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in our time-constrained era, businesses like Uber, instacart, 
and Stitch fix have simplified and streamlined how consumers 
get what they need. now the gig economy is helping businesses 
make similar leaps inside their walls, transforming how work 
gets done by shifting who performs the work.

will you be ready? why all companies in all 
industries must develop a gig-economy strategy

customer organizations equally by cre-
ating a shared narrative around crowd-
sourcing. while these are longer-term 
steps to take, we must get started, and 
this edition of OAQ outlines pragmatic 
steps for initiating crowdsourcing.

Over the last 18 months, we at 
Zurich have embarked on our own 
journey with crowdsourcing. we use 
Topcoder as our platform. following 
a successful pilot phase, we have 
launched our production version of 
zurich.topcoder.com which is available 
for use across all of our business 
units. within the first six months in 
production, we have seen significant 
traction in the areas of crowdtesting, 
Ui/UX and data science challenges. 
The secret to our success is the way 
we have managed change and the 
relentless work of our network of 
volunteer ‘crowdsourcing champions’ 
who have been instrumental in 
defining/fine tuning processes and 
educating stakeholders to make 
crowdsourcing scalable. in our next 
phase, we hope to create a larger pool 
of background-verified members, 
optimize processes so the crowd can 
help with challenges in our legacy 

s A j e e v  n A i r
Head of Global ADM
Group Operations  
Zurich Insurance Group Ltd. 

environments, work with various 
product companies/Oems to enable 
direct access to technology and 
platform-specific talent pools. 

for me in my work with Zurich, 
it’s not just about staying relevant 
in a new way of working but about 
enabling relevant change. whether 
you are looking to reinvent your career 
or to innovate and create value within 
your company, i encourage you to 
power up your entrepreneurial spirit 
and start experimenting. Look into 
talent networks. Try a few projects. 
Don’t be afraid to be the first in your 
circle to start. Be curious. Lean in. 
Heed what Simon Sinek says: “Dream 
big. Start small. But most of all, start.”

 *This article reflects the personal view of the 
author and not necessarily that of Zurich 
Insurance Group.

in my role at Zurich insurance 
Group (Zurich), i’ve seen just how 
powerful the gig economy is for 
freelancers and the individuals and 
companies that hire them. 

for me, the gig economy or crowd-
sourcing is about access to world-
class talent. This model enables 
companies to innovate faster and to 
create better products and solutions.

And this is not a trend. moving 
forward, every company will need to 
develop a gig-economy strategy, just 
as they’ve had to develop a social 
media or mobile strategy in the past. 
companies that do this now will 
outpace those that don’t. 

crowdsourcing today is at the same 
stage that offshoring was in the 1990s. 
People understand the potential, 
but more needs to be done to make 
it ‘stick.’ The industry is in need of 
standards. much in the same way that 
Sei-cmm helped offshore organiza-
tions gain confidence with the end cus-
tomer, proponents of crowdsourcing 
now need to start working on metrics, 
process standardization, benchmarks, 
background verification and security 
standards. more also needs to be 
done to provide ‘agile protection’ to 
gig workers in the form of savings, 
insurance and pension products across 
multiple gig platforms. A standards 
organization would benefit the gig 
worker, the platform organization and 

 “every company will need to develop a gig-economy strategy, just 
as they’ve had to develop a social media or mobile strategy in the 
past. companies that do this now will outpace those that don’t.”

https://www.linkedin.com/in/sajeev777/
https://www.zurich.com
https://www.zurich.com
https://www.zurich.com


I n t r o

O p e n  A s s e m b ly  Q u A r t e r ly   |   2 0 1 9  v O LU m e  1  4

As you open this edition of the OAQ, you’re opening a portal  
to a journey we’ve been on for the last year. One year ago,  
100 people gathered at the crowd Academy held by the 
Laboratory for innovation Science at Harvard (LiSH) in the halls 
of Harvard Business School. At that meeting, there was a feeling 
that we had all discovered our long-lost tribe. what a year! 
There’s been so much good momentum in the open marketplace 
since then. companies like Upwork and fivver have gone public, 
and more is discovered, studied and communicated every day 
about the gig economy. 

j O h n  W i n s O r
Founder/CEO Open Assembly,
Executive in Residence, 
Laboratory for Innovation  
Science at Harvard (LISH)

Jump into the momentum of the open 
marketplace

Our industry is following a typical 
trajectory. Those of us who were here 
in the beginning were the disruptors. 
we had to throw molotov cocktails at 
the established way of doing things 
just to get noticed. in the last few 
years, early-adoptive thought lead-
ers have taken up the charge and 
started to build the tools that incum-
bent organizations need in order to 
change. LiSH and other academic 
organizations have done research to 
prove the open business models are 
better, faster and cheaper than those 
built on analogue models. And many 
brave souls, including Dyan finkhou-
sen, Balaji Bondili, Steve rader and 
Jose Silva have been leading change 
inside their organizations. 

There is a chasm between the 
thought-leading early adopters and 
those organizations and leaders that 
sit squarely in the early majority 
segment of the diffusion curve. we 
sit at the precipice. Those in the 

early majority want usable tools, not 
thought leadership. They need help 
doing their jobs a little bit better, not 
overturning everything they do to find 
a new way.

consider this issue of OAQ as the 
ladder to cross the chasm—a bridge 
from early adoption to mainstream 
adoption. Our goal with this OAQ  
was to work with Topcoder and other 
luminaries within the industry to 
provide a road map for thoughtful 
leaders ready to take the journey  
that will digitally transform their 
talent ecosystem.

This is the beginning of a dialogue 
between all of us. enjoy. And please 
let us know not only what you think, 
but what’s working inside your 
organization and how we can support 
the tools we outline in this issue to 
continue to evolve. 

 
with gratitude, 

Jw 

 “Those of us who were here 
in the beginning were the 
disruptors. we had to throw 
molotov cocktails at the 
established way of doing things 
just to get noticed. in the last 
few years, early-adoptive 
thought leaders have taken 
up the charge and started to 
build the tools that incumbent 
organizations need in order  
to change.”

https://lish.harvard.edu%20
https://t.mookie1.com/t/v1/event?migClientId=4077&migAction=harvard-business-school_search&migXId=Google&migParam1=SEM&migParam2=c&migParam3=harvard%20business%20school&migParam4=e&migParam5=714671187&migSource=mig&migUnencodedDest=https://tracker.marinsm.com/rd?cid=25505lf19372&mkwid=snnp5pKtR_dc&pcrid=308633005671&pkw=harvard%20business%20school&pmt=e&lp=https://www.exed.hbs.edu%3F%26utm_campaign%3DUSCA+-+Brand%26utm_medium%3DSEM%26utm_source%3Dgoogle%26utm_term%3Dharvard%20business%20school&gclid=EAIaIQobChMIkeiv7N-q4wIVhq_ICh0GmQgREAAYASAAEgI73PD_BwE
https://www.upwork.com
http://clickserve.dartsearch.net/link/click?lid=43700017005213581&ds_s_kwgid=58700002090813372&&ds_e_adid=323657221188&ds_e_matchtype=search&ds_e_device=c&ds_e_network=g&&ds_url_v=2&ds_dest_url=https://www.fiverr.com?utm_source=google&utm_medium=cpc-brand&utm_campaign=G_US_Brand_BrandingDeskTop_Exact&utm_term=one-fiverr_(exact)&utm_content=AdID^323657221188^Keyword^fiverr^Placement^^Device^c&caid=731898203&agid=43879774452&ad_id=323657221188&kw=fiverr&lpcat=br_general&gclsrc=aw.ds&&gclid=EAIaIQobChMI_a-8_N-q4wIVBbbICh0XCwTsEAAYASAAEgK2qvD_BwE
https://www.linkedin.com/in/johntwinsor/
https://open-assembly.com
https://lish.harvard.edu
https://www.linkedin.com/in/dyan-finkhousen/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/dyan-finkhousen/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/balaji-bondili-6b55304/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/steve-rader-92b7754/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/jose-silva-68121913/
https://www.topcoder.com
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many of us are already experiencing profound changes in how 
work gets done. Others are hoping to begin to drive that change. 
no matter where we fall on the spectrum the process can feel 
exciting but also confusing or scary. where and with whom do we 
start? How do we invite legal and procurement teams to become 
our partners in the process? How do we integrate work from 
multiple talent sources into a cohesive whole?

How to use this guide to create your own  
open talent model

Concrete action steps. we’ve offered 
a to-do checklist on the last page  
of each section to help make the 
journey doable. 

insights from people who are doing 
the work. we reached out to people 
from companies around the world 
who are mid-stride in this process. 
They’ve shared their insights, stories 
and advice in support of others wishing 
to begin or advance their own efforts.

A map of the journey itself. we’ve 
created two templates that share  
an overview of the composite journey 
toward open talent adoption. The 
first template is filled with tasks to 
complete during each stage. The 
second is a blank slate on which you 
may draw a map of your own path. 

j e A n  W e i s s
Head of Content and Research 
Strategy, Open Assembly

These were some of the questions 
that served as the impetus for this 
issue of OAQ. we reached out to 
colleagues throughout the world, 
already pioneering this transition 
within their enterprises, to find out 
what has worked for them, and  
also what hasn’t. The results are 
a series of interviews with people 
who share their experiences and a 
concluding roadmap that offers clear 
and specific actions to take. Here’s 
what you’ll find in these pages:

A breakout of the four phases 
of adoption. we’ve divided this 
publication into four parts—Learn, 
experiment, Build, Scale—that 
represent the four classic phases  
in the journey.

phAse 1/ L e a r n
Goal: education, culture, and communication. 
creating a coalition of the curious and the willing.

phAse 3/ B u I L d
Goal: establish a gig practice with a specific 
identity, a structure and measurable outcomes.

phAse 4/ S c a L e
Goal: fully integrated gig thinking and gig 
working throughout culture and systems.

phAse 2 / e x p e r I m e n t
Goal: Practice using new tools and systems, 
measure results, have results to share to get buy-in.

This model is based on the 
foundational work of Jeff Davis, ceO 
at exploring 4 Solutions, and elizabeth 
richard, founder of eer Strategies, 
LLc. Both were early pioneers in 
nASA’s open-systems program who 
skillfully transitioned from throwing 
molotov cocktails (see John winsor’s 
intro on page 4) to collaborating and 
inventing a useful and insightful 
process that stuck.

we hope this toolkit helps remove 
the fear and cultural bias that often 
prohibit progression and instead 
provides the support and momentum 
needed to begin or complete your  
own program.

https://www.linkedin.com/in/jean-weiss-735923a/
https://open-assembly.com
https://www.linkedin.com/in/jeffrey-r-davis-37537345/
https://www.exploring4solutions.com
https://www.linkedin.com/in/elizabeth-richard-a2b8b84/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/elizabeth-richard-a2b8b84/
https://www.eerstrategies.com
https://www.eerstrategies.com
https://www.nasa.gov


L e a r nthe leArn phAse
During this phase, focus on education, culture and communication with intent to create a coalition 
of the curious and the willing.

it’s easy, especially for people who are innovators, to race ahead quickly 

with a new idea or model. That would work if only one person were 

leading the charge or needed to be convinced of merits, but that’s not 

how lasting change happens within an organization. most company 

cultures, no matter how nimble or adaptive, need to first understand 

what they are getting into and why. The Learn Phase of adopting open 

systems and tools may feel less glamorous and even tedious to those 

who wish to jump ahead fast, but it is a key stage in the process. 

Skipping this phase could mean the difference between a program that 

soars and a program that fails. Goals for the Learn Phase are to lay 

groundwork for the program through education and communication, 

gain buy-in and find support from key players both within and outside 

an organization, identify and secure resources, begin to look at the 

problems that need to be solved, and begin to communicate the benefits 

of using open systems and tools toward that end.
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Allen CAsWell, who is responsible for informatics research at Waters Corporation, has 
been spearheading the Learn Phase at Waters for the past year. We took a moment with him to find 
out his takeaways from the process so far.

more, but we’re unclear what that’s 
going to take to be successful, both 
people and dollar wise. if a company 
is running lean to begin with, and 
it will take X number of dollars and 
people to make this successful, 
what does that do to the short-term 
commitment? where do those dollars 
and people come from?

Q: how have you addressed  
the concerns about ip?

right now we’re mostly down to 
mechanical issues. from an iP 
standpoint it is pay to play: you own 
the iP, no question; it’s all stated in 
the contract. in terms of exposing 
the iP, it’s incumbent upon us as 
an organization when we set up the 
contest that we do it in a way that it 
appropriately anonymizes the problem 
so that the iP is undetectable.

Q: how did you kick off the  
learn phase?

Take advantage of what is available 
out there and use it, as opposed to 
creating your own from scratch.  
you are not blazing a new trail here.  
A lot of people have done this 
with very good reasons and very 
good results. The first thing i did 
was attend an event called the 

crowd Academy. Attending the 
event was eye-opening and mind-
expanding to see how other people 
and organizations have done this. 
Successes and failures and lessons 
learned. from that i took ideas and 
thoughts, and i put them together  
into a program that could fit at 
waters. Second, i worked with 
people who understood the process. 
we basically worked with Open 
Assembly and did a three-quarter-day 
workshop, and from that we settled 
on an approach that was tailored to 
each department’s needs.

Q: What have some of the 
challenges been?

One challenge as we’ve been getting 
started is to get a common lexicon 
and understanding of what is available 
here in this world. A lot of people 
have heard about gig economies, 
crowdsourcing and open tools.  
Some people have their own spin  
on that. we needed to get a  
common understanding on this  
and a common vision on where  
we wanted to go. we needed  
to establish that vision through  
a communications effort to take 
to various parts and divisions within  
the company.

Q: how did you decide to  
begin using open systems?

if i look at what’s happening in our 
industry and in many others, there’s 
been an increase in the product-
development cycle and an increase  
in the rate of change. when you look 
at the things that are on the palette  
at your company and the things 
going on internally, you pretty quickly 
realize old models are not going 
to work. On the practical side, the 
cadence of productivity is not going 
to be there unless you use open 
tools. There are lots of smart people 
out there, and we now have the 
technology that can enable us to  
work and connect with people that  
we never had access to in the past.

Q: how have people at your 
company responded to this?

Overall the reception has been quite 
positive, with a bit of skepticism 
thrown in. People have been willing 
to engage and get on board. That 
said, no one has beaten down 
my door saying, “Let me be the 
first.” One practical concern that 
raises skepticism is about iP. if you 
crowdsource something, are there 
going to be iP issues, or are you going 
to expose too much of your internal 
corporate iP and give the competition 
a peek at what you are doing? Another 
area of concern is around resourcing. 
we understand that it’s a way to 
leverage our existing capacity to do 

notes from the field

 A l l e n  CA s W e l l
SEnIOR DIRECtOR, InFORMAtICS RESEARCH,  
WAtERS CORPORAtIOn

 “you are not blazing a new trail here. A lot of people have done  
this with very good reasons and very good results.”

https://www.linkedin.com/in/allen-caswell-8953b913/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/allen-caswell-8953b913/
https://www.waters.com
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6 communication tips to start a program

prACtiCe  
yOur messAGe

Take time to practice how 
best to communicate your 

message and plan for a 
learning curve. caswell got 

better at telling the story each 
time after experiencing which 

parts of the conversation 
landed and which did not.

meet  
in persOn

Take the show on the road, 
meeting personally with 

stakeholders. “i’ve been on 
communication road trips 

around the company,” says 
caswell. “i took part in a lot 
of departmental and group 

meetings in addition to 
meeting people one on one.” 
caswell met with all levels of 
employees, including senior-

level vice presidents and some 
executive vice presidents.

ADjust fOr  
yOur AuDienCe

Have a consistent message, 
but one that’s tailored to  

the interests and concerns  
of the people you’re talking to.  

A line manager in the 
engineering department may 
have different concerns from  

a division-leading senior  
vice president. caswell 

customized his message  
for each person or group.

be CleAr,  
With An Ask

Provide a clear, cohesive 
outline of the vision and 
timeline, including who  
it will involve, and then  

be sure to secure buy-in.  
for example, say, “Here is our 

three- to five-year vision of 
this. Do you agree—yes or no? 

And here’s how we want  
to get started on that vision.”

stAte  
the upsiDe

Try to motivate and support 
people by offering help rather 
than scare and threaten them 
that they could be replaced. 

Ask which parts of their work 
they don’t have the capacity to 
complete and whether they’d 
like support completing them. 

Effective communication during the Learn Phase is critical to gain C-suite approval and overall cultural buy-in.  
Here’s what worked for Allen Caswell at Waters Corporation.

1

4

2

5

3

6
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nOtiCe AnD  
respOnD tO feeDbACk

you will get feedback, even if 
it’s just body language during 
the discussion. Take that in 

and then refine your approach 
not only for the presentation, 
but also for the project. Are 

you helping these groups with 
your project? if not, adjust.

https://www.linkedin.com/in/allen-caswell-8953b913/
https://www.waters.com
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what happens when you skip the Learn Phase?
when David Jones, the ceO of Havas, acquired victors & Spoils in 2012, his idea was to bring 
v&S’s crowdsourcing approach and culture to one of the world’s biggest advertising, digital and 
communications groups. He wanted to ensure that Havas ended up on the “right” side of the digital 
revolution. His mandate to the Havas c-suite team: Adopt digital practices immediately, to ensure 
Havas does not go the way of kodak, Hewlett-Packard and other companies that didn’t respond in 
time to market change.

v&S—founded by John winsor—
was the first advertising agency built 
on crowdsourcing principles. v&S 
offered a digital platform model that 
generated concepts for ad campaigns 
for one-third the price Havas charged. 

Jones’ vision was to install winsor 
as the chief innovation officer of Havas 
to take the power of v&S’s open crowd 
and morph it into a Havas crowd 
that would deliver the power of its 
collective intelligence to every client. 
This could work. right? well it didn’t.

winsor’s tenure at Havas was brief 
and frustrating. Jones and winsor had 
skipped the Learn and experiment 
Phases and jumped directly into the 
Build Phase, assuming the creative 
thinkers at Havas would willingly join in.

instead, Havas’ senior team 
rejected the new ideas and approaches. 
winsor would be discretely excluded 
from meetings where the decisions 
were made. Jones and winsor would 
announce an agreed-upon initiative 
through social media, only to have the 
initiative discontinued without their 
knowledge. Senior-level employees 
would close their doors whenever 
winsor walked down Havas hallways.

Jones left his ceO post just three 
years after the v&S acquisition, and 
shortly thereafter, winsor resigned. 
Havas was acquired in 2017 by 
vivendi, a french mass-media con-
glomerate that closed v&S in 2018.

3 principles for developing a program

1

Accept the unknown. “I always tell innovators to try to be as 
fearless as possible when they are trying to bring innovation into their 
company,” says Rob Maguire, head of strategy at the platform Mathesia, 
who has guided many companies through the Learn and Experiment 
Phases. Maguire acknowledges the many worries people have during 
these stages but reminds that others have successfully made it through. 
the key, says Maguire, is to expect and remain open to the unknown.

2

match problem and platform. As you identify problems within your 
organization, make sure you are considering which crowd is best suited  
to the solution you seek. Identifying the right crowd to solve the problem  
is a critical step in securing a positive outcome, says Maguire. “It’s crucial  
that you plan to co-create and ideate with the platform to share your  
knowledge, define the goal and identify the problem so that the platform  
can help identify the crowd best suited to solving the problem”.

3

form trusting relationships. When you are using an external model 
and outside experts to solve proprietary problems and create solutions, 
trust can make or break the process. “trust taps into a person’s unique 
human nature,” says Maguire. “It can be difficult as a supplier to address 
that issue. It’s about building and offering a brand that the organization 
can rely on. If they go into using crowdsourcing as a tool, they need  
to know that you will be a tangible partner in the onboarding process.”

https://www.linkedin.com/in/davidjonesoyw/
https://havas.com
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=2ahUKEwiw2cjY7KriAhUHKawKHQuPDpcQFjAAegQIBhAC&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww2.staffingindustry.com%2Fcontent%2Fdownload%2F246507%2F9128496%2FHumanCloudSummary2017_170912.pdf&usg=AOvVaw2GsHwnKKYcxxjh4pV99CkX
https://havas.com
https://www.hbs.edu/faculty/Pages/item.aspx?num=47814
https://www.hbs.edu/faculty/Pages/item.aspx?num=47814
https://havas.com
https://havas.com
https://www.linkedin.com/in/johntwinsor/
https://havas.com
https://havas.com
https://havas.com
https://havas.com
https://havas.com
https://havas.com
https://havas.com
https://www.vivendi.com/en/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/robert-maguire/%20
https://mathesia.com
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CheCklist for the 
leArn phAse > SeLL THe viSiOn

C u lt u r e

 eDuCAtiOn
identify and secure resources that will 
help you. Here are some to know about:

• Staffing industry Analysts report

• Upwork report

• world economic forum report

• Open Assembly

• Laboratory for innovation Science  
 at Harvard

Document the ideal end state and  
open talent vision for the organization

conduct research to educate yourself  
and key stakeholders

connect with external experts  
and communities that can support and 
accelerate your journey

revisit and revise the ideal end state 
based on exploration

 COnneCtiOn
identify the thinkers and doers most helpful 
to you in this space, and connect with them 
through social media, for starters. Here are 
examples of prominent people to follow:

• Balaji Bondili, Dyan finkhousen,  
 John Hagel, karim Lakani, Paul estes,  
 and Steve rader

Document, share, and sell your story on  
the impact open talent models can bring to 
your organization

 COmmunity
find and align with a support community. 

 COmmuniCAtiOn
in-person
Tell the story 

 WOrkshOp
for buy-in, hold an introductory Learn 
workshop that shares how-tos, metrics, 
results, case studies to help bring colleagues 
on the open talent journey.

Hold an alignment and buy-in workshop  
with leadership and key stakeholders

www2.staffingindustry.com/content/download/246507/9128496/HumanCloudSummary2017_170912.pdf
https://www.upwork.com/i/future-workforce/fw/2019/
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Systems_Leadership_Platforms_Community_Paper.pdf
https://open-assembly.com
https://lish.harvard.edu
https://lish.harvard.edu
https://twitter.com/BalajiBondili
https://twitter.com/DyanFinkhousen
https://twitter.com/jhagel
https://www.linkedin.com/in/karim-lakhani-93840/
https://twitter.com/PaulFEstes
https://twitter.com/steverader
https://open-assembly.com/services/%20collective-membership
https://open-assembly.com/services/workshops
https://open-assembly.com/services/workshops
https://open-assembly.com/services/workshops


e x p e r I m e n tthe experiment phAse
During this phase, practice using new tools and systems, measure results, and share results  
to gain wider buy-in.

The second step in the journey to adopt open systems is to practice  

what you’ve been learning and prove it is effective. The experiment 

Phase should begin only after an organization has spent time in the 

Learn Phase. During the experiment Phase an organization will 

continue to facilitate cultural buy-in through communication, education 

and alignment workshops, and it will also begin to look at and lock down 

business systems. During the experiment Phase an organization can 

rely on the technology provided by the talent-network platforms. Goals 

for the experiment Phase are to form a clear plan for moving forward, 

share the plan and create alignment throughout the organization with 

all stakeholders, finalize problem identification and selection, select the 

appropriate platform to solve each problem, and begin to practice using 

the open systems and tools. it’s crucial to have a plan in place to capture 

and measure the results and then to communicate the results to get 

buy-in to continue. 
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DyAn finkhOusen, the founder and director of GE’s global innovation accelerator, 
GeniusLink, is an expert at helping enterprise clients navigate all stages of adopting open systems 
within their organizations. We asked Finkhousen to share insights from the Experiment Phase.

is it better to tackle a big, strategic, 
broadly defined problem statement;  
to parse the work into precise and 
tightly scoped problem statements;  
or a combo thereof?

Q:  how do you integrate  
results?

Have a plan for pulling that work back 
in within your own security protocol 
and workflow. if you don’t plan for the 
reintegration step, a lot of the work 
can end up on the cutting-room floor. 
This problem can be resolved as part 
of the initial exploratory session with 
the problem owner. Once we get a 
good picture of the ideal outcome,  
we ask who is going to be responsible 
for the operation of this work. who 
is going to take the document or the 
code from the expert and build it into 
their workflow?

Q:  how do you make  
that happen?

we pull in an operational owner as a 
stakeholder at the beginning of the 
program. As we are making decisions 
throughout the course of the program, 
they have voice. They are co-architecting 
the problem-statement design and 
coaching and evaluating the work. So 
at the end of the day, when you try to 

operationalize it, those people already 
have a voice and an investment.  
The person needs to have the right 
expertise to operationalize. if not,  
you can create a lot of broken links.

Q:  Any thoughts about where  
to allocate funding?

culture and operating context is so 
important, but generally i suggest  
a hybrid model for the money pot.  
we had a centralized team with 
its own budget, but the work was 
funded by operating units across 
the business. it’s important to have 
innovation budgets that are retained 
and controlled by the operating units 
that own the customers. if you are a 
large conglomerate, it’s important 
to retain an innovation budget at 
corporate for the longer-term, riskier, 
more disruptive investments. you lay 
down a portfolio of bets and some 
will come back with modest returns, 
others with no returns, or if you get 
it right, large returns. That to me is 
a healthy structure for a budget. To 
achieve the right mix, i think it’s wise 
to make sure business units have 
a budget for innovation, but then to 
also centralize a budget for longer-
term and/or more disruptive types of 
innovation that could benefit all.

Q:  What is your advice for the 
experiment phase?

Shift your mindset. Set aside the 
assumptions that you’re used to 
operating with regarding the best 
approach to solving a problem. Those 
assumptions are no longer relevant 
given current digital tools and new 
business models and markets. 

Q:  how do you get buy-in and 
manage expectations?

Targeted communication is important 
at this phase. you want to create 
enough interest and energy around the 
effort without overselling the potential 
outcome. know your objective and 
tailor your message to a segmented 
audience. you want management 
buy-in so you get enough air cover 
and funding to run the experiment. 
you want to communicate that this is 
a potential path to a better outcome, 
but you don’t want to oversell the 
outcomes by saying they’ll be world 
changing. At this stage you want 
leadership to understand and agree 
that learning metrics and start-up 
metrics, not mature business metrics, 
are the appropriate measures of 
success for this stage.

Q:  Any insights about selecting 
problems to solve?

Look at how to get to the ideal end 
state when configuring a problem 
statement, and whether the problem 
needs to be scoped up or down.  

notes from the field

DyA n  f i n k h O u s e n
DIRECtOR AnD FOunDER, GE GEnIuSLInk AnD GE FuSE,  
At GEnERAL ELECtRIC

 “A proactive structure and packaging of the iP conversation shows  
respect for protocol, chain of command and stakeholder opinions.”

https://www.linkedin.com/in/dyan-finkhousen/%20
https://ge-geniuslink.com
https://ge-geniuslink.com/2017/05/08/649/%20
https://www.ge.com
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A utilities company begins to experiment
yorkshire water had already identified its problems. The water company, based in yorkshire, 
england, was having a problem with two main issues: They wanted to cut “leakage,” which in the US 
we call “non-revenue water,” and they wanted to encourage their customers to reduce water usage.

yorkshire water has now commit-
ted to a five-year innovation challenge 
and plans to partner with several 
platforms to crowdsource specific 
solutions every six months. “we plan 

They’d also aligned internally  
on their goals, deciding that instead 
of working toward incremental 
change, they wanted to create 
transformational change. “Our goal 
is to change the way businesses solve 
problems,” says kathryn edwards of 
the yorkshire waters transformation 
team. “we are thinking ahead on 
how best to begin to build our own 
problem-solving capability.”

The team identified the initial 
“platform” they would begin to work 
with. in this case, they arranged to 
run a challenge with The Leeds Open 
Data institute to release 12 months 
of data from its current network 
meters to see if the crowd could find 
new trends or patterns. This made 
their data available to an external 
crowd, but also to anyone from within 
their company, so their approach 
was to host an open competition that 
attracted ideas from everyone.

They calibrated what success 
would look like and set realistic 
expectations. in this case, success 
would be running the experiment 
itself to see what type of results the 
process could yield. On day one, they 
were pleasantly surprised when a 
member of the crowd submitted  
a code that eliminated false negatives. 
Soon after, someone came up with an 
app proposal to use Ai to automate the 
recognition of leak noise. Someone 
else suggested a fitbit-like device 
for household water pipes that would 
cheaply monitor and fix customer 
pipes, consumption and transfer data 
between water company and customer.

Get engagement and buy-in  
with targeted storytelling

Create four integrated communication campaigns targeting  
the four different groups listed below to communicate  

effectively throughout an organization.

1

the expert community who will solve the problem,  
to attract them to want to work with the program

2

the leadership group who will be interested in the  
expected impact on company performance

3

the problem stakeholders, including owners and  
cross-functional support team who will be interested in  

how the approach will solve their specific problems

4

A general audience to receive the strategic story arc  
that will be distributed across the social channels to  

create buzz and awareness about the mission

Divide each communication campaign into three messaging sections:

the launch   /   the work itself, with the option 
of a webinar to reinforce the message   /   the results

to be open with the results from all  
of our crowdsourcing challenges,” 
says neil Dewis, director of water 
Services. “we’ll publish all the  
successes and failures along the way.”

https://www.yorkshirewater.com
https://www.linkedin.com/in/kathryn-edwards-56154350/
https://odileeds.org/events/waterdata18/
https://odileeds.org/events/waterdata18/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/johnwinsor/2019/04/15/how-a-water-company-in-yorkshire-england-became-a-hub-for-innovation/%237715071498ad%20
https://www.forbes.com/sites/johnwinsor/2019/04/15/how-a-water-company-in-yorkshire-england-became-a-hub-for-innovation/%237715071498ad%20
https://www.linkedin.com/in/neil-dewis-352a9613/%20
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creating change within a conservative 
organization? Start small
Adopting new ideas and working methods in an organization is often a challenge. many businesses 
are set up to resist change; others create constructs such as innovation teams that are tasked with 
operating outside the corporate membrane. it’s even more difficult to successfully introduce new 
ideas and working methods within conservative or traditional organizations. Think banking, legal 
and insurance entities, to name a few.

tools/process—but in the end, it’s all 
about leadership, says Hill. “Leaders 
talk about change, but very few take 
a robust stance that enables change 
to scale at a deep cultural level within 
their organizations.” 

One of the biggest challenges is 
the time it can take to create and 
embed a changeable culture of 
innovation. establishing quick wins 
alongside the longer-term initiatives 
can help. “There are many ways to 
kick off an open-innovation initiative, 
says Hill. “we often start by solving 
a problem that has already got an 
identified solution. This brings people 
into the process and provides an early 
success to celebrate.”

An example of this is the work 
wazoku did with the insurance 
company Direct Line Group. They 
focused first on one team within 
the company that they called The 
idea Lab. They slowly expanded 
the program with a “name the 
platform” contest, established idea 

ambassadors to champion innovation 
internally, and hosted executive 
lunches to share results and 
celebrate success. They even started 
a campaign called #ThinkDifferently 
to encourage a cultural shift in 
mindset. After two years, The idea 
Lab team won the Best Use of 
innovation in employee engagement 
award at the engage Awards 2018  
and was runner-up in the ideasUk  
Awards in the People and Organization  
category.

Two years may seem like a long 
time for those in the innovation space 
or for those who work within a nimble 
organization, but for a conservative 
or traditional organization, two years 
is a relatively short time. “Being 
recognized on an industry-wide scale 
gave Direct Line Group the confidence 
they needed to continue fostering 
an exceling innovation program,” 
says Hill. “Direct Line Group leaders 
thought they were behind the curve 
but instead they were ahead.”

How does one introduce innovative 
approaches and open tools inside  
a conservative organization?  
“it often starts with one forward- 
thinking individual or team,” says 
Simon Hill, ceO and co-founder of  
the idea-management software  
company wazoku. “we talk about the  
importance of process and success. 
we suggest a client start small, 
whether starting within a certain  
team or a certain office location  
within a large enterprise. The first 
step is often the hardest, but once 
you’ve taken it, you are on your way  
to a pace and path that is exponen-
tially different.” 

change—especially change with 
many moving parts and untested 
outcomes—can be difficult to 
maneuver. it’s important to figure  
out the different stakeholders, the 
levels of engagement, who owns  
what budget, who is empowered to 
say yes and implement, says Hill.  
“for leaders, there’s a lot of not 
knowing what they don’t know,”says 
Hill. “They don’t even really know 
what the pathway ahead is yet.”

wazoku breaks out the process into 
five key innovation pillars—strategy, 
leadership, management, culture, and 

 “we often start by solving a problem that has already got  
an identified solution. This brings people into the process and 
provides an early success to celebrate.” 

—SimOn HiLL, ceO AnD cO-fOUnDer, wAZOkU

https://www.directlinegroup.co.uk/en/index.html
https://www.thinkdifferently.net
https://engageawards.co.uk
https://engageawards.co.uk
https://engageawards.co.uk
https://engageawards.co.uk
https://www.ideasuk.com/award-winners/
https://www.ideasuk.com/award-winners/
https://www.ideasuk.com/award-winners/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/mrsihill/%3ForiginalSubdomain%3Duk
https://www.wazoku.com
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CheCklist for the 
experiment phAse > PrOve iT wOrkS

 C u lt u r e
create a plan to guide your experimentation and support  
communication and alignment

identify critical participants at all levels of the organization

Share and revise the plan with stakeholders

Hold workshop to align on purpose, goals, and success

capture feedback, insights, and pain points from all stakeholders

communicate experimentation results

 b u s i n e s s  sy s t e m s
 Select the problems to solve

 Document what a successful outcome will be for each problem

 match the problems with the best platform(s) and talent models

 Align on appropriate legal, compliance, finance and Hr processes  
to enable experimentation

 t e C h n O lO Gy  sy s t e m s
ensure outcomes are compatible with in-house technology  
and systems

rely on the technology and systems of platforms for  
execution of experiments



B u I L dthe builD phAse
During this phase, establish an open talent practice within the company that has a specific 
identity, structure and measurable outcomes. 

The Build Phase is the phase most people think of and want to be in 

right away when they begin the process of adopting open systems and 

tools. This is the phase where the juiciest, most fulfilling learning can 

take place and the most exciting results can occur. But organizations 

that jump ahead to the Build Phase without due diligence spent in the 

Learn and experiment Phases, often have trouble gaining traction 

because they didn’t spend the time to nurture and evolve their internal 

culture to accept this new way of working or because they didn’t 

effectively establish the business or technology systems needed 

to succeed. Goals for the Build Phase are to expand the repertoire 

of platforms the organization is working with, to begin building the 

infrastructure and systems that will host the new program, and to tend 

to the culture with a targeted communication program. 
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liAne sCult operationalizes Microsoft’s Freelance Services program for any interested 
Microsoft employee in the united States. She speaks daily with employees about their workloads, 
helps them identify tasks that can be performed by freelancers and supports their need to access 
specialized talent on demand or scale their operations. We asked Scult to share her insights about 
her processes and how she’s helping Microsoft employees embrace the use of freelancers to 
deliver work that supports Microsoft’s mission.

and suppliers. eventually our partners 
said, “yes, this is Ok but we have to 
work together to ensure we create a 
trusted and compliant offering for our 
employees and freelancers to work 
in this new way while gaining the 
benefits of freelance services.

Q:  how did you scale solutions  
for privacy and protection?

Our solution was a joint effort. we 
required microsoft employees to 
watch a training video about the types 
of projects that are appropriate for 
freelancers. we also have a small, 
core team of program managers who 
consult with employees if they have 
questions. Additionally, we created a 
comprehensive SharePoint site where 
all the program information resides, 
along with information on how to best 
identify which tasks should be done 
by employees only or with a supplier 
and which could be worked on in 
collaboration with a freelancer.

Q:  What about managing 
issues related to employee 

login, security, permissions and 
administrative control while also 
giving freedom to your workers?
in order for a new microsoft employee 
to get their account credentials, they 
must complete a short training video 
on how the system works, including 
several key elements, such as what 
makes a great project post, budgeting 
guidance, who to contact in our legal 
department if they need guidance, and 
more. we rely on the work-matching 
platform company to insure that our 
freelancers are compliant, while 
validating the job post, and determining 
if the budget is appropriate. we use 
Upwork enterprise to perform the 
compliance and validation that allow 
us to move faster with peace of mind. 
compared to traditional methods 
where it may take more than 20 days 
to engage talent or contractors, we 
have observed over time that it takes 
less than three days to engage talent 
on a project. This is freeing for our 
employee participants, who now  
have faster access to diverse talent. 

Q:  how did you navigate 
concerns about data privacy, 

confidentiality, ip, risk and 
compliance when you started  
this program?
Two years ago we set out on this 
journey and quickly realized that 
freelancing was going to be a unique 
opportunity and an increasingly 
prevalent new way for people to work 
that would reach every corner of our 
company. we also knew we needed 
to operate in a thoughtful and trusted 
way in terms of how we handled our 
data and customer information. So we 
started small, monitored the program 
and usage closely, prepared to involve 
the appropriate stakeholders, and 
then engaged them early and often  
to improve the program. Overall,  
we worked closely with our partners 
in legal, Hr and procurement to 
ensure that the entire virtual team 
was well aligned.

Q:  Was there resistance to  
the idea?

i wouldn’t say it was resistance. we 
had to bring along our partners in 
legal, Hr and procurement. Like most 
transformations, this was disruptive. 
we had thoughtful discussions around 
the urgency to keep up with the speed 
of innovation and customer demand. 
we felt freelancers could help by 
enhancing our full-time workforce 

notes from the field

 
l i A n e  s C u lt
SEnIOR FREELAnCE PROGRAM MAnAGER, MICROSOFt

 “it’s a benefit to microsoft to be able to work with people 
throughout the world who have skills to contribute, and it’s a 
benefit to the workers. we can bring work to where they are and 
want to live.”

https://www.linkedin.com/in/lianescult/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/lianescult/
https://www.microsoft.com
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Q:  how long did it take  
to get things set up to be  

that efficient?
Approximately three months, with 
nonstop work from me and a col-
league, Lora white, in Procurement. 
we are still continually improving  
and iterating the process, tools and 
experience across our entire cross- 
functional team. Once we were live 
internally, we began sharing our 
internal solution, which is now the 
microsoft 365 freelance Toolkit.

Q:  how long was spent working 
with internal legal, risk and  

hr departments?
Six months. 

three key questions to ask the team
Here are the top three questions Liane Scult asks to begin the 
conversation about whether an employee could benefit from 
freelance support. A “yes” answer to any of these indicates  

that the project or task may be suitable for freelance.

1

Is there anything on your to-do list that comes up month after  
month that you or your manager need to get done?

2

Have you been asked about something that you could make  
a better decision about if you had more research?

3

Are there times when you’re unable to get caught up? Have you missed 
deadlines or needed to work nights and weekends to meet a deadline? 

Q:  how long did it take to  
get set up with upwork?

One month of operationalizing. 

Q:  What’s one way you make 
onboarding, which can be time 

consuming, worth it to employees? 
we have a saying called “Try it Once” 
to encourage people to start small 
and try a small project. from there, 
the employee will learn and will 
experience firsthand the benefits. 
initially it may feel uncomfortable  
or seem strange, like the first time 
you used a ride-sharing app, and  
then you get comfortable and it’s just 
how you do things now.

Q:  Do you have other suggestions 
for creating a culture that 

encourages experimenting with  
and using new models?
i speak with employees every day.  
we talk about what they have on their 
plate, followed by a deeper discussion 
about the work they feel is the best 
use of their skills and experience, 
and what they want to learn or do 
to make more of an impact. we look 
at areas in which they can have that 
growth mindset to keep themselves 
and our company more relevant and 
to improve customer (and not-yet-
customer) experiences while  
keeping up with the increasing  
speed of innovation. 

The hardest thing is shifting one’s 
mindset. when you disrupt the norm, 
the typical reaction is to push back 
against something new. So, i have  
to be prepared to be a myth buster 
when people tell me, “This isn’t right”  
or “This is different than the norm.”  
i have a list of more than 30 
comments i commonly receive, 
including “freelancers can’t be 
trusted,” “i’m not going to give  
my work to a non-skilled person,”  
“There aren’t enough skilled people 
out there to do what we do.” All these 
comments are from people who 
are feeling uncomfortable, and it’s 
important to let them know that you 
hear them. i take the time to listen 
carefully and let them express their 
concerns. Then i show them the value, 
the benefits. my biggest challenge 
is to get people to simply try it once, 
and when they do, most never go back 
to their old ways. it’s just like when 
people take their first ride-share or 
sleep in their first vrBO—sometimes 
people prefer a hotel experience, and 
that’s fine too. 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/lora-white-7657a945/
https://docs.microsoft.com/en-us/freelancetoolkit/
https://www.vrbo.com
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Q:  how do you communicate 
within your company about 

full-time employees versus people 
who freelance?
we share video interviews and stories 
about the employees’ journeys 
with freelancers, starting with the 
initial impetus for leaning in and 
trying the freelance route. we also 
highlight some of the struggles. we 
mostly acknowledge our employees 
for having a growth mindset and 
for trying new things—even failing 
is Ok. we’ve shared stories about 
freelancers and how freelancing 
has impacted their lives. we host 
an annual Gig-economy Summit, 
where freelancers share their stories 
of choice, circumstances and lived 
experiences being a freelancer.  
we also have an internal SharePoint 
site where we host our case studies, 
and we invite all employees, if they’d 
like, to have a case study done on 
them that showcases the freelancer 
talent and the project. we also 
send out a monthly e-newsletter to 
potential participants and individuals 
who’ve participated in the program 
highlighting these case studies.
 

Q:  Why work like this? What’s the 
advantage on both a company 

and personal level? 
There are wonderful perks and  
benefits of being part of an enterprise 
company, but to be valuable to our 

customers, we need to keep up with 
the future of work and this new 
economy of working without borders. 
To remain relevant, you need to apply 
the more agile and entrepreneurial 
practices that smaller companies and 
startups are benefiting from. for an 
enterprise to grow—to be able to keep 
up with customer demand—you need 
to be open to change, to doing things 
differently, to constantly being curious 
and learning. if we do things the 
same way year after year, we are not 
going to deliver better solutions that 
work for more people. Our company 
mission is to empower every person 
and every organization on the planet 
to achieve more. As an employee,  

i take this mission seriously and apply 
it to this program. it has inspired me 
to think differently about distributing 
my digital work to diverse people 
and sometimes providing them more 
opportunity to achieve more. 

it’s a benefit to microsoft to be 
able to collaborate with diverse 
people worldwide who have skills 
to contribute. it’s a win-win. we can 
bring the paid tasks and projects  
to where they are or want to live.  
A person doesn’t have to be confined 
to a nearby zip code to contribute or 
to have more economic opportunity. 
Like the well-known song from the 
Disneyland ride, it can be “a small 
world after all.”

new tool helps companies launch and  
scale freelance workforces
Microsoft has just introduced the 365 Freelance toolkit to help 
companies launch and scale their freelance workforces. the program 
fits into the existing Microsoft 365 software and adapts that for 
freelance participation in areas like internal communication, team-
wide collaboration, data analytics and workflow automation. Microsoft 
created this after looking at its own needs when trying to work this 
way. their customers started asking Microsoft for support with 
managing their freelance workforce, so Microsoft created this solution.

https://products.office.com/en-us/sharepoint/sharepoint-online-collaboration-software
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jOse silvA emerging technologies manager, and riChArD COpsey, open innovation manager, from the oil and 
natural gas exploration and production company Anadarko, began developing their crowdsourcing program in 2017. the 
two knew that worldwide energy needs are projected to increase 40 percent by 2040. to prepare to meet these increasing 
needs, the two began looking at different ways to utilize these new technologies to benefit Anadarko and its Advanced 
Analytics and Emerging technologies (AAEt) team. Silva soon discovered that Anadarko could expand its access from 
the approximately 4,700 employees they have in house to about 1.6 million gig-worker “employees” when they partnered 
with a company that offered an on-demand talent network. (they opted to work with the talent network available through 
topcoder.) We caught up with Silva and Copsey and asked about their experience thus far.

and less on the tools that would 
help us solve them. we opened 
an idea portal to gather employee 
inputs, but the majority of the ideas 
submitted focused on items outside of 
Anadarko’s core business.

Q:   Why did this matter?
silvA: we knew that in order for this 
program to gain traction, we needed 
to solve problems that could scale 
and produce solutions for Anadarko. 
we quickly saw that the way in which 
we were capturing most of the ideas 
didn’t enable us to scale them.

Q:  how did you adjust your 
approach?

silvA: we pivoted. we realized we’d 
been asking for ideas instead of pain 
points and we realized that we didn’t 
have a process in place to extract 
these pain points for the organization. 
This created challenges around 
building solutions that were not really 
needed. we had to learn the process 

of extracting pain points with the goal 
of scaling into actual solutions.

Q:   Can you say more?
riChArD COpsey: you will always get 
more than what you ask for especially 
if you don’t provide the guidelines and 
boundaries for people to understand 
what it is you want from them. People 
were coming to us with solutions 
instead of problems. we needed them 
to think about the root cause of what 
they were experiencing—why they 
needed their solution or idea.

Q:   What did you do to fix that?
silvA: we zoomed out and asked 
ourselves: why weren’t these projects 
scaling? we realized we hadn’t 
approached this the best way. we 
needed to focus on three steps of 
a much larger process to educate 
ourselves and employees on how to 
identify pain points.

Q:  What made you decide to  
try crowdsourcing?

jOse silvA: we had a lot of projects 
we could not go after because of 
resource restraints. e ven though 
the AAeT team is a digital r&D 
organization, there is a constant 
number of projects in the portfolio we 
could not dedicate resources to. The 
question was, “How could we leverage 
the gig economy, by accessing talent, 
in a way that would allow us to solve 
internal goals?”

Q:  you spent time in the 
learn phase, then began 

experimenting with successful 
results. how did you start?
silvA: we looked at how other 
organizations were doing it and 
realized we were different and 
would need to adapt our vision and 
understanding of how a future of 
work practice would best fit our 
needs. first and foremost, we 
focused internally figuring out which 
projects we were going to work on 

notes from the field
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https://www.linkedin.com/in/jose-silva-68121913/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/copsey/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/jose-silva-68121913/
https://www.anadarko.com
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1. what is it we are trying to solve? 
Are we solving the right thing? 

2. How can we break down that 
problem to solve it? 

3. Once each piece is “solved” how do 
we put them together and integrate 
them in a corporate environment? 

Q:  What did you do next to align 
employees?

COpsey: we wanted employees to 
learn about these three steps, go 
through the process with us, and 
then feel ownership should a pain 
point become a project. we organized 
a two-part workshop with multiple 
business units. in the first session 
the objective was to level-set the 
participants on how to identify pain 
points and gain alignment on what we 
wanted to accomplish for the second 
session. we were very clear that we 
would not jump to a solution during 
the workshop.

Q:  What were the action items 
from the meeting?

COpsey: everyone left that initial 
discussion and worked with their 
teams to brainstorm a list of potential 
pain points to share during the second 
session, which was facilitated by 
experts to help guide the conversation. 
The premise for the entire thing 
was not about the crowd but about 
understanding the pain points and 
how to connect the pain points to the 
right resources to solve them.

Q:   how did it go?
COpsey: it went very well, but you 
know, this is all about people and 
building those relationships is huge. 
you do this type of workshop to help 
ensure success by having people with 
you through the process. Guiding 
and teaching them how to identify 
problems but also to get buy-in to 
encourage a shift in our culture and 
how we do business. if you want it to 
be successful you must nurture it, 
make the effort and be there in person.

silvA: we went from a shotgun 
approach for the entire organization 
to a more personalized engagement 
at the business-unit level. The 
individuals in these business units 
were skeptical at first, but now we 
have a personal relationship and 
connection that will help us to be 
successful, to identify the right 
problems and to scale them.

Q:  how did you follow up after  
the workshop?

COpsey: we captured more than  
30 pain points at that workshop.  
we did a prioritization with the folks 
in the room. Then we selected five 
problems to focus on. we needed 
to make sure everyone from the 
workshop knew why we selected 

these five. Transparency is critical. we 
made it clear we couldn’t promise any 
of the pain points would be acted on.

it was meaningful to participants 
to know the fate of their pain point. 
Before, you’d throw an idea out on 
the website and unless somebody 
contacted you for more information,  
it was a black hole. 

we established a technology 
council with representation from 
different functions to review the pain 
points and take ownership of the ones 
they’d committed to solving. in this 
way, we created communication about 
which pains the business was facing 
and confirmed they were not already 
being addressed.  

Q:  looking back, what advice 
could you give to someone  

who is building their own program? 
COpsey: This is all about people. 
People in your organization, 
people who are already doing this 
successfully, and the people in 
the crowd. The biggest hurdle is 
culture. make sure the right people 
in your organization are open to 
new concepts, and if not, reach 
out to the people that are already 
crowdsourcing well and ask for help. 
finally, establish a strong reputation 
in your work with the crowd. A good 
relationship with the crowd will 
encourage the best talent to continue 
to engage with you to solve problems. 

silvA: The first question i would ask 
is why are you doing this? i know 
it sounds silly, but why go do open 

 “we realized we didn’t have a process to extract pain points for the 
organization. we’d been asking for ideas instead of pain points, 
and that minimized the exercise. we had to learn the process to 
extract pain points with the goal of scaling into actual solutions.”

—JOSe SiLvA, emerGinG TecHnOLOGieS mAnAGer, AnADArkO

 “People were coming to us with solutions instead of problems. 
instead, we taught them how to look at the root cause of what 
they were experiencing.”

—ricHArD cOPSey, OPen innOvATiOn mAnAGer, AnADArkO
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innovation? what’s not working in 
your current organization that has 
motivated you to now look at open 
innovation? figure out the why, then 
define what success would look 
like by adding this initiative to your 
portfolio. Second, what are the kPis 
around this initiative, and how does it 
complement the rest of your portfolio 
and product formulation? Third is 
execution. Understand that this is 
not a trivial process. Go in with the 
assumption that this may not work for 
your organization the first time. Think 
about the steps you are going to take 
in order to have scale as the end goal.

in the future, there will be open 
innovation. for now it is a choice but 
in the future it might not be. you will 
have to enter into it because it is the 
way people will work. Don’t be afraid 
but be afraid—both are appropriate. 
if you go into this being cautious, 
you increase the chances of your 
program’s success. 

Successful ways to engage IP counsel
Engage IP counsel early and thoughtfully to help open innovation 
projects proceed smoothly, says Dyan Finkhousen, founder and 
director of GE’s global innovation accelerator Geniuslink. 

Step one for any project is to pull pertinent information together 
into a tidy package and run problem statements and the terms, 
conditions, and communication plans by IP counsel.

A proactive structure and packaging of the IP conversation shows 
that people in the program have respect for protocol, chain of 
command and stakeholder opinions, says Finkhousen. this approach 
avoids typical hurdles and ensures a positive outcome. “Make them 
part owners in the process,” she says. “though some IP counsels can 
be difficult, most like to be innovators. Often they get called in when 
there’s a problem or to clean up a mess—a highly stressful situation 
that can be avoided if they’re engaged as partners in a smart way that 
doesn’t burn through a lot of their time.”

When Finkhousen begins a program, she immediately reaches out 
to the corporate business counsel to alert them. She then packages 
her materials for review, including a high-level description of her 
communication plans. “We share what we’re doing, the objective, what 
we need them to review, the decisions we need them to make and by 
which date we need their review and decisions,” she says. “If we need 
edits, we let them know in which form we need them, and by which 
date. We usually give them two weeks to respond. My work, my 
template, my methodology have all benefited from their guidance.”

https://www.linkedin.com/in/dyan-finkhousen/
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when sharing results, give credit to the  
inside team

crowdsourcing and working with freelancers can yield impressive results. But be sensitive 
about telling the right stories about the right people when you begin your communication 
program, say consultants Jeff Davis and elizabeth richard.

the wrong approach and they were 
focusing their stories on the wrong 
people.

crowdsourcing can threaten the 
identity of employees at all levels 
within an organization, causing 
them to feel devalued or fear 
they’ll be replaced. So an effective 
internal communication strategy 
must emphasize the importance of 
the curator role. The curator is the 
person from inside the company who 
managed the crowdsourcing process 
and secured the good results. The 
curator’s role is also essential to a 
successful outcome. 

rather than focusing the story 
on the person or people outside the 

organization who solved the problem 
by winning the competition, Davis and 
richard began to spotlight the skills 
of the employee or employees inside 
nASA. They wrote about what it was 
like to try the new program, identify 
the pain point, break the problem into 
understandable chunks, coordinate 
with the platform and manage the 
process. They also wrote about the 
results, but by flipping the focus, 
they showed employees that their 
expertise was valued and needed. 
This helped assure employees that 
their role within the company would 
be elevated, not replaced, by working 
this way. 

Davis, ceO of exploring 4 
Solutions, and richard, founder,  
eer Strategies, LLc, were involved in 
the early stages of launching nASA’s 
crowdsourcing program. initially, 
they thought it would be interesting 
to share stories about the results and 
successes achieved by the winners 
of the crowdsourcing competition. 
This meant they were focusing on 
people outside nASA who’d solved 
problems that people inside nASA 
hadn’t been able to solve. The 
motivation was to inspire people who 
worked at nASA to try crowdsourcing 
themselves, given the exceptional 
results of the program. But Davis and 
richard quickly realized they’d taken 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/jeffrey-r-davis-37537345/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/elizabeth-richard-a2b8b84/
https://www.exploring4solutions.com
https://www.exploring4solutions.com
https://www.eerstrategies.com
https://www.nasa.gov
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smithA kumArAn promotes crowdsourcing as a delivery option in Wipro, a leading global 
information technology, consulting and business process services company. Wipro acquired Appirio 
in november 2016 and began allowing and encouraging its employees to take part in projects and 
competitions offered through the on-demand talent network topcoder. kumaran shares insights 
from her experience encouraging Wipro employees to embrace this new way of working. 

Q:  how do you motivate people  
to participate? 

we encourage submissions through  
a loyalty program. we also have  
fun challenges, where we award 
T-shirts or other goodies. we make 
challenges interesting and appealing 
to the community in some way.  
we get participation for everything, 
even zero-dollar prize challenges. 

Q:  Which reward is the  
most motivating?

Prize money in cash makes the 
audience the most excited and 
motivated.
 

Q:  how do you get the winnings 
and points to employees?

we integrated challenge incentives 
into our payroll system. when an 
employee wins prize money or earns 
points, the reward comes to them 
through their next paycheck.

Q:  What’s the advantage  
for a company to have its 

employees gigging?
Learning how to work in the gig 
economy is becoming a necessary 
life skill, and this allows project 
managers to get a first-hand 
experience of how to work in such 
an economy. it also creates a level 
playing field within the organization, 
allowing employees to choose what 

they want to work on. it creates 
a healthy competition among 
employees and elevates the overall 
competency of the organization.

Q:  how has working this way 
changed the Wipro culture?

we are embarking on a culture change 
journey and crowdsourcing will be 
one of the enablers. TopGear is part of 
a next-generation delivery excellence 
initiative. TopGear has introduced new 
ways of working within wipro. wipro-
ites are excited to be pioneering a 
new model of service delivery that 
can potentially revolutionize the iT 
services space. we work with wipro’s 
Human resources, information risk 
management, finance and Legal teams 
to make crowdsourcing operational.

Q:  Was there anything  
unexpected standing in  

the way of competition?
The people in our community 
have full-time jobs and there is 
limited bandwidth to participate 
in challenges. we found that our 
audience is more likely to participate 
in challenges that are smaller in size 
and shorter in duration rather than  
in challenges of a longer duration that 
could be a continuing commitment 
for two to three weeks. when the 
challenges are shorter, we receive 
more participation.

Q:  how do you describe what  
you do at Wipro?

i am an evangelist who helps Delivery  
Units (DUs) understand what crowd-
sourcing is and how they can leverage 
it to support their traditional service 
offering. i work with internal project 
groups to help them create expert 
communities of developers and 
designers. At wipro we’ve created 
have a hybrid crowd implementation 
of Topcoder called ‘TopGear.’

Q:  What’s the goal behind 
encouraging your internal 

workforce to compete through  
crowd contests to solve problems?
we want this to be a tool for our 
workforce transformation initiative, 
a program focused on employee 
career-building and reskilling through 
hands-on experience. we want 
employees to learn new skills on  
their own, get hands-on practice  
and then to be ready for the future.

Q:  What traction have  
you had?

wipro employees have been 
enthusiastic about participating on 
TopGear, and a significant number 
of them have adopted the delivery 
model. we are constantly trying 
to improve adoption and increase 
fulfilment rate through internal 
evangelization. 

notes from the field

 
s m i t h A  k u m A r A n
CROWDSOuRCInG LEAD, WIPRO

https://www.linkedin.com/in/smitha-m-v-b993202/
https://appirio.com/expertise?WebSource=AdWords&gclid=EAlalQobChMl1aDUotju4wlVkf_jBx3VxgrkEAAYASAAEgJlpfD_BwE
https://www.topcoder.com
https://www.linkedin.com/in/smitha-m-v-b993202/
https://www.wipro.com
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Q:  how are you utilizing open 
models at Wellmark?

we’re crowdsourcing two streams 
of work. first, we have a platform 
that we have built for our external 
stakeholders that runs multiple 
scrum teams alongside a new crowd-
powered team that is able to take 
on story assignments and work with 
an integrated pipeline back into our 
platform code base. Second, we’re 
using the data science crowd to help 
solve for our future state product 
design by iterating through models 
that correlate product utilization, 
product performance and variation 
across our customer base. for both 
efforts, we are very close to counting 
on the output from the crowd to deliver 
these key investments we’re making.

Q:  how did you prepare your 
teams?

we defined a manual internal 
crowdsourcing challenge that was 
opened up to all of our developers  
to accomplish this. i wanted to get  
the mental model of our leadership 
and team members acclimated to  
how crowds work, before we began 
our partnership with Topcoder,  
which was the platform we chose.

Q:  What are some of the  
business results you’ve seen?

Platform models and crowds allow 
a traditional business model to stay 
aligned with how venture-backed 
businesses are scaling and accessing 
talent and partner ecosystems to 
deliver their value proposition. it 
can also drive internal innovation, 
improved work-life integration, lead 
to continuous up-skilling and break 
down some of the internal hierarchical 
constraints many employees face in 
a larger organization when they want 
to try alternative work as part of their 
growth plan.

Q:  What advice would you offer  
to someone in the build stage?

The Build Stage is when you start 
running into engineering challenges, 
funding questions, dev/ops pipeline 
integration, branding considerations 
and a host of other small items to 
work through. i would recommend 
identifying key talent, both leadership 
and team members, which are good 
at leaning into the model and thinking 
through these problems horizontally. 
A small core internal team can 
advocate for the crowd and evangelize 
it when ready.

Q:  What were some of the  
pain points?

when people are first introduced 
to the crowd, they often go toward 
concerns about work-product quality 
and control of the end deliverables. 
The irony of that is an underlying 
assumption that the few hundred 
employees of the company are 
assumed to be the best control 
mechanism for quality versus the 
crowd of thousands competing and 
measured with data and algorithms. 
i haven’t found a scenario where 
a crowd’s quality control failed to 
meet expectations if the challenge is 
defined appropriately, with the right 
engagement from the company and 
the right incentive model for the work.

Q:  What are you seeing in the 
marketplace now, in terms  

of open models?
i don’t think most organizations are 
considering the implications yet, as 
the material change hasn’t occurred 
at scale. Open models are currently 
on the edge of most organizations 
and starting to work their way in. we 
have the ingredients today for what 
the future of work will be, but it isn’t 
pieced together and operationally  
at scale for most companies. That  
will happen.

pAul hlivkO has been experimenting with open models since the early 2000s and currently 
heads up the program, which is at the Build Stage, at Wellmark Blue Cross and Blue Shield.  
We asked Hlivko to share how the program is going.

notes from the field

pA u l  h l i v kO
vICE PRESIDEnt AnD CHIEF tECHnOLOGy OFFICER  
At WELLMARk BLuE CROSS AnD BLuE SHIELD

 “we have the ingredients today for what the future of work will 
be, but it isn’t yet stitched together and operationally at scale for 
most companies. That will happen.”

https://www.linkedin.com/in/paulhlivko/
https://www.wellmark.com
https://www.linkedin.com/in/paulhlivko/
https://www.wellmark.com
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Deep partnership is key to successful digital 
transformation
Like most difficult achievements in life, it’s important to form deep partnerships with people you 
can trust to get you through. Organizations find the most advantage working with an on-demand 
talent platform when they view the relationships as a partnership rather than a service. 

“Our focus is on how we can bring 
an enterprise through the digital 
transformation journey,” says Sarah 
Tang, vice president of enterprise 
Solutions at the digital crowd 
platform freelancer.com, describing 
the partnership commitment she 
makes when beginning to work 
with her enterprise clients. “we are 
truly co-creating the future of the 
organization together, rather than 
being just a traditional vendor.”

Tang says she and her colleague 
craig Tindale, global head of solutions 
at freelancer.com, work hard to meet 
each company where it is. Tang starts 
by helping the company form a digital 
transformation strategy starting with 
senior executives who are open to 
the idea. They whiteboard what the 
organization’s future could look like 
and then together work on a digital 
crowd strategy that is tailored to fit 
the organization’s business goals.  
“it’s more like we are going on  
a journey together,” she says.  
“we meet and figure out how to  
make the transition together.”

Deep partnerships with people 
who are skilled and equipped with 
the right tools can make or break the 
digital transformation experience, 
says Tang. many companies who’ve 
had success thus far establish these 
connections and partnerships early—
and they rely on them often.

Platforms are creating custom programs  
in partnership with enterprise
In need of an electrical engineer? now one can be available through  
a couple of clicks, thanks to an innovative partnership between 
enterprise and platform.

Arrow Electronics is a company that guides innovation for more 
than 200,000 technology manufacturers and service providers with 
2018 sales of $30 billion. Arrow partnered with the talent platform 
Freelancer.com to launch ArrowPlus, a new platform that allows 
access to half a million skilled electronic and electrical engineers  
to help reduce the speed of product development. this helps cut 
research and development time from years to months and allows 
companies to get products and solutions to market faster and more 
cost effectively.

this new platform is designed to find solutions for technology 
needs across industries, including consumer electronics, 
transportation, health care, industrial, Internet of things (Iot), 
telecommunications, biomedical, cloud security, firmware and 
hardware. Arrow Electronics guides the concierge services  
to ensure project success, while Freelancer.com provides access to 
top expertise.

https://www.linkedin.com/in/sarahztang/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/sarahztang/
https://www.freelancer.com
https://www.linkedin.com/in/craigtindale/%3ForiginalSubdomain%3Dau
https://www.freelancer.com
https://www.arrow.com/?utm_currency=USD&gclid=EAIaIQobChMIvJjmgOOq4wIVSUsNCh3JPAeOEAAYASAAEgJao_D_BwE
https://www.freelancer.com
https://www.freelancer.com
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How do employees manage working 
between multiple platforms? 
One concern companies have when sourcing work through on-demand talent platforms is how to 
manage employee workload, given increased expectations to work with multiple new platforms. 
Some companies handle this by selecting one platform to work through and customizing it. Others, 
like nASA, require and benefit from the unique capability offered by different platforms, so they 
secure several agreements—some with customized capability—and employees learn to utilize 
all of them. we asked Steve rader, deputy director for the center of excellence for collaborative 
innovation (coeci), to share how nASA helps its employees navigate using multiple platforms. 

Q:  What are your goals?
we want our employees to learn 

to use our crowd platforms with more 
process automation and less assis-
tance required from our team. Teams 
that have done three to four projects 
with us take much less of our time, 
and our sales-force workflow is begin-
ning to automate our processes. Some 
challenges—especially international 
challenges with the agency brand 
name—will always require some level 
of coordination across the agency. 

we’re also working with nASA pro-
curement on new contract methods 
to access crowd or gig talent and on 
making nASA’s internal talent more 
flexible for assignment across the 
agency. Our hope is that these efforts 
will result in a culture that moves 
away from only using static, local 
employee–centric teams toward more 
dynamic distributed teams where 
talent needs are met on demand with 
a mix of internal and external gig/free-
lance/crowd resources. 

Q:  how many platforms and 
projects are you working with?

Though we have about 16 different 
crowd platforms that we use, most 
projects at the agency or in other 
federal agencies are typically working 
with just one platform at a time.  
we’re currently facilitating about 
30 projects using nine different 
contractors simultaneously across 
nASA and other federal agencies that 
are all at various stages of execution.

Q:  how does this fit with legal  
and other process concerns? 

All of this work is predicated on 
previous efforts to put an approved 
legal framework in place, establish 
contracts, and build up a process 
framework.

Q:  how do you make sure 
freelancers are correctly 

classified as 1099 non-employee 
workers?
we are starting to experiment with 
reaching into the freelance/gig/
crowd to access skills and expertise. 
moving forward, we recognize worker 
classification as an important part 
of that process. Our hope is to make 
accessing talent as frictionless 
as possible classification issue is 
handled behind the scenes. 

Q:   how does CoeCi support the employee process?
Our coeci team, which includes about six project coordinators, 
works with the client team through six steps. The first step is 
education, workshops and outreach to organizations and projects. 
The second is managing/monitoring the overall engagement with 
that client group. The third is developing project scope prior to 
selecting a platform. The fourth, advising on possible platforms 
and/or working the competitive task order process for the nOiS 
contract where we release mini-rfPs to the vendors on the nOiS 
contract and have them propose plans for executing the task order. 
The fifth is facilitate meetings/communication with platforms as 
needed to get them up and running and work through any issues as 
they come up. And the sixth is about gathering metrics and results 
data for each project for program performance analysis, case 
studies, and research.

https://www.linkedin.com/in/steve-rader-92b7754/
https://www.nasa.gov/offices/COECI/index.html
https://www.nasa.gov/offices/COECI/index.html
https://www.fbo.gov
https://www.fbo.gov
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CheCklist for the 
builD phAse > creATe THe infrASTrUcTUre

 C u lt u r e
Document the mandate, charter, and roadmap to scale open  
talent models

create a communication strategy for each stakeholder group 

Hold an alignment workshop with key stakeholders

continually educate new stakeholders; bring them along on the journey

(Over)communicate goals, process, and results to stakeholder  
groups regularly 

 b u s i n e s s  sy s t e m s
match business needs and use cases with appropriate platform(s)

evaluate and revise legal, compliance, finance, Hr processes  
to enable scale

Determine and build appropriate program structure (centralized, 
decentralized, cOe, etc.)

Determine the right incentives and motivators—for both participants  
and project teams—based on program objectives

Practice and improve problem formulation

create a learning loop with platforms

 t e C h n O lO Gy  sy s t e m s
Determine technology strategy (partner with one or more platforms,  
white-label a platform, build in-house)

Document acceptable technology and tools to accelerate  
integration of outcomes



S c a L ethe sCAle phAse
An organization that is in the scale phase has created a model that has fully integrated  
gig thinking and gig working throughout its entire culture and systems.

To date, no organization that we know of has achieved full mastery of the 

Scale Phase when it comes to how its entire culture thinks of, or works 

with, internal systems. Likewise, we haven’t seen an organization that’s 

fully integrated the practice of open sourcing throughout all divisions, 

though one or two are beginning the process. (Prove us wrong if you 

know otherwise!)

Here we will treat the mastery of the Scale Phase as a future state, 

an ideal what-if scenario. The goal for this phase, at the employee 

level, is to empower, train and require as part of their job descriptions 

all employees at all levels to utilize on-demand talent networks, 

global talent pools, Artificial intelligence (Ai) support, and other open 

digital tools to inform, support, and maximize their insight capability 

and productivity levels. The goal at the organizational level is to build 

capability and systems throughout all company divisions, whether 

that means a server with automatic access to outsourced talent  

or having performance evaluations include a section on working with  

new systems. 
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steve rADer is part of a team that runs innovation contests and programs for nASA and  
other government agencies. the program began in 2011 and has reached an advanced stage  
of implementation, though Rader is quick to note their progress, as they continue to evolve,  
is a constant zigzag between the Learn, Experiment, Build and Scale Phases. We asked Rader  
to envision what a program at scale would look like. Here are his thoughts.

legal approval, prove that it is cheaper 
or wonder if there are better ways 
to go about it. All that will have been 
predetermined.

we’ve hit mastery when we have  
a smooth, friction-free process  
where you see it as a valuable tool  
not because someone is making you  
do it or you’ve had to be sold on it.  
At this stage there will be a high level 
of management support, but not the 
support that says, “Hey you’ve got 
to go use this.” instead, managers 
themselves will be encouraging  
and promoting this way of working.

in addition, managers will be 
budgeting for it, it will become  
a standard part of their operating 
budgets and will factor in the 
expenses associated with contractors 
and materials. People will start 
thinking of freelancers and crowds as 
a resource and an affordable way to 
do business.

Human resources will be focused 
on this way to access human capital 
and how to redeploy people from the 
crowd across different parts of the 

for an organization to move into 
the mastery stage is a huge step. your 
very infrastructure would be geared to 
where you can easily provision people. 
The industry has to mature a little 
bit in terms of credentialing how and 
when you can safely let people in. All 
the issues with procurement, legal, 
human resources, and the technical 
groups will need to be worked out. 
But ideally, in these enterprise fields 
you’d be able to say, “Hey, i need a 
nuclear physicist for three weeks,” 
and they can be available for you 
immediately without having to worry 
about requesting approval from the 
legal, iP, and Hr departments. you’d 
get exactly what you need quickly and 
efficiently, so within a short time-
window you can say, “Here’s what i 
need you to do.”

This capacity would extend beyond 
the ability of the individual. Decision-
support tools and processes will 
be in place to help people detect 
when and where to use what type 
of service, which part they’ve got to 
learn themselves, which part they 
need help with, and what type of help 
they need. can the help come from 
support like Artificial intelligence, or 
should the help come from a person? 
whatever the mechanism is, it will 
be easy to do right there. you won’t 
have to get special permission, get 
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 “for an organization to move into the mastery stage is a huge step. 
your very infrastructure would be geared to where you can easily 
provision people. ”

company if they’ve been successful. 
They’ll want to capture and capitalize 
on that.

As people start to plug into these 
emerging crowds and platforms, 
they will become more effective, 
doing more with less. As users of 
the gig economy, they are going to 
be able to do much more than they 
could before. if someone needs 
data analysis, an infographic, and 
a video to be combined into a killer 
presentation, they don’t necessarily 
need to have the skills and time to do 
each of those things. instead, they can 
quickly “taskify” each of those items, 
get matched to the right resources 
from the talent networks and receive 
amazing results in a fraction of the 
time it would require an individual 
to do. Just as technologies such as 
computers or cell phones created 
profound changes in how we 
work, crowd platforms provide an 
opportunity to do more with less. 
As people learn how to use them 
as tools, i think we’ll see a jump in 
productivity and efficiency.

https://www.linkedin.com/in/steve-rader-92b7754/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/steve-rader-92b7754/
https://www.nasa.gov/offices/COECI/index.html
https://www.nasa.gov/offices/COECI/index.html
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jOn yOunGer, phD, thought leader, author, advisor, board member and early-stage investor 
in HR tech startups, helps us envision how workforce changes will affect employees and the 
human-resources function once companies scale.

many, their career ambition turns 
from technical to managerial, so they 
shift their focus away from remaining 
technically strong. But that’s a 
mistake. in the final analysis, whether 
you’re full-time corporate or not, 
technical or not, you must anticipate a 
future that is different from today and 
requires change in your skill set—
quantitatively and qualitatively—and 
plan accordingly. 

Q: What are the worker rights and 
classification issues for the 

external crowds?
This is a thorny and important issue. 
no one should feel comfortable 
accepting the exploitation of gigsters 
by companies hiding behind a false 
“contractor” status. But it’s also 
important to differentiate between 
freelancers and gigsters. freelancers 
are independent professionals or 
experts doing specialized work 
and generally not looking for the 
protections of full-time work; they’ve 
chosen to be independent. it would be 
a mistake to paint both groups with 
the same brush.

Gigsters are folks who don’t have 
the protection of a skill set or the 
credentials that freelancers do. A 
gigster is a person who has multiple 

side hustles, like the Uber driver, who 
may also be doing two or three other 
things. i am very worried for gigsters 
because we have not done what we 
need to do to protect them, including 
paying them enough to earn a living 
wage or save for retirement or a  
rainy day.

Q: What do you recommend 
companies do to manage the 

perceived worker classification risks 
for freelancers?
we’re seeing so much 
experimentation these days, along 
with a good deal of churn around how 
to incorporate freelancers into what 
some of us describe as the “flexible, 
blended workforce.” Some companies 
are really embedding freelancers into 
the fabric of their organizations and 
treating them well. for example, i was 
the half-time chief talent and learning 
officer for a top-10 US bank, and i 
was included in the bonus and stock-
option programs. Other organizations 
are still hesitant to engage with 
freelancers for fear of liability, which 
in some cases is kind of ridiculous. 
Hr is working this out, but i look 
forward to more companies truly 
welcoming freelancers. After all,  
they are performing important work.

Q: What will the employee base 
look like when companies 

begin to scale?
imagine an organization staffed 
almost entirely by freelancers. A few 
years ago, Accenture predicted that, 
other than the c-suite, a fortune 
500 company would be entirely 
staffed by freelancers. whether or 
not that scenario is realized, many 
organizations are drawing closer; 
Google, for example, now has more 
freelancers than full-time employees. 
So does Apple. in a recent Forbes 
article, i described outstanding 
businesses that had few or no full-
time employees. 

Q:  how can they adjust?
instead of getting nervous or 
fearful about it, understand that it 
is happening and prepare. And, of 
course, keep your own skills up. i 
recently wrote about how employees 
can skill-proof their careers the 
way that top freelancers do. we 
know from research that the “half-
life” of expertise is shrinking. for 
example, the half-life for engineers 
is 2.5 to 3 years. freelancers get 
it. They have to go out there every 
day and sell themselves and do the 
work, so they are more attuned to 
the need to keep their skills up to 
date. employees typically are less 
focused on remaining technically 
up to date for several reasons: for 
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 “instead of getting nervous or fearful about these new work 
models, understand that it is happening and prepare.”

https://www.linkedin.com/in/jon-younger-phd-57a41455/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/jon-younger-phd-57a41455/
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Q: how will hr create a culture 
that encourages experimenting 

with and using new models?
in the freelance area, there are six 
alignment factors that are key for  
Hr to help the organization to put  
in place:

1.  strategic alignment. company 
executives need to think through, 
clarify and communicate the role of 
freelancers, and what that means for 
the broad direction of their workforce 
architecture. An example of this 
is a dental business i studied. The 
owners wanted to grow and saw the 
potential to utilize freelance dentists 
in specialty areas. it significantly aided 
patient and financial performance, but 
it also impacted working relationships, 
scheduling needs and coordinating 
surgical spaces. for Hr staff in larger 
organizations, it’s the same dynamic: 
things change, and people need to 
be forewarned and engaged in order 
to be part of positive planning. Hr is 
both the master of ceremonies and 
ringmaster, so Hr employees convert 
executive intent into a meaningful 
and executable plan. They must play 
a key role in organizing people to 
work through the likely and less likely 
changes required.

2. performance alignment. The 
system of performance management 
must be well defined and designed: 
determining the work; building the 
SOw; identifying interdependencies, 
milestones and deadlines; clarifying 
the nature and frequency of review 
and the schedule for feedback; and 
defining the critical behavioral as 
well as technical competencies 
expected. Hr personnel must build 
the objective-to-outcome system 

through clear statements of work: 
This is how often we’re going to get 
together; these are the work goals; 
these are the relationship roles. it’s a 
living system when successful—much 
more than a contract.

3. relationship alignment. 
freelancers want to feel part of 
the team as long as they are on the 
project, even if they work remotely. 
Organizations that treat freelancers in 
a more transactional manner rather 
than as a relationship will miss out 
because freelancers are unlikely to 
give their best work when treated in 
a nonpersonal manner, and they’re 
likely to tell other top freelancers 
to work elsewhere. it is the project 
manager’s job to create the conditions 
for effective collaboration.

4. managerial alignment. The old 
saw, “we join companies but leave 
managers,” is fairly accurate when 
it comes to freelancers as well as 
with more traditional employees. 
companies that aspire to architect 
flexible, blended workforces must 
train managers to appropriately 
manage freelancers and encourage 
collaboration between freelancers 
and internal staff.

5. Administrative alignment. 
companies that plan to depend 
heavily on freelancers or a more 
flexible, blended workforce need 
to create policies that reflect their 
intent and treat them as valued 
stakeholders. is your pay policy (30, 
60, 90 days) reasonable or punitive? 
Are you engaging freelancers or 
keeping them at a distance? Are you 
expecting unreasonable contract 
provisions, e.g., iP? Hr must work 

with procurement to look at the 
larger body of freelance policy and 
ask whether the company is set up 
to attract and retain the desired 
freelancers.

6. Work alignment. finally, project 
leaders and executives should 
be thoughtful about what work 
freelancers do versus full-time 
employees. i’m surprised at how 
often freelancers tell me that they’ve 
been expected to do the impossible, 
that limitations on their work created 
sufficient frustration that they felt 
forced to leave, or that team conflicts 
prevented freelancers from being 
successful.

Q: how do you incent and 
compensate internal 

employees to participate in this  
new way of working?
employees need to know that 
freelancers aren’t their enemies or 
secretly competing for their full-time 
job. Openly address the big concerns: 
is my job at risk? can we work 
together? can i trust my freelance 
colleagues to support me when i 
need their help? The future workforce 
blends internal and external 
professionals working together as 
part of a flexible whole. The best 
way to incent and reinforce the 
commitment of internal employees 
is, in the final analysis, to do what 
we know we should do: Pay people 
fairly, provide them with opportunity 
for growth and development, manage 
them respectfully and inclusively, 
communicate honestly, and direct the 
organization to contribute positively 
and ethically. These fundamentals 
haven’t changed.
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neil jensen is the vice president of HMC product strategy at Workday, a provider of 
enterprise cloud applications for finance, HR and planning. Jensen’s job is to identify trends  
in areas like the future of work on which Workday should focus its attention. We asked Jensen  
to share with us the trends he’s seeing in the future-of-work space.

Q:  What are the implications  
for an enterprise?

There’s still a long way to go in the 
journey to adopt advanced technol-
ogies and embrace the future. The 
enterprise will need to continue to 
embrace new ways of working and 
manage the internal change required 
to be successful. we’ll need to give 
careful consideration to things like 
internal process, policies and decision 
criteria. Some enterprises will aggres-
sively pursue the change, while others 
will take a more cautious approach. As 
with any change, there will be leaders 
and laggards. The difference with this 
is that i believe it will come at us fast. 
The successful enterprise needs to get 
busy now to be ready for what’s next.

Q:  What are the implications  
for freelancers?

freelancers will have more flexibility 
to call their own shots, and to more 
or less run a company of one. They 
will play a key role for the enterprise 
and be part of a much-needed flexible 
workforce that is agile as business 
conditions change. This type of work 
isn’t for everybody, but for those 
who want it, big opportunities will 
be there. Platforms will increasingly 
support this type of work and over 
time will grow in sophistication and 
provide better care and an improved 
experience for the freelancer.

Q:  What is the implication  
for talent?

i think talent is in the driver’s 
seat. There has never been more 
opportunity for the worker to build 
skills and capabilities and find 
relevant projects. This will only 
continue as the new world of work 
unfolds. if you want it, it’s there for 
the taking.

Q:  how will all of this affect 
business as usual?

i don’t think the legacy enterprise 
model of hiring staff, leveraging staff 
and eliminating staff can survive. 
The time it takes to recruit, train 
and onboard will simply be too 
slow. The enterprise that looks at 
a multidimensional workforce that 
embraces the plurality of the new 
world of work can operate at the 
speed of business and execute at 
a pace that is going to make them 
successful. what’s considered “old” 
and “new” will become a fact of 
agility. The enterprise must move at 
a pace that meets the needs of the 
worker and work owner. not every 
enterprise is ready to do this. But if 
they don’t, they’ll be waiting weeks 
in order to execute something that 
elsewhere takes only days or hours. 
An organization needs to learn to 
operate in the new world of work and 
morph and change business practices 
to accommodate it.

Q:  What is the future of work  
as you see it? 

i believe that the future of work will be 
uniquely digital and uniquely human 
at the same time. As much as artificial 
intelligence, machine learning, 
algorithms and other emerging 
technologies will reshape the way we 
work, the human element will always 
be an important part of the new 
world of work. we see it today with an 
intense focus on worker experiences 
and i don’t believe this will go away.  
i believe technology and humans will 
find the right balance to enhance 
everything we do. The goal will be to 
make us all ‘super-human’ and extend 
far beyond the capabilities of today.

Q:  Can you articulate how this 
translates to the work itself?

if i narrow it down just to the notion 
of acquiring talent, i see the future as 
digitally enabled, where technology 
enables the ‘work owner’ to identify  
a shortlist of candidates for a specific 
segment of work such as a role, gig, 
job or assignment, but humans make 
the final decision based on fit with 
team, culture and other factors.  
As good as artificial intelligence and 
machine learning will get, i don’t see 
them fully replacing humans in the 
decision-making process.
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 C u lt u r e
evolve communications program to account for expanded use  
cases and business units

continually expand available talent pools and models

 b u s i n e s s  sy s t e m s
expand capability throughout organization

integrate into organizational policies

Simplify processes as experience increases and risk decreases

 t e C h n O lO Gy  sy s t e m s
converge technology and systems to offer a seamless  
digital experience
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michael P. morris is the ceO of Topcoder, now owned by wipro. 
Topcoder is the world’s largest technology talent network and 
digital crowdsourcing platform and has pioneered some of the 
most successful freelance and crowdsourcing models and results 
to date, including hosting competitions that have led to solutions 
for improved DnA sequencing, cancer treatment, safer living, 
working on the space station and many other globally significant 
outcomes. we asked morris to share his insights on the new 
economy of work and the future of on-demand talent platforms. 

The evolution continues

Q: What are some challenges 
we’re facing?

we’ve been doing a good job on 
the terminology and setting the 
foundation but still have a few gaps 
that need to be solved. what people 
are struggling with now is providing 
the metrics and a solid format for 
measurement of results. we talk  
a lot about how working this way is 
more efficient—it’s better, faster, 
cheaper. But we don’t have a way to 
measure the rOi in a way that could 
be common across the board. Until we 
have really strong metrics to back up 
these gig-economy models compared 
to these traditional models, anybody 
who goes into the Build Phase is 
taking a risk. we need to provide cover 
for the executives to support the move 
to the Build Phase. ideally proving the 
metrics becomes a Harvard study.  
A true, peer-reviewed, factual analysis 

m i C h A e l  p.  m O r r i s
CEO, topcoder

Q: from your vantage point, 
where are we now as an 

industry versus where we were  
even just one year ago?
The big difference is that now we are 
part of the strategic plans, resources 
and staffing of a company, instead 
of being an afterthought. There is 
more top-down leadership support 
than we had in the past, and people 
overall are just more comfortable with 
the gig economy. every conversation 
isn’t focused on concerns about 
intellectual property and security.

Q: Are you still fielding the  
same types of projects?

no. There has been a shift in the 
type of work we are seeing. we now 
run mission-critical projects versus 
the projects companies first started 
experimenting with. One example is 
the work we’ve done with a 100-year-
old insurance company. The first year, 
we needed to prove this concept  
could be impactful to the business  
by starting with smaller, less  
mission-critical innovation projects. 
This year we shifted gears and are 
solving mainstream problems that 
drive revenue.

by a respected third party. we need 
to prove just two of the three—better, 
faster or cheaper—and it’s got to 
go from being a tribal story to being 
factual data.

Q: What is the role of human 
resources (hr) at this stage?

early on, we went to great length to 
avoid Hr—they didn’t understand 
the model of people competing for 
work—and i think that has to change. 
i’m starting to see more Hr people 
involved, going to the trade shows and 
talking about the gig economy. now 
is the time to have that conversation 
with Hr. Ultimately the gig-economy 
model for accessing talent should 
sit within the Hr purview. There are 
some Hr people embracing this and 
running interesting models. Hr has 

 “we are in the midst of a tremendous socioeconomic shift in  
how work gets done. Our goal is to support executives and their 
teams to accelerate gig economy adoption with best-practices, 
tools and benchmarks for measurement that effectively compare 
results against traditional methods to further validate the open 
model approach.”

https://www.linkedin.com/in/topcodermike/
https://www.topcoder.com
https://www.topcoder.com/about/customer-stories/dna-sequencing-algorithm/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/topcodermike/
https://www.topcoder.com


O p e n  A s s e m b ly  Q u A r t e r ly   |   2 0 1 9  v O LU m e  1  36

F I n a L  t h o u g h t S

become about benefits and dealing 
with issues instead of being about 
people management. A talented  
Hr person could drive a gig-economy 
model for the company and have 
a big impact on how the company 
performs.

Q: What are some ways  
platforms are evolving to  

meet company needs?
Platforms are creating a better 
user experience. we now have the 
history to make data-driven decisions 
based on user experience and add 
automation that removes steps from 
the process and creates efficiency. 
Things that used to take a month 
are now reduced to two weeks. we 
are continually updating security to 
ensure confidential information is 
safe. we’re beginning to use data 
analytics to look at and manage our 
organizational structures, giving 
people a global view of where the 
talent is coming from. we’re also 
creating specialty communities—
veterans, women, college students—
that a company can opt into or 
designate that they’d like a certain 
amount of their work to go to  
that community.

Q: topcoder offers a talent as 
a service, or taas program. 

What does that mean, and what  
are its benefits?
TaaS is our way of moving closer to 
the freelance model. But here’s what 
it isn’t: it’s not a program where you 
find a freelancer and pay them an 
hourly rate. There is still an element 
of pay for performance, which we 
think benefits both sides—the person 
and the company. The TaaS model 
is like having a diversified talent 

portfolio. Say the client needs five 
people who have specific skill sets. 
we then create a pool of seven or 
eight people who fit the need profile 
and we guarantee everyone in the 
pool a minimum amount of pay and 
work for this company, but then there 
is additional opportunity to create 
more work for this company, based on 
performance. This gives the worker 
more security with a set amount 
of work, but it frees them up to do 
additional work elsewhere or to be 
awarded more work within the pool. 
The company benefits by accessing  
a bigger pool of people and skill sets. 
when they work with us, they are not 
just going to get these five people they 
asked for. They are going to get about 
60 percent more vetted talent than 
they ask for.

Q: We’ve also heard about  
the hybrid-crowd model.  

What is that?
A hybrid crowd is when a company 
brings its own community to 
participate as part of the group that 
will solve problems. metrics prove it’s 
more efficient to solve problems when 
working with a global pool of talent. 
The same benefit extends to a hybrid 
pool of talent. 

Q: how are platforms evolving  
to address cultural needs?  

Can you share a few highlights?
The main focus is on how to provide 
benefits to members of the gig 
economy: health care, retirement 
planning, worker’s compensation.  
The vehicles don’t exist for this today. 
we are paving new roads in this area. 

 “There has been much research conducted on the 
supply side through engagements with open platforms. 
At Harvard, we’ve engaged with platforms like 
Topcoder, innocentive, kaggle, DrivenData, freelancer, 
and HeroX for the past 10 years. Our studies have 
shown the efficiency and efficacy of crowdsourced 
goods and open labor markets. Our researchers are 
now exploring the demand side of the market as we 
tackle issues related to finding the right problems 
and studying how firms can adopt open tools at scale. 
research and dissemination in these two areas are the 
key to unlocking hidden potential.”

—Jin PAik, GenerAL mAnAGer, SeniOr reSeArcHer AT LiSH

https://lish.harvard.edu/people/jin-h-paik
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https://www.linkedin.com/in/craigtindale/%3ForiginalSubdomain%3Dau%20
https://www.freelancer.com
https://www.linkedin.com/in/davidjonesoyw/%20
https://havas.com
https://www.linkedin.com/in/elizabeth-richard-a2b8b84/%20
https://www.eerstrategies.com
https://www.linkedin.com/in/jeffrey-r-davis-37537345/%20
https://www.exploring4solutions.com
https://www.linkedin.com/in/jean-weiss-735923a/%20
https://open-assembly.com
https://www.linkedin.com/in/jon-younger-phd-57a41455/%20
https://www.linkedin.com/in/johntwinsor/
https://open-assembly.com
https://www.linkedin.com/in/lianescult/%20
https://www.microsoft.com
https://www.linkedin.com/in/matthewmottola/
https://www.microsoft.com
https://www.linkedin.com/in/neiljensen/
https://www.workday.com
https://www.linkedin.com/in/smitha-m-v-b993202/%20
https://www.wipro.com
https://open-assembly.com/services/collective-membership


the Open tOOls plAybOOk
This template provides an overview of the journey for adopting an open talent strategy into your organization. 
we’ve overlaid notes from the checklists for each phase of adoption (Learn, experiment, Build, Scale) to offer a 
big-picture view of how the phases and actions fit together.

p h a S e  L e a r n  e x p e r I m e n t  B u I L d  S c a L e

CuLtuRE

 

BuSInESS  
SyStEMS  

tECHnOLOGy 
SyStEMS

  evolve 
communications 
program

  continually expand 
available talent  
pools and models

  Document the 
mandate, charter, 
and roadmap

  create a 
communication 
strategy 

  Hold alignment 
workshop with  
key stakeholders

  continually educate 
new stakeholders

  (Over)communicate 
goals, process,  
and results 

  create an 
experimentation  
plan

  identify critical 
participants 

  Share and  
revise plan with 
stakeholders

  Hold workshop 
to align on purpose, 
goals, and success

  capture feedback

  communicate 
results

  Document ideal  
end state 

  research  
and educate  
stakeholders

  connect with  
experts and 
communities 

  revisit ideal  
end state 

  Document and  
share your story 

  Hold alignment  
and buy-in  
workshop 

  expand capability 
throughout 
organization

  integrate into 
organizational 
policies

  Simplify  
processes

  match needs  
with platforms

  revise processes 
to enable scale

  Determine and 
build appropriate 
program structure 

  Determine 
incentives and 
motivators

  Practice and 
improve problem 
formulation

  create a learning 
loop with platforms

  Select the  
problems to solve

  Document  
successful outcomes

  match the problems 
with platforms

  Align on processes 

  converge 
technology 
and systems 
to offer a 
seamless digital 
experience

  Determine  
technology strategy 

  Document  
acceptable  
technology and tools

  ensure outcomes 
are compatible 

  rely on technology 
of platforms  
for execution



the Open tOOls plAybOOk
This template provides an overview of the journey for adopting an open talent strategy into your organization.  
This time, we left the spaces blank for each phase so that you may write your own notes and record your own 
unique experience as you progress. 

p h a S e  L e a r n  e x p e r I m e n t  B u I L d  S c a L e
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BuSInESS  
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SyStEMS


