart get in the way of a conversation. They’re willing to talk about what did & didn’t 

work.” (Jensen, 2012). If someone goes to Eric Jensen and asks him for his 

thoughts/ideas/opinions, he believes it’s a good indicator that he is dealing with an engaged 

employee. A person will seek him out because he wants his help with an issue or conundrum he 

12  
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finds interesting. This give and take is an important part of leadership. In fact, within Eli Lilly 

and Company’s R&D division, they recently held their first so-called I-Day, short for Innovation 

Day, where people in that organization could propose a project to work on with others in the 

organization. People had the option to sign up for projects that interested them. The projects 

which had good support were given the green light by upper management. In talking to one of 

Eli Lilly and Company’s HR Directors, I was impressed at one of the insights which was offered 

and that is “we value the behaviors of the last person who got promoted so we need to carefully 

consider the ‘how’ of what our leaders do and what we reward” (Armbruster, 2012). These 

R&D leaders are encouraging and rewarding engagement. 

In an HBR article about building great teams, the author, Alex Pentland, summarizes 

communication research across several diverse industries showing that the manner and frequency 

with which teams communicate is more important than the content of what is communicated. By 

equipping team members with electronic badges to collect data on their interactions, the 

researcher was able to collect communication interaction data over a period of several weeks. 

Later, the data was analyzed quantitatively. Face-to-face interactions were most impactful; 

electronic methods such as e-mail and teleconferences showed fewer interactions and were found 

to be less valuable. He asserted that he can determine which teams will be successful—and 

which will not—based solely on their level of communication interactions. Energy, engagement, 

and exploration were the three aspects discussed in detail. “The data also reveal, at a higher 

level, that successful teams share several defining characteristics: 

1. Everyone on the team talks and listens in roughly equal measure, keeping contributions short 

and sweet. 

2. Members face one another, and their conversations and gestures are energetic.  
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3. Members connect directly with one another—not just with the team leader. 

4. Members carry on back-channel or side conversations within the team. 

5. Members periodically break, go exploring outside the team, and bring information back. 

The data also establish another surprising fact: Individual reasoning and talent contribute far less 

to team success than one might expect. The best way to build a great team is not to select 

individuals for their smarts or accomplishments but to learn how they communicate and to shape 

and guide the team so that it follows they will be successful” (Pentland, 2012, p. 65). I 

wholeheartedly agree with his summation. One of the keys to building an engaged team is to 

hire engaged people; but even then, some of those formerly engaged people can become 

disengaged. Therefore, it becomes even more important to strive to keep people engaged. 

Adding creativity to the mix is one of the necessary factors for success. “Successful teams, 

especially successful creative teams, oscillate between exploration for discovery and engagement 

for integration of the ideas gathered from outside sources” (Pentland, 2012, p. 66). This last 

statement sounds very similar to Puccio, Mance, and Murdock’s theory about the Creative 

Problem Solving process where diverging and converging are par for the course. 

Some of the most cutting edge and compelling research on employee engagement has been 

conducted by Daniel Pink. Pink enjoys turning commonly held management beliefs on their 

collective heads. “As long as the task involved used only mechanical skill, bonuses worked as 

expected. The higher the pay, the better the performance. That makes sense. But once the task 

called for even rudimentary cognitive skill, a larger reward lead to poorer performance” (Pink, 

2010). Pink rails against the accepted practice of pay for performance for knowledge workers. 

Knowledge workers are exactly what Eli Lilly and Company has in abundance. Pink goes on to 

further discuss what he considers to be hygiene factors, just as Herzberg did back in the 1960s.  
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“Money is a motivator at work but in a slightly strange way. If you don’t pay people enough, 

they won’t be motivated. What's curious is there’s another paradox here. The best use of money 

as a motivator is to pay people enough to take the issue of money off the table. Pay people 

enough so that they’re not thinking about money, they’re thinking about the work. Once you do 

that, there are three factors that science shows lead to better performance, not to mention 

personal satisfaction: autonomy, mastery, and purpose” (Pink, 2010). Autonomy, mastery, and 

purpose are precisely the three areas upon which our Lilly statistics organization focuses. I 

believe that other areas in the company would be well-served to address these areas as well. It is 

inconceivable to me that we have any disengaged employees in a company that produces life- 

saving and life-changing medicines. We have to do a better job of connecting what we do every 

day to outcomes for our patients. “More and more organizations want to have some kind of 

transcendent purpose, partly because it makes coming to work better, and partly because that’s a 

way to get better talent. What we’re seeing now is in some ways when the profit motive 

becomes unmoored from the purpose motive, bad things happen. Bad things ethically some 

times, but also bad things like not good stuff, like crappy products, like lame services, like 

uninspiring places to work. When the profit motive is paramount, or when the profit motive 

becomes completely unhitched from the purpose motive, people don’t do great things. More and 

more organizations are realizing this” (Pink, 2010). In the words of Eric Jensen, Senior Research 

Fellow, “If no one has explained the absolute importance of what they do for our patients, 

regulators, and company, then they’re missing the best part of what we do. Supervisors need to 

remind their folks about the importance of their work—paint the picture of all the connections. 

One of the best things our CEO has done for the company is persistently reminding us that we’re 

doing the right thing for our patients. It’s a powerful motivator for folks” (Jensen, 2012).  
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Some people have criticized the formal performance management system at Eli Lilly and 

Company precisely for the reasons cited above by Pink. I do not disagree with them, but I do 

think there is a deeper problem which is employee engagement—not everyone is engaged. “We 

believe that the best way to improve performance management in organizations today is to focus 

on employee engagement, which is a more proximal and controllable outcome that precedes and 

predicts performance” (Saks & Gruman, 2011, p. 204). Itend to agree. The formal performance 

management system is not perfect, but rather a symptom of how we struggle to engage all 

employees. Amabile concurs. “In a dramatic rebuttal to the commonplace claim that high 

pressure and fear spur achievement, we found that, at least in the realm of knowledge work, 

people are more creative and productive when their inner work lives are positive—when they 

feel happy, are intrinsically motivated by the work itself, and have positive perceptions of their 

colleagues and the organization. Moreover, in those positive states, people are more committed 

to the work and more collegial toward those around them” (Amabile & Kramer, 2011, p. 73). It 

is gratifying to hear that my grandmother was right: happy people make others happy; unhappy 

people want to make everyone feel as badly as they do. “To accomplish any significant goal 

requires the support and cooperation of others. The biggest difference between people who 

manage others, versus people who lead others, is how they develop those under them: This is 

true whether they manage or lead their families, a fund-raising effort, a project team, or a 

company” (Sanborn, 2006, p. 50). Sanborn goes on to provide some ideas as to how to engage 

employees. They are remarkably similar to framing problems for the Creative Problem Solving 

process. “To engage others, ask: 

e What do you think we should do? 

e What would you do if you were in my shoes?  
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e What opportunities are we missing? 

e What information or ideas do you have that would be beneficial?” (Sanborn, 2006, p. 60). 

It is clear that voluminous research has been conducted over the past 50 years or so on what is 

important to employees and what engages them. The bottom line is that the role of a manager or 

supervisor is not to direct others as one would if one was running a fiefdom, but rather, use an 

egalitarian approach with people who report to you—Ilisten to and seriously consider their ideas, 

give them meaningful work to do, and encourage and partner with them. Neither you nor they 

will be successful without one another. 

Methodology 

In Taking People with You: The Only Way to Make Big Things Happen, Novak asserts that in 

order to get work done effectively, you must first win over the hearts of your employees, and 

then bring them along with you because a supervisor’s success is actually dependent on their 

success. Another key point that he addresses is the fact that for any corporate initiative to be 

successful, one must put in place an internal marketing plan. “You need to market your goal or 

your initiative in the same dynamic way you would a new product. You need to keep that goal 

front and center in the minds of your target audience. That means you need to get their attention, 

convince them of its importance, and keep convincing them” (Novak, 2012, p. 172). All of this 

takes a great deal of energy and belief in what one is doing. “Selling is simply helping people 

make a decision that is good for them. When you have a good idea, product, service, or solution 

that can benefit others, it is your responsibility to sell it. Telling others about it isn’t enough” 

(Sanborn, 2006, p. 63).  
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The Senior Director of Eli Lilly’s Global Medical Communication function is highly 

supportive of measures that can improve employee engagement. In fact, her leadership is one of 

the reasons I choose to stay within the function. When asked her thoughts about employee 

engagement, she stated, “You have to know your people because there is no substitute for that. 

The supervisor needs to know what motivates them, reward & recognize them, know what work 

they like versus what makes them mad. Our people are not widgets so we must be very 

observant and look for differences, especially if there’s a change in how someone’s approaching 

something; we should be sensitive if something’s amiss & ask about it” (Bednar, 2012). Because 

I have the support of the function’s Senior Director, and have been able to also garner support 

from others, I am confident that the initial uptake of this initiative would be positive. The 

majority of supervisors I know want to do the right thing and engage their people; the issue is 

that they may not necessarily have some of the knowledge and skills to do so. Thus far, I have 

done the legwork with regard to this initiative and the cost has been nil, but as time goes on and I 

need additional help and support from my colleagues, the pressures of everyday work may make 

it difficult for them to make the time for one more thing. These time pressures are a limitation 

that must be considered at the time my proposed training initiative kicks off. Another issue that 

demands serious consideration is empowering people in a process that has a question of 

agreement on the end product—as always, the devil is in the details, so we would need to be 

clear that functional leaders would consider all proposals made by employees but that they may 

not necessarily be able to implement all suggestions. Some of the proposals could be tweaked 

and then implemented, but some may simply not be feasible. Not implementing proposals could 

have the opposite of the desired effect for employee engagement; however, this situation could  
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be mitigated by ensuring good communication takes place and acknowledging how proposed 

ideas were built upon to get to the ultimate decision. 

At Eli Lilly and Company, we tend to be a group of extremely analytical people, so, of 

course, we measure nearly everything including employee engagement. There are employee 

engagement surveys and scores going back several years for the entire company, teams, or even 

functions. Two years ago, one of the Directors within Global Medical Communications spoke to 

every single person in our function (~165 people) to obtain data about the level of employee 

engagement within the function. The actual questions are included in Appendix A. My proposal 

is to implement the training previously discussed and then in one year, re-measure the levels of 

employee engagement for the function using the previous survey questions from two years ago to 

determine whether there has been a change. I would do this by interviewing people in small 

groups and re-using the survey questions from the previous employee engagement survey. One 

limitation is that the original survey was qualitative rather than quantitative. It will not simply be 

a straightforward matter of comparing numeric values against one another but rather, pouring 

through hundreds of pages of notes and making a determination in partnership with other leaders 

of the function as to whether there is an improvement in employee engagement overall. 

However, it should be noted that surveys which provide quantitative data are not perfect: bias 

can be introduced by the way questions are worded, the order of the questions, or even the desire 

of the respondent to “get the correct answer.” We will need to take care when evaluating our 

qualitative data as we could potentially introduce bias into the evaluation process. “Comparison 

is a central process to all data analysis, qualitative or quantitative. All social researchers 

compare the evidence they have gathered internally or with related evidence. Researchers 

identify multiple processes, causes, properties, or mechanisms within the evidence. They then  
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look for patterns—similarities and differences, aspects that are alike and unlike” (Neuman, 2005, 

p. 458). 

In addition, although this next proposal for data review is not as scientifically rigorous as the 

one just mentioned, it is not without value: I would ask supervisor peers within my function 

their thoughts around whether the training was making an impact. My colleagues are 

trustworthy, forthright people who will not hold back on providing feedback, whether it is 

positive, negative, or neutral. They could also help to ascertain any intervening variables that 

might have impacted employee engagement beyond the training and help guide future efforts to 

more “scientifically” measure engagement. Our leadership team should take a first pass look at 

the data where we would bucket like ideas and patterns together. Partnering with a neutral third 

party such as an HR representative or possibly a leader from an outside function is one option 

that could help us to minimize bias during data interpretation. “Qualitative explanations can be 

either highly unlikely or plausible. The researcher supplies supportive evidence to eliminate 

some theoretical explanations from consideration, and to increase the plausibility of others. 

Qualitative analysis can eliminate an explanation by showing that a wide array of evidence 

contradicts it. The data might support more than one explanation, but all explanations will not 

be consistent with it” (Neuman, 2005, p. 459). The analysis phase would need to consist of an 

examination of relatedness, correlation, and causality between the various identified categories. 

This type of “soft” research may be looked at as less scientific by some at the company due to 

the fact that we consist of many people who have been schooled in the virtues of hard science 

rather than the social sciences. Perhaps a combination of quantitative and qualitative data in the 

future would be more readily accepted. “The limitations and advantages of quantitative and  
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qualitative methods make it appropriate in many leadership studies to use a complementary 

combination of both methods” (Yukl, 2010, p. 515). 

To further expound on the high value we place on analysis at Eli Lilly and Company, the 

usual methodology used to solve complex problems is the Six Sigma process where a problem is 

defined, measured, and analyzed; next, a solution is implemented and controlled. One concern 

that must be addressed is whether a problem or issue would fall under the Six Sigma process or 

the Creative Problem Solving process. Tina Seelig, a professor at Stanford University, not only 

teaches a course on creativity, but has also written a book on the topic called InGenius: A Crash 

Course on Creativity. In her book she argues that there is room for both scientific method and 

creative thinking to coexist. “The scientific method is clearly invaluable when you are trying to 

unlock the mysteries of the world. However, you need a complementary set of tools and 

techniques—creative thinking—when you want to invent rather than discover. These two 

endeavors are completely different, but they work in concert. Like the scientific method, 

creative thinking uses well-defined tools, demystifies the pathway for invention, and provides a 

valuable framework for creating something new....It is time to make creative thinking, just like 

the scientific method, a core part of our education from the time we are children, and to reinforce 

these lessons throughout our lives” (Seelig, 2012, p. 10). When I discussed my concern 

regarding when to use 6 Sigma versus Creative Problem Solving with my Senior Director, she 

had this to say: “One of the challenges would be in identifying which [issues] are appropriate for 

creative problem-solving versus not. People would need to be heard. We would need to 

structure it in a way that would appeal to our many ‘blue,’ analytical folks, and be clear about 

boundaries, investment, and intent. Since we have such a scientific mindset and people have a 

very definite method of solving problems, we’d have to be careful not to frustrate people versus 
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engaging people. The other part that would be interesting is to offer a structure and tools. Show 

them how to think differently. Scientific nature requires hypothesis testing, so we would need to 

be selective. It’s interesting to see what people are really capable of” (Bednar, 2012). 

There are knotty, difficult problems known as “wicked problems” which are the problems 

where leaders’ abilities are stretched. The raging debate on health care in this country is an 

example of one of those so-called wicked problems. “The reality of trying to solve a wicked 

problem is that action of any kind presents risks and uncertainties. Yet so does inaction. All that 

leaders can do is weigh the possibilities as best they can and find a way forward. They must 

want to make the effort, however. That’s a key factor” (Gawande, Why the Uninsured are Still 

Vulnerable, 2012). Wringing one’s hands is never going to fix anything. When asked his 

thoughts about what engages people at Eli Lilly and Company, Eric Jensen replied, “People like 

to be asked to help with meaningful things. For example, ‘I have a gnarly problem and am not 

sure what to do; what do you think?’ The knowledge that we’re working on something 

meaningful and/or important is key” (Jensen, 2012). As a senior leader, he enjoys seeing others 

succeed, due in part, to the aid he has provided. We are most definitely working on difficult 

problems which require a degree of creativity in order to be solved. 

I am also including research that addresses potential obstacles to a instituting a Creative 

Problem Solving program. According to an article entitled People are Biased Against Creative 

Ideas, Studies Find, anyone who wants to assert creative ideas will likely encounter several 

obstacles including: 

o “Creative ideas are by definition novel, and novelty can trigger feelings of uncertainty 

that make most people uncomfortable.  
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People dismiss creative ideas in favor of ideas that are purely practical—tried and true. 

Objective evidence shoring up the validity of a creative proposal does not motivate 

people to accept it. 

Anti-creativity bias is so subtle that people are unaware of it, which can interfere with 

their ability to recognize a creative idea” (Catt, 2011). 

The antidote to this prejudice against creativity, as with any prejudice, begins with an awareness 

and acknowledgement of the problem. It is my belief that I will encounter prejudice against a 

Creative Problem Solving process, but that does not negate its value. “In fact, not feeling a little 

uncomfortable in decision making, thinking you’ve got the problem licked, may be itself a 

dangerous illusion, a warning sign that you're slipping into the comfort of the unsuccessful 

familiar rather than striving for the discomfort of potentially useful creativity” (Essig, 2011). 

There may be people who simply do not want to try something new. Only by showcasing 

some successes will I be able to win them over to the value of this project. Shelly Lazarus is the 

Chairman of Ogilvy and Mather, a well-respected advertising agency. Upon the announcement 

of her retirement, she granted an interview to National Public Radio, NPR, where, among other 

topics, she discussed the creative process. Creativity requires planning and hard work just as any 

other business capability does. “Having ideas is not as important as developing them. And one 

of the things that I've experienced is ideas need air and they need time. And so when you look 

back at what the great ideas have been in marketing and business and advertising, they start as a 

small idea and then the art is letting them live, and continue to develop them and get them into a 

big idea” (Ogilvy's Longtime Chairman To Step Down, 2012).  
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Energy, engagement, and exploration are three aspects discussed in detail in Pentland’s article 

66 about building great teams. “....we have identified the elusive group dynamics that characterize 

high-performing teams—those blessed with the energy, creativity, and shared commitment to far 

surpass other teams. These dynamics are observable, quantifiable, and measurable. And, perhaps 

most important, teams can be taught how to strengthen them” (Pentland, 2012, p. 62). To engage 

all employees, all employees have to be included in the Creative Problem Solving process. 

As one might imagine, however, drug development is difficult and arduous; if it were not a 

complicated venture, then everyone would be developing new drugs. We frequently encounter 

complex problems with no apparent solution. To that end, there is actually a department at Eli 

Lilly and Company called Decision Sciences. The people in this group are utilized to help 

facilitate what is known as the Quality Decision Making process for teams. When a compound 

progresses through the drug development process, a myriad of issues can arise. Will the drug be 

tolerable? What side effects might we see and how can we keep them to a minimum? How can 

we get the data we need for approval with the fewest number of clinical trial participants? What 

are the regulatory hurdles for various countries? And the list goes on. Table A is a schematic 

used at Eli Lilly and Company by the people who work in the Decision Sciences function— 

originally developed at Stanford University—which depicts the steps involved in the Quality 

Decision Making process at a high level. 
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Table A 
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When we look more closely at each of the 6 steps, we must ask ourselves some additional 

questions in order to ensure a quality output/ decision: 

(1) Frame: Are we working on the right decision; is it aligned with our goals and objectives; 

and do we have the right scope? 

(2) Alternatives: Do we have good, feasible, different and creative alternatives from which 

to choose? 

(3) Information: Is the information we are using to make the decisions relevant, reliable and 

credible? 

(4) Values/tradeoffs: Do we understand what we care about (values) and do we understand 

the tradeoffs between the alternatives?  
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(5) Logic: Did we use good logic in the evaluation and comparison of alternatives? 

(6) Commitment: Do we have understanding of the decision and commitment to the course 

of action? 

Next, contrast the steps for the Quality Decision Making process (above) with the following 

steps for the Creative Problem Solving process: 

(1) Exploring the vision 

(2) Formulating challenges 

(3) Exploring ideas 

(4) Formulating solutions 

(5) Exploring acceptance 

(6) Formulating a plan 

Steps that begin with “exploring” are divergent steps, while steps that begin with “formulating” 

are convergent steps. The Creative Problem Solving process does this intentionally. People are 

forced to diverge and converge, diverge and converge, with the final output being something that 

can be much greater than the sum of its parts. Table B is a graphic which represents the thinking 

skills required for the Creative Problem Solving process. 
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Table B 

Puccio, Murdock & Manes (2007) 

It is apparent that there are definite parallels between the two processes of Quality Decision 

Making and Creative Problem Solving. According to Charles Persinger, a Senior Research 

Scientist in Decision Sciences at Lilly, “At Lilly, we tend to struggle a little around framing the 

problem to be addressed, but we struggle the most around the area of generating creative 

alternatives” (Persinger, 2012). He shared that one of the issues he has noted is that teams will 

come up with only two or three proposals for alternatives which almost always consist of an 

expensive solution, a cheaper solution, and possibly a very cheap solution. It is my assertion that 

if we had access to Creative Problem Solving tools at Eli Lilly and Company, it would be helpful 

not only for better proposals and decision outcomes but also overall engagement of people. It 

becomes difficult to get employees engaged if we only involve them in the last step of the 

Quality Decision Making process (commitment to a course of action) but have not asked the 

employees to help define our problems or generate solutions. In addition, we are missing out on 
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an enormous amount of creativity and potential solutions by only tapping into the brainpower of 

a select few. In contrast, involving others in a decision from the beginning begets rewards that 

could continue to be reaped throughout other projects. Gaining alignment is a key aspect to 

improving the probability of technical success for any project or process. “People can be fully 

engaged in their work, but unless their thoughts, decisions, and actions are aligned, their work 

will do the organization little good. Employees are aligned when they understand the 

relationship between their activities and goals and those of their organization, managers, and co- 

workers—and then act on that understanding” (Kraines, 2001, p. 31). 

Results 

My Creative Problem Solving proposal has not yet been implemented, but I have begun to lay 

the groundwork necessary for its implementation. The Senior Director for Global Medical 

Communications is willing to consider its use and one of the Principal Research Scientists in the 

Decision Sciences area is interested in learning more about this technique so that he is better 

equipped to help teams make quality decisions. In addition, I have direct reports who are curious 

about this project and want to participate in some pilot projects using the Creative Problem 

Solving techniques. Claude Christensen, in his HBR article entitled How Will You Measure Your 

Life?, asserts that simply providing an answer to problems or issues is no longer the domain of 

management, but rather requires engagement from employees of all levels. “When people ask 

what I think they should do, I rarely answer their question directly. Instead, I run the question 

aloud through one of my models. I'll describe how the process in the model worked its way 

through an industry quite different from their own. And then, more often than not, they’ll say, 

‘OK, I get it.” And they’ll answer their own question more insightfully than I could have” 

(Christensen, 2010, p. 47). When employees are asked for their opinion, one never knows what 
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great ideas might come from it; however, one must also take care to close the loop by letting 

people know what happened to their ideas and proposals. Even if a person’s exact idea is not 

used, it may trigger other options. “If you don’t rush to judgment about ideas, there may be a 

kernel of something in an idea that leads us to another solution. Even though an idea isn’t 

implemented in its entirety, it was still valuable input because it enabled us to look at things from 

a different perspective. Let them know their creative thinking allowed us to come up with an 

implementable idea, and that you are open to hearing their ideas again” (Denton, 2012). 

The high level vision I have for the supervisor training is as follows: 

e Provide background as to what does and does not work for employee motivation, 

focusing on the need to involve people in meaningful work 

e Share strategies and tools available to conduct the CPS process 

The training would require supervisors to take time away from their regular assignments to 

attend a four hour training session which I would conduct. See Appendix B for projected costs. 

A discussion about what truly motivates people—autonomy, mastery, and a sense of purpose— 

would occur during the first hour. “The three main motivators are Autonomy, Mastery, and 

Meaningful Work/Sense of purpose. Motivated people tend to be more engaged. It is possible to 

be motivated without being engaged, e.g., push this cart so as not to be hit again!” (Berg, 2012). 

The remaining three hours of the training would be dedicated to engaging in discussion of the 

Creative Problem Solving process and provide hands on experience with it. “Leadership 

scholars have dedicated themselves to the study of leaders and not to the field of creativity and, 

thus, do not possess in-depth knowledge about creativity. Therefore, it could be argued that their 

results have not been biased by their knowledge of creativity research and, thus, truly reflect the 

fact that successful leadership today relies, in part, on a person’s ability to be creative....To be  
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sure, not all creative people are effective at leading others, and certainly, effective leadership 

requires traits, skills, and knowledge that lie outside the scope of creativity” (Puccio, Mance, & 

Murdock, 2011, pp. 8-9). In order to provide the impetus needed for change, the supervisors 

would be armed with the following tools (excerpted and compiled from the following books: 

Creative Leadership by Gerard Puccio, Marie Mance and Mary Murdock; InGenius: a Crash 

Course on Creativity by Tina Seelig; and Creative Thinkering by Michael Michalko): 

® Look at situation close-up or from a distance (reframing). 

@® Articulate the challenge by using a statement starter such as “In what ways might I....” or 

“How to....” Or “What might....” 

Ask “why,” and “what’s stopping you” from obtaining your vision or desired outcome 

several times (webbing). 

Associate two non-associated things. 

Imagine yourself as the “problem” (e.g., a heavy box that needs to be moved, etc.) and 

what you might experience when trying to fix the problem in order to gain insights. 

Collect interesting “stuff” and use it to trigger ideas that could connect to the problem 

and how to solve it. 

Look at random advertisements to see how you might draw parallels (the adjacent 

possible) as to how they might apply to your problem. 

Work on 2 or more problems in parallel; ideas for one problem may relate to the other. 

Use the so-called “exquisite corpse” technique—put random words together (like 

exquisite and corpse) to see what ideas might be generated. 

Cross-pollinate people; students at universities are like “bees” who bring diverse 

information together—replicate this in the work environment.  
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Brainstorm “dance” by standing and allowing room for people to move around. 

Practice polishing powers of observation and look at the world with fresh eyes. 

Shake up the environment or go to a completely different one. 

In order to herd cats, move the “cat food” (i.e., change the motivator). 

Assign roles according to strengths of team members. 

Embrace failure: learn from it! 

Word association—one word in the middle & draw as many associations as possible 

around it in a big circle. 

Pick up random books & look for information about your problem, e.g., fix problems 

with aircraft by learning about birds. 

Put random items in a box, intermittently pull out an item & discuss what it means/does, 

continue with 3 other objects and then make associations between all of the items. 

Blend right-brainers with left brainers: each group comes up with only logical or fanciful 

ideas & then combines the two lists. 

People brainstorm separately; two by two, ideas are integrated until all ideas exhausted. 

Use your imagination to look back at your life from your deathbed as a basis for making 

a current decision. 

“Connecting unexpected people, places, objects, and ideas provides a huge boost to your 

imagination. You can practice this skill by using provocative metaphors, interacting with those 

outside your normal circles, building on existing ideas, and finding inspiration in unlikely places. 

These approaches enhance creative thinking and are terrific tools for generating fresh ideas” 

(Seelig, 2012, p. 46). I found Seelig’s book, inGenius, to be one of the most helpful and 

engaging sources when researching this project. I was able to glean a great deal from her book  
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where she discussed a course she teaches on creativity at Stanford University. “Your 

imagination—the ability to create something new—is a powerful force. It is the catalyst required 

for creative combustion. Without it, new ideas are impossible to generate. There are specific 

skills and approaches you can hone to unleash your imagination. These include connecting and 

combining ideas, reframing problems, and challenging assumptions” (Seelig, 2012, pp. 186-187). 

One of the most important things that I must reinforce about the Creative Problem Solving 

process is that it is something that everyone can do. “Creativity with a capital C may be the 

domain of artists, scientists, and high-paid marketing firms, but garden-variety creativity is what 

lets everyday people know and feel we are alive....Creativity is about bringing divergent ideas 

together to solve a problem, articulate truth, capture beauty, or form a promising connection that 

leads to new products and better ways of doing business. And that sparks a sense of delight in 

everyone who touches it” (Ulrich & Ulrich, 2010, p. 226). 

Creative Problem Solving is made up of diverging and converging tools. It is actually one of 

the most complex modes of thinking as it requires participants to assimilate skills and 

information learned from many diverse areas. I am reminded of a scene from the movie Apollo 

13 where the astronauts were stranded in an orbit around the moon for a time and the air they 

were forced to re-breathe over and over was poisoning their systems with carbon dioxide. Ed 

Harris, who played the role of the boss for the engineers on the ground at NASA, strode into a 

conference room and dumped a box full of various pieces and parts that he knew the astronauts 

had on hand in the space capsule. He then challenged the engineers to quickly develop a device 

from those random parts which would adequately filter the air for the astronauts. The astronauts’ 

very lives depended on the engineers’ success at creative problem solving. Failure was not an 

option. The engineers pieced together something rather ineloquent—duct tape may actually have 

32  



How Can Supervisors Impact Employee Engagement at Eli Lilly and Company? 

been involved—but the device worked and the astronauts ultimately survived the crisis. All the 

engineers’ years of training could not have totally prepared them for this moment because they 

were forced to do something that had never been done before with so many constraints. Their 

ability to integrate the many lessons they had learned over the years showed some very high 

level thinking and creativity. “Bloom’s taxonomy of thinking was originally intended to provide 

teachers with a structure that would guide them as they work to advance students’ development 

from lower-order thinking skills to more complex ones. Today, the revised version of Bloom’s 

taxonomy places the creative act at the highest level of development among cognitive 

processes. ...Interestingly, at one time, evaluation was located at the top of the cognitive 

domains, but in the latest revision of the taxonomy, evaluating and creating were switched. One 

reason given for this change is the fact that professional success in the 21% century....is 

dependent on one’s ability to be creative” (Puccio, Mance, & Murdock, 2011, p. 55). In order to 

keep up with the rate of change in the business world, creativity is a necessary skill. The 

Creative Problem Solving process can help supervisors by providing them with these skills 

because the problems of tomorrow cannot be answered solely by the information we have on 

hand today. 

We frequently hear the term “transformation” with regard to our work; transformation 

requires people to be open-minded and creative. It also requires supervisors to develop others. 

“Transformational leaders commit themselves to developing others to their fullest 

potential....The transformational leadership process is not a one-way relationship. It is a 

connection between the leader and his or her constituents that generally results in all parties 

reaching higher levels of motivation and morality” (Puccio, Mance, & Murdock, 2011, p. 13). 

The piece that I believe is missing from discussions about transformation is that it is not a one-  



How Can Supervisors Impact Employee Engagement at Eli Lilly and Company? 

time event; transformation must continually occur as we learn from others and build upon what 

has been done before us. 

As a supervisor, I may not always have complete control over who is promoted, who gets the 

big raise, or who gets assigned to a high profile project. What I can control, indeed what every 

supervisor should strive to control, is the micro-culture of my own team by the way I interact 

with others. “The climate metaphor and the theory that supports it ring true with most people’s 

leadership experiences. In his book The Way to Happiness, author Felton J. Sheen (1997) used a 

climate metaphor when he commented that ‘each of us makes his own weather and determines 

the color of the skies in the emotional universe which he inhabits.” The same is true of climate in 

organizations—you can impact it; you can mold it; you can have an influence on the way things 

are done around here. Yet, understanding climate in general and developing a language to apply 

climate concepts in organizations are underutilized aspects in a leader’s repertoire. ...The 

connection of climate to the workplace and creative climate to meaningful, productive work in 

that environment are critical aspects of a leader’s success. Creative climate impacts the bottom 

line of organizations in quality, productivity, innovation, job satisfaction, well-being, and profit” 

(Puccio, Mance, & Murdock, 2011, p. 283). 

We must also increase our tolerance for failure, for indeed, we are human and are bound to 

fail at times. “Like scientists, we need to stop looking at unexpected results as failures. By 

changing our vocabulary, by looking at ‘failures’ as ‘data,” we enhance everyone’s willingness to 

experiment” (Seelig, 2012, p. 154). By looking at failure through a different lens and labeling it 

“data” rather than “failure,” we are able to remove the value judgment oftentimes associated with 

failure, and learn from it! This single revelation has the potential to effect change, not to 

mention relieve human emotional pain and suffering. By reframing the way we look at  
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unexpected results, we can take much of the unpleasant emotion out of our work lives and 

possibly our personal lives as well. For instance, if a person who had formerly been quite 

successful in a role moved to another role where he was not as successful but he learned from the 

experience, then the experience was not a waste of time and he was not a failure, but rather he 

now has an experience in his repertoire full of data points from which to mine for future 

endeavors. Rather than a career-staller, it actually can become a valuable source of knowledge 

and creativity. “Setbacks become opportunities to grow rather than reasons to give up. Leaders 

build this elasticity, this sense of having enough stretch to spare in one’s emotional bank account 

when they teach employees how to learn from both good and bad experiences. A learning focus 

puts new meaning on failure and change in general, turning it from a threat to an opportunity. 

This learning focus, rich with meaning making, is a key building block of the abundant 

organization” (Ulrich & Ulrich, 2010, p. 188). 

Analysis 

If one peruses the Lilly.com website, she will note the following statement: “Lilly has the 

power to make a significant impact on humanity. Most notably, we aim to help people live 

longer, healthier lives through innovative new medicines.” Novel drug development is Eli Lilly 

and Company’s core competency. There may be pieces of the drug development value chain 

which are outsourced, but the core R&D as well as clinical development work necessary for drug 

development are retained within the walls of the company. It only makes sense then, that the 

employees would be reminded of this mission for “significant impact on humanity” when 

making decisions. The pharmaceutical industry has, however, taken a significant beating in the 

press over the past several years; some of the criticism has been warranted, some not. The 

negativity has exacted a toll on the psyche of pharmaceutical employees in general, and I believe 
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Eli Lilly and Company employees have not emerged unscathed. We must acknowledge and 

address this issue head on. In an article on “Creating Sustainable Performance,” the authors 

argue that happier employees are more productive. By providing means to participate in 

decision making, sharing information, minimizing incivility and giving performance feedback, 

employees will tend to be happier and more engaged. “Happy employees produce more than 

unhappy ones over the long term. They routinely show up at work, they’re less likely to quit, 

they go above and beyond the call of duty, and they attract people who are just as committed to 

the job. Moreover, they’re not sprinters; they’ re more like marathon runners, in it for the long 

haul” (Spreitzer & Porath, 2012, p. 93). 

Dave and Wendy Ulrich’s book, The Why of Work, offers several insights as to how to bring 

meaning to work so as to engage the workforce. Without meaning at work, there is no 

engagement. “When we find meaning in our work, we find meaning in life....Employees who 

find meaning in their work are more satisfied, more engaged, and in turn more productive. They 

work harder smarter, more passionately and creatively. They are more connected to customer 

needs. And they stick around. Leaders invest in meaning making not only because it is noble 

but also because it is profitable” (Ulrich & Ulrich, 2010, p. 3). 

There are certainly other Fortune 500 companies who utilize the Creative Problem Solving 

process. Buffalo State College actually offers both undergraduate and graduate degrees in 

Creative Studies and claims that “....corporations, such as Proctor and Gamble and IBM, have 

long recognized that creativity and creative people are not only important to their commercial 

growth, but that they are vital to their survival. Creativity produces measurable and marketable 

outcomes. Creativity produces positive benefits for individuals, organizations or businesses. It is 

a bonus that it’s sometimes fun. Although creativity can be a playful, exciting experience, most 
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creative outcomes are the result of persistence and hard work” (Buffalo State University of New 

York International Center for Studies in Creativity, 2012). Eli Lilly and Company is obviously 

not in the same type of business as Proctor and Gamble or IBM—the pharmaceutical industry is 

a highly regulated one—but there is still room for creativity within certain parameters. 

Table C is a high level SWOT [Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats] analysis 

of the positive and negative internal and external factors that I have identified for the supervisor 

training proposed in this paper. “SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats) 

analysis is used to evaluate the fit between a company’s internal resources and capabilities (that 

is, its strengths and weaknesses) and external possibilities (that is, opportunities and threats)” 

(Bensoussan & Fleisher, 2008, p. 183). It is important to note that the Global Medical 

Communications function comes into the pharmaceutical value chain at several time points 

during drug development; because of this fact, medical writing is very important to the 

successful development of any drug along its life cycle. I need to be conscious of this fact as the 

training is implemented. 

To first address the strengths, I am confident that planning is a highly valued activity at Eli 

Lilly and Company. We plan for a molecule’s life cycle from the time it is discovered in the 

laboratory to the time when it goes off patent and oftentimes beyond. We plan clinical trials, 

submissions, budgets, and all sorts of intricate, complex activities. We do not just use Microsoft 

Project, but rather, MS Project “on steroids,” better known as Critical Chain methodology. 

Critical Chain methodology enables us to tie together complex tasks over a period of years; the 

planned tasks can number in the tens of thousands. And as one of our summer interns recently 

quipped, “You guys sure love your Excel spreadsheets!” Our workforce tends to be made up of 

people with scientific backgrounds, many of whom have some type of advanced degree or  
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degrees. As mentioned earlier, there is a function called Decision Sciences which actually helps 

facilitate the decision making process for teams. Teams are known to struggle when attempting 

to generate creative alternatives. Tools to help with this portion of the Quality Decision Making 

process, generating creative alternatives, are likely to be accepted with a warm welcome by the 

Decision Sciences function, which already has a foothold of acceptance in the company. In 

addition, the Senior Director for my current function is a supportive individual who is committed 

to employee engagement. 

The weaknesses which concern me include the possibility that some of the highly analytical 

employees may be somewhat uncomfortable with the Creative Problem Solving process. They 

have a strong preference for well-defined activities and may balk at some of the steps as being 

unscientific. Another big concern for me is the fact that I am a novice at leading and executing 

the Creative Problem Solving process. I will need to be well prepared in order for others to 

accept this process. Practicing on a few smaller projects exclusively within my own group will 

build my skills and confidence level. “The best way to overcome this angst is to start by taking 

small chances first, to build your creative confidence. The more confidence you have, the better 

able you are to push through your fears to take on larger and larger challenges. Eventually, your 

drive to succeed outweighs your failure” (Seelig, 2012, p. 173). In addition, 6 Sigma is an 

ingrained process across the company; others may perceive the Creative Problem Solving 

process as a competitor to 6 Sigma rather than an adjunct or alternative when problems require 

creativity rather than analysis. I believe there is room for both processes. “In closed-ended 

problems the method for resolving the situation is known, and there is usually a single correct 

solution or a limited range of options. These kinds of problems are algorithmic problems 

because they always lead to a single correct answer; therefore, creative thinking is not required.  
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In contrast, a heuristic problem is open-ended. There is no set method to follow or obvious 

solution available. For these problems, creative thinking is required. Deliberate creative 

thinking is not required when the method and solution are known, no matter whether the problem 

is reactive or proactive” (Puccio, Mance, & Murdock, 2011, p. 36). And finally, Eli Lilly and 

Company is a large company. Nothing happens quickly and uptake will take time. My plan for 

now, as previously mentioned, is to begin with small projects in my own group, and advance to 

projects within my home function. After that, I plan to partner with key people in the Decision 

Sciences function, but exactly what that will look like is still an unknown. If the Creative 

Problem Solving process can make an impact in Global Medical Communications, my home 

function, I will consider that to be success. 

Table C 

a Eis pei) a 

*Planning is a valued achvity 

*Intelligent, skilled workforce 

AaB Ee da 

Decision Sciences function is 

already in place 

fb TN te al Re 

pil alan gat = 

Opportunities include the fact that I have an ally in the Decision Sciences function who is 

interested in learning more about the Creative Problem Solving process as employees have 

traditionally struggled during the generation of creative alternatives. In fact, their alternatives 

w tend not to be creative at all. Teams seem to have almost boxed themselves into a rather narrow 
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range of possibilities for alternatives when conducting planning. By offering tools to improve 

this portion of the decision making process, we have an opportunity to impact the company—and 

our employees and patients—in a positive way. There may be creative alternatives heretofore 

not considered which could serve to not only engage employees but also be better for our 

patients whom we serve. Currently I have around twelve people who report to me. Some of 

them are aware of this project and have asked to be included in some early projects so that we 

can gain traction within the function and influence others. They are excited to be in on the 

ground floor of something that has the potential for so much good; their excitement can serve to 

excite others about the Creative Problem Solving process. 

With regard to the two threats I have included, I am looking at them through a project 

management lens as risks which need to be mitigated if possible and have contingencies in place. 

If drop-in work diverts resources, I cannot control that. What I can control, however, is the 

scheduling of projects around this drop-in work so that if people need to focus on a regulatory 

response to the FDA, for instance, we could delay the completion of the project for a time or 

possibly have back-up participants who could step in to take their place. If there are budget cuts 

that impact the Decision Sciences area, I could still partner with my contacts from that area. Just 

because they would be moved to new jobs does not mean that they would lose the knowledge 

gained from their previous roles. There is also the possibility of unknown threats or risks; 

however, one cannot plan for every contingency, but rather must focus on planning mitigations 

and contingencies for the most likely risks. 

“SWOT analysis involves more than making four lists. The two most important parts of 

SWOT analysis are drawing conclusions from the SWOT listings about the company’s overall 

situation, and translating these conclusions into strategic actions to better match the company’s  
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strategy to its resource strengths and market opportunities, to correct the important weaknesses 

and to defend against external threats” (Thompson, Strickland, & Gamble, 2010, pp. 113-114). 

For this next step of SWOT analysis, I assert that this supervisor training and Creative Problem 

Solving process proposal is fairly strong. To make it stronger, I need to develop the confidence 

that can only come from practice and successful implementation. Also, as others see for 

themselves the value that it brings to the business, they, too, will be influenced to learn what 

their supervisor peers have learned. CPS can add value to the value chain without adding much 

cost. “The goal of Value Chain Analysis is to help identify strategies that allow your 

organization to create customer value in excess of the costs of delivering that value—the source 

of a company’s profit” (Bensoussan & Fleisher, 2008, p. 199). Adding creative alternatives from 

which to choose at next to no cost to the company’s bottom line is certainly of value. I assert 

that implementation of the Creative Problem Solving process, although not without difficulties, 

will become essential to Eli Lilly and Company’s future success. “The creative thinker is a 

result of the assembly and interactions of certain critical human traits. First, you must 

consciously cultivate positive speaking and thinking patterns; and last, you must act like a 

creative thinker and go through the motions of being creative every day” (Michalko, 2011, p. 

145). The world is changing and if we are to survive, Eli Lilly and Company, too, must change. 

“Indeed, people do not change only when they must: They also change when they see that 

others—Iike themselves—have changed and flourished” (Friedman, 2005, p. 463). 

Another important factor I considered for this proposal is employee retention. “Employees 

with strong affective commitment remain because they want to, those with strong continuance 

commitment because they need to, and those with strong normative commitment because they 

feel they ought to do so” (Allen & Meyer, 1990, p. 3). In order to retain top talent employees,  
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businesses must seriously consider their strategies for doing so. It is not enough to eliminate 

harassment or ensure equal pay, although those hygiene factors are important. It was surprising 

to read about the Lilly Ledbetter case and realize that in this day and age, a woman was still 

being underpaid in comparison to men at the same level. “Ms. Ledbetter discovered when she 

was nearing retirement that her male colleagues were earning much more than she was. A jury 

found her employer, the Goodyear Tire and Rubber Company plant in Gadsden, Ala., guilty of 

pay discrimination” (Stolberg, 2009). It is my fervent hope that these types of cases are rare so 

that we can focus on the more important issues, and employee retention is definitely one of the 

most important issues of all. “One of the most critical issues facing organizations today is how 

to retain the employees they want to keep. Yet nearly one quarter of all U.S. workers quit their 

jobs in 2006, and in some industries the turnover rate is considerably higher” (Allen D. , 2008, p. 

1). By providing training for supervisors regarding the foundations for employee engagement 

and giving them the tools to facilitate Creative Problem Solving, we can actually affect employee 

turnover, a very costly factor in any business. “A growing body of research links high turnover 

rates to shortfalls in organizational performance....reducing turnover rates has been shown to 

improve sales growth and workforce morale. In addition, high-performance HR practices 

(including reduction of dysfunctional turnover rates) increase firm profitability and market 

value” (Allen D. , 2008, p. 4). However, I also know from first-hand experience that if an 

employee is ready to go, it is best to let her do so. Supervisors would be well served to 

remember that “....what employees do on the job is as important, or more important, than 

whether they remain” (Allen & Meyer, 1990, p. 15). 

In a book by Gostick and Allen entitled All In, the authors discuss not only engagement, but 

also energizing and enabling employees in order to get the best out of everyone. A salient point  
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made in their book had to do with some data collected by Towers Watson which showed how 

much more profitable a company with engaged, enabled, and energized employees is when 

compared to another company whose employees are less engaged, enabled, or energized. 

“Towers Watson data shows that financial results in organizations with high employee 

engagement are 44 percent higher than in those with low engagement. The research further 

shows that cultures in which employees are engaged have a key set of characteristics. The 

mission and values of the company clear, as are the standards and expectations for every 

employee. Also leaders work to make sure that employees understand the alignment of their 

work and actions to the larger company purpose, vision, and goals....In addition, employees feel 

a sense of possibility and believe that they will grow while working at the company, if not 

through promotions then by achieving their personal goals and reaching for higher levels of 

competency and impact” (Gostick & Elton, 2012, p. 51). 

Conclusion 

The Creative Problem Solving process has the propensity to increase engagement of 

employees. By its very nature, it will require supervisors to empower their direct reports. 

“Simply defined, empowering is giving your influence to others for the purpose of personal and 

organizational growth. It’s sharing yourself—your influence, position, power, and 

opportunities—with others for the purpose of investing in their lives so that they can function at 

their best. It’s seeing people’s potential, sharing your resources with them, and showing them 

that you believe in them completely” (Maxwell, 2002, p. 86). Supervisors have an opportunity 

to make a big difference not only for Eli Lilly and Company, but also for their employees. We 

can add structure to the creative process which will enable employees to have a say in how their 
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work gets done, what problems need to be addressed, and how decisions are made. This is the 

essence of employee engagement. 

In the words of Clyde Christensen who wrote an excellent HBR article entitled, How Will You 

Measure Your Life?, “My conclusion: Management is the most noble of professions if it’s 

practiced well. No other occupation offers as many ways to help others learn and grow, take 

responsibility and be recognized for achievement, and contribute to the success of a team. More 

and more MBA students come to school thinking that a career in business means buying, selling, 

and investing in companies. That’s unfortunate. Doing deals doesn’t yield the deep rewards that 

come from building up people” (Christensen, 2010, p. 48). And, “Don’t worry about the level of 

individual prominence you have achieved; worry about the individuals you have helped become 

better people” (Christensen, 2010, p. 51). It is because supervisors help others to become better 

that they will engage their people and in turn, find engagement for themselves. Seelig sums it up 

well. “Creativity can be enhanced by honing your ability to observe and learn, by connecting 

and combining ideas, by reframing problems, and by moving beyond the first right answers. 

You can boost your creative output by building habitats that foster problem solving, crafting 

environments that support the generation of new ideas, building teams that are optimized for 

innovation, and contributing to a culture that encourages experimentation” (Seelig, 2012, p. 201). 

One of my all time favorite quotes is from Henry David Thoreau: “The greatest compliment 

that was ever paid me was when one asked me what I thought, and attended to my answer.” 

How much better off we would be if not only did we perform the first piece of the sentence, but 

also followed through and addressed the latter piece of the sentence. It is not enough simply to 

ask what people think; we must make an intentional, thoughtful effort to let them know what  
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happened to their ideas. Doing so sets the foundation of respect for others. It builds a sense of 

community. And ultimately, it engages people. 
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Appendix A: Focus Group Questions for 2011 GMC Functional Employee Survey 

The Focus Group questions at the end of the year: 

1. Since we last spoke, has your manager had more career development conversations with you? 

2. Since we last spoke, has your manager shadowed you to obtain a better understanding of your 
job? 

3. Since we last spoke, has your workload gotten lighter? 

4. Since we last spoke, have you seen progress in your organization? 

Focus Group questions for mid-year: 

1. Do you feel that your direct supervisor gives you feedback and/or coaching that will help you 
enhance your performance? 

2. Do you feel that you can say what is on your mind openly and that there will be no reprisals? 
If you are able to say what is on your mind without reprisals, do you feel heard? By direct 
supervisor, director, sr. director? 

3. Do you feel that there is accountability for management? 

4. Do you feel that GMC values people? Direct supervisor, director, sr. director? 

5. Are you satisfied with your job? 

6. Do you think that processes such as MQS and Critical Chain are helping to make your job 
easier? 

7. Do you feel that GMC uses your diverse talents in the appropriate way? 

8. Do you feel that you are getting the right opportunities? 

9. Can you be yourself in GMC? With your direct supervisor, director, sr. director? 

10. Do you feel that you have an appropriate work/life balance? 
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Appendix B: Cost of Implementing Proposed Training for Supervisors in GMC Function 

® Instructor: None (or one might consider a portion of my salary as a cost) 

Participants: 15 GMC Managers will each need a copy of the text Creative Leadership 

by Puccio, Mance and Murdock. Cost = $47.71 on Amazon.com. Total cost=$715.65. 

Room Charge: None 
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