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Driving Innovation and Entrepreneurial Spirit  

Five Lessons from PwC 

 

Accounting and innovation don’t typically associate with each other. Yet this dynamic is 

being redefined at PwC, a 7-time member of the 100 Best Places to Work For. 

With a global network of more than 160,000, PwC employees are encouraged not only 

to think differently, but to work differently. At the 2011 Great Place to Work® 

Conference in Denver, PwC’s U.S. Innovation Leader Mitra Best shared how she and the 

firm have built a world-class innovation office charged with encouraging and inspiring 

employees to challenge the status quo and drive the firm ahead. 

 “We have an enormous asset in our people,” says Best.  “Why would we restrict 

problem solving to 12 people around a boardroom table in the executive suite when we 

have 30,000 people in 78 offices around the country who could be helping us?”  

The firm’s efforts at fully unleashing this resource began with an experiment called 

Project Edison. PwC took a dozen client engagement teams, ranging in size from 22 to 

100 people and staffed with a mixture of junior and senior staff members. Each team 

was tasked to answer the question, “What are you going to do differently today to 

deliver more value to your client?” 

Although there was some initial cautiousness, particularly among more junior staff, 

momentum began to quickly build. “When we started looking to people for ideas – 

people who we normally wouldn’t look to for ideas – they started feeling more part of 

the process,” said Best.  “They were now more excited about their work. They were 

determined to deliver that ultimate client service value and they were working more 

cohesively together and collaborating more effectively.” 

The ideas and energy created by the project convinced leaders the experiment was a 

success, and the effort to drive innovation expanded firm-wide. An online idea 

marketplace, called “iPlace,” was launched, providing all employees a portal to submit 

and discuss ideas about how to deliver more value to their clients. Firm leaders initiated 

a series of Innovation Challenges, asking for ideas on specific  business issues. In 

addition, employees were given the opportunity to provide upward ideas through 

Power Pitch, a team-based competition asking employees to pitch a new business to 

PwC leaders. 

“It’s amazing what happens when you facilitate and allow a grassroots activity to create 

a collaborative environment,” says Best.  “Support crosses and transcends hierarchal 

boundaries. People unite around a subject of interest and help each other. It’s an 

amazing thing to watch.” 
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Over 18,000 people participated in these efforts, providing over 2,500 unique ideas. 

Of these, PwC leaders have identified 300 for implementation and have put 72 

already into place. The ideas have ranged from small efficiency gains to large 

strategic changes. For example, a suggestion from fourth-year staff member has 

become the basis and foundation for PwC’s marketing initiatives in 2010 which 

aimed to increase the firm’s opportunity pipeline by 50% in 60 days. 

“We would’ve been nowhere near those 72 significant improvements in a collective of 

these areas had we not opened it up to our people,” said Best. 

Through this process, Best identified five key lessons that made PwC’s push for 

innovation a success: 

• Don’t discount anybody. Innovation can come from anyone, anywhere.  

• People want to be engaged and empowered. Let them know they can make a 

difference and give them the reins.  

• Collaboration rocks. Create environments where people can coalesce together 

and collaborate. Organize mini-organizations around centers of gravity and 

employee interests.  

• Keep leaders involved. Their involvement lets employees know your innovation 

efforts are sincere, not just lip service. 

• Celebrate them. Recognize employees and reward them in meaningful ways for 

having the courage to put ideas out there.  

PwC’s efforts at creating a continuous innovation model have led to accelerated growth 

and revenue. Along the way, their work to collaborate with and empower employees 

helped create an even greater place to work.   

 

 

 

About Great Place to Work® Institute 

Great Place to Work® Institute has been listening to employees and evaluating employers since 

1980 in order to understand what makes a workplace great. 

We know that the foundation of every great workplace is trust between employees and 

management. Our Best Companies to Work For lists, employee surveys, culture assessment 

tools, advisory services, and educational events have made us leaders in helping organizations 

build high-trust workplaces. 

The Great Place to Work® Institute combines our expertise and proprietary tools to help you turn 

your workplace culture into a powerful source of competitive strength and business success. To 

learn more, visit our website, email or feel free to give us a call at 415.503.1234, ext. 380. 


