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This report examines a large multinational professional services organisation operating within financial audit and assurance. The organisation works in a fast moving environment shaped by changing technology, regulatory expectations, demanding deadlines, and evolving client requirements. Innovation is important to help the organisation remain sustainable and respected within the sector; however, changes must not compromise audit quality, professional judgement, or the confidentiality of client information. This is particularly relevant to the ways in which financial information, supporting documents and journal samples are requested, transferred, stored, and reviewed. Innovation within this context therefore involves more than generating new ideas: those ideas must be implemented in ways that solve genuine problems and create measurable value for employees and clients (OECD/Eurostat, 2018).
The report critically examines the organisation’s ability to innovate effectively using Stage-Gate and Open Innovation as its two main models. Stage-Gate is relevant because managers encourage suggestions but appropriately expect evidence before changes are implemented, particularly where audit quality or confidential information could be affected. Open Innovation provides a contrasting perspective by recognising that useful ideas can originate from employees, multidisciplinary teams, clients, and external expertise. The organisation’s internal global audit platform and secure client collaboration portal will be used as examples of implemented process and service innovation. The report then uses Amabile’s componential theory to evaluate how effectively the organisation harnesses creativity and supports a creative culture.
[bookmark: _Toc238991347]Creativity, innovation, and organisational context
Creativity and innovation are related but distinct. Creativity is commonly understood as producing ideas that are both novel and useful, while innovation requires the implementation of an idea in a way that creates or redistributes value (Runco & Jaeger, 2012; Singh & Aggarwal, 2022). The distinction matters in audit because an employee may identify a quicker method, yet the organisation gains no benefit unless that method is evaluated, shared, and adopted. Conversely, implementation without sufficient creativity can digitise inefficient practice rather than improve it. Organisational innovation therefore depends on both idea generation and disciplined execution (Anderson et al., 2014).
The internal global audit platform illustrates process innovation. It brings working paper documentation, client information, and project management tracking into a common environment. Based on my experience, its clearest benefits are improved organisation, visibility of outstanding work and the ability to monitor engagement progress. The secure client collaboration portal is both a process and service innovation because it changes how audit teams and clients exchange requests, documents, and journal samples. It supports secure collaboration and makes the status of requests easier to track. These benefits align with the Oslo Manual’s emphasis on significantly improved business processes and with the Ten Types framework’s categories of process, service, and channel innovation (Deloitte Digital, n.d.; OECD/Eurostat, 2018).
The platforms show that the organisation can successfully put innovation into practice on a large scale, but they represent only one part of its overall approach to innovation. Large digital systems demonstrate that approved projects can be resourced, standardised and adopted across the business; they reveal less about whether smaller ideas suggested by employees are noticed or developed. This distinction matters because central investment and local experimentation depend on different capabilities. The former requires governance, technical expertise and coordinated rollout, while the latter requires accessible routes for employees to test improvements. The platforms should therefore be treated as evidence of successful delivery, not as proof that every stage of the innovation process is equally effective.
[bookmark: _Toc238991348]Innovation models and organisational capability
[bookmark: _Toc238991349]Stage-Gate
Stage-Gate divides innovation into stages of work separated by decision gates at which evidence is reviewed and resources are committed, redirected, or withdrawn (Cooper, 2008). Its main strength is that it moves an idea through clear stages of scoping, development, testing, and launch. In a regulated audit setting this logic is highly relevant. Changes affecting working papers, client data or audit methodology require clear ownership, testing and approval. The organisation’s managerial practice also resembles a gate: leaders listen to suggestions and encourage them but ask for evidence before supporting implementation. This can protect clients and the organisation from poorly understood consequences.
Stage-Gate is most useful here as a method for reducing uncertainty before resources are committed. A proposed collaboration system would move from problem definition to technical and security review, controlled testing, user feedback and a decision on wider implementation. Each gate should answer a different question: whether the problem is worth solving, whether the design is safe, whether users can work with it and whether the evidence supports expansion. A responsible innovation lens adds privacy, transparency, accountability and value for people to these decisions (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology [DSIT], 2024). Although the government model was developed mainly for systems using data and AI, its principles are relevant to audit technology because information governance and trust must be designed into a change rather than checked only after launch.
Stage-Gate also provides a way to avoid change for its own sake. Experienced employees often know the most reliable way to gather, analyse, and report information because they understand technical requirements and recurring engagement risks. A gate review allows that expertise to challenge a quicker solution. This is valuable when speed could hide a reduction in evidence quality. It also creates an auditable rationale for decisions and supports consistent deployment across teams. In this sense, gates do not have to suppress creativity; they can convert ideas into changes that colleagues and clients can trust.
Nevertheless, a rigid Stage-Gate process can become too linear and bureaucratic. Tidd (2006) warns that innovation rarely follows a simple sequence: learning, setbacks and feedback often require iteration. If every minor improvement must pass through heavy governance, employees may conclude that proposing ideas is not worth the effort. This risk is particularly relevant when workloads and deadlines already restrict available time. Formal evaluation may also favour ideas that are easy to quantify, while more exploratory possibilities are rejected before their value becomes visible. The request for evidence is reasonable, but evidence cannot always exist before a small experiment has occurred.
The organisation should therefore apply Stage-Gate in proportion to the level of risk. Changes to team organisation or routine workflow that have low risk and can be reversed should be eligible for short trials with light documentation and rapid feedback. Changes with higher risk involving confidential data, audit methodology, automated decision support, or significant client impact should face stronger gates and independent review. Cooper and Sommer’s (2016) Agile–Stage-Gate hybrid supports this interpretation by combining governance with iterative development, although its evidence base is more strongly associated with product development than professional audit services. When applied carefully, the model provides necessary discipline without allowing control to become the main objective.
A further limitation concerns whose evidence counts at a gate. Senior decision makers may naturally give more weight to established expertise or easily measured financial returns. Yet junior employees and team members working directly with clients may hold detailed knowledge of small inefficiencies that are difficult to express in a formal business case. A proportionate gate should therefore accept different forms of evidence: user observations and a short pilot may be sufficient for a change with low risk, whereas security testing, methodology approval and quality metrics are necessary for a change with high risk. This prevents governance from unintentionally silencing the people closest to the problem while still requiring an appropriate level of evidence.
[bookmark: _Toc238991350]Open Innovation
Open Innovation argues that organisations should deliberately use knowledge from both inside and outside their boundaries, rather than assuming that all valuable ideas must be developed internally (West & Bogers, 2014). For the organisation, relevant knowledge can come from audit professionals at different grades, technology and risk specialists, multidisciplinary teams, clients, and external research. This model fits my view that experience and fresh perspectives are complementary. Experienced staff understand how evidence should be gathered and reported, but newer colleagues can question routines and identify quicker solutions that established teams may overlook.
The organisation already shows elements of openness. Managers listen to employee suggestions, and the client collaboration portal necessarily reflects interaction between the audit team and client users. Appropriate client feedback can reveal unnecessary steps, unclear requests, or duplicated work. Learning between teams can spread an improvement beyond the engagement on which it originated. The value of diversity is not automatic, however. Research on collective creativity shows that idea generation, divergence and convergence require different social and cognitive conditions (Acar et al., 2024). Diverse knowledge can expand the range of solutions, but teams still need processes for attention, integration, and selection. Evidence on culturally diverse teams likewise shows that diversity can create both informational benefits and coordination challenges (Wang et al., 2019).
Open Innovation is especially useful in challenging the attitude that a process should continue simply because it has always been completed in one way. Roy’s (1993) studies of Dyson and Strida illustrate how constructive dissatisfaction, domain knowledge, persistence, and repeated prototyping can produce valuable innovation, while ‘not invented here’ attitudes can obstruct adoption. The cases are illustrative rather than directly generalisable to audit: they concern product designers and a small number of innovations. Even so, the wider lesson is relevant. Established expertise should inform change but should not insulate current practice from challenge when a better approach can be evidenced.
A weakness of the model is that having access to ideas does not mean the organisation can use them. Cohen and Levinthal (1990) describe absorptive capacity as the ability to recognise, assimilate and apply external knowledge. West and Bogers (2014) similarly note that research on Open Innovation has often concentrated on obtaining external knowledge while giving less attention to integration and implementation. This limitation is visible in the organisation: employees may possess strong ideas and managers may be receptive, yet deadlines leave little time to develop, evaluate or share them. Being open to suggestions is not enough if employees lack time to turn them into implemented improvements.
Audit also places legitimate limits on openness. Confidential client information cannot be shared widely, and client preferences cannot override professional standards or auditor independence. External technologies and practices using AI require validation rather than uncritical adoption. The organisation should therefore welcome ideas within clear boundaries, followed by controlled access, testing based on evidence and governance that matches the risk. Industry thought leadership describes different structures, including lab, foundry, bridge and venture approaches, that can be combined according to ambition and resources (Deloitte Digital, 2025). This is useful contextual support, but as corporate material it should not be treated as independent proof of effectiveness.
[bookmark: _Toc238991351]Comparative judgement: a proportionate innovation system
Stage-Gate and Open Innovation address different weaknesses. Open Innovation broadens where ideas come from and reduces overreliance on established routines; Stage-Gate supports selection, testing and dependable implementation. Used alone, Open Innovation may produce ideas that cannot be safely integrated, while Stage-Gate may efficiently govern a narrow or conservative idea pool. The strongest approach is therefore not to select one universal winner, but to connect open idea generation with proportionate gates.
This reflects organisational ambidexterity: exploring new approaches while continuing to use established capabilities effectively (March, 1991; O’Reilly & Tushman, 2013). Exploration is required when new employees, specialists or clients reveal a more efficient approach. Exploitation remains essential because audit quality depends on consistent execution of tested methods. Dynamic capabilities theory adds that sustained advantage depends on sensing opportunities, seizing them, and reconfiguring organisational resources (Teece et al., 1997). The existing platforms indicate strong seizing and implementation capability. The less certain issue is whether employees have time to notice opportunities and test ideas before they reach formal decision makers.
Taken together, the two models suggest that the organisation is particularly strong at selecting and implementing approved innovations. It is less clear how consistently employees’ ideas are captured, tested and shared across the wider organisation. Its secure systems show that it can coordinate, invest in and introduce major changes, while supportive managers give employees opportunities to raise ideas. However, the evidence available for this report does not show how many suggestions are progressed, how quickly decisions are made or whether learning is shared consistently between engagements. It is therefore fair to conclude that the organisation is effective at implementing approved changes, while the earlier stages of capturing and developing ideas are harder to assess. This does not suggest a lack of creativity; it identifies an area where clearer information would support a stronger judgement.
Christensen’s Innovator’s Dilemma provides a further explanation for why established capability can narrow the range of innovation pursued. Successful organisations tend to allocate attention and resources towards improvements valued by current clients and existing performance systems (Christensen, 1997). In this case, strong audit methodologies and digital infrastructure make incremental enhancement both rational and measurable. The platforms are therefore better understood as sustaining process innovations: they improve the delivery of an established audit service rather than creating a new market or displacing its operating model. Christensen’s framework should not be applied too literally because professional audit is shaped by regulation and public interest duties that limit disruptive experimentation. Its value is instead to expose a selection bias: unfamiliar proposals may receive less attention because their benefits do not fit existing measures, even when they could become useful after testing.
[bookmark: _Toc238991352]Harnessing creativity and fostering a creative culture
[bookmark: _Toc238991353]Theoretical foundation
In this report, a creative organisational culture is understood as a working environment in which shared practices, leadership behaviours and organisational priorities enable employees to generate, discuss, and implement useful ideas.
Amabile’s (1988) componential theory explains creativity through the interaction of domain-relevant skills, creativity-relevant processes, and task motivation. The later version explains that the working environment can strengthen or weaken these components through meaningful work, autonomy, resources, encouragement from managers and wider organisational support (Amabile & Pratt, 2016). This framework is particularly appropriate for audit. Domain expertise is indispensable, yet expertise alone may reproduce familiar solutions. Creative-thinking processes enable employees to reframe problems, and intrinsic motivation sustains the effort needed to develop an improvement.
Self-determination theory supports the importance of autonomy, competence, and relatedness for strong motivation at work (Deci et al., 2017). Psychological safety is also relevant because employees must feel able to question existing routines, admit uncertainty and suggest alternatives without interpersonal punishment (Edmondson, 1999). Psychological safety is not the removal of standards or accountability; it supports candid learning within them. Research on collective creativity shows that useful ideas develop through people working together, not only from a few creative individuals (Acar et al., 2024; van Knippenberg, 2017). The organisation’s culture should therefore be evaluated by whether it mobilises expertise, fresh viewpoints, motivation, and collaboration while maintaining audit responsibilities.
[bookmark: _Toc238991354]Evaluation of the organisation’s creative capability
The organisation has a substantial base of domain-relevant expertise. Experienced employees know how to obtain evidence, interpret data, and report conclusions in a way that meets professional requirements. That knowledge helps teams distinguish genuine efficiency from shortcuts that would weaken quality. At the same time, long experience can create commitment to familiar methods. Some employees may continue with the process because it is how the work has always been performed. Newer team members can supply valuable ‘new eyes,’ particularly when they are less attached to inherited routines. The organisation should not frame this as a contest between senior and junior staff. Strong collective creativity combines experienced judgement with questions from colleagues who see the workflow differently.
Current managerial behaviour appears strongly supportive of creativity. During my two years in the organisation, I have continually looked for quicker and more efficient ways to support deliverables without reducing accuracy. Although I still consider myself relatively junior, my suggestions have been listened to, and I have not witnessed a manager discourage an idea. This experience provides practical evidence of psychological safety, although it cannot prove that every employee or team has the same experience. Managers also request evidence before implementation. I consider this reasonable in audit because it tests whether an improvement is accurate, useful and safe rather than accepting change for its own sake. Leadership research associates supportive and empowering behaviours with creativity and innovation, although the effects remain dependent on context (Huang et al., 2022; Hughes et al., 2018; Lee et al., 2020). In this organisation, asking for evidence appears to strengthen ideas rather than silence them.
My own leadership position is to trust team members to find creative solutions to issues and more efficient ways of working, while expecting work to meet deadlines and remain high quality. I would describe this as autonomy with accountability: employees have freedom, but within a clear professional framework. Employees already have scope to make small improvements within audit methodology, but the appropriate freedom depends on risk. A reversible change to how a team coordinates routine requests should not require the same approval as a change affecting confidential storage or audit evidence. Autonomy that reflects the level of risk is more practical than either unrestricted freedom or blanket control.
In my experience, time is the main practical constraint on an otherwise strong creative culture. Audit workloads and deadlines can reduce the opportunity to develop and test an improvement even when leaders are receptive. Amabile and Pratt (2016) distinguish productive time pressure from conditions that undermine creativity; severe or persistent pressure can narrow attention towards immediate delivery. An employee may therefore recognise an inefficiency but prioritise the current engagement over documenting and trialling an alternative. This is a capacity issue rather than evidence of cultural resistance: ideas are welcomed, but the time needed to progress them must compete with client work.
The organisation also has existing ways to recognise contributions, including recognition awards and ecards. These mechanisms support Amabile’s emphasis on organisational encouragement by showing that useful effort is noticed. Their value depends on how they are used: recognition should credit improvements that save employee or client time, solve a genuine problem or strengthen audit quality, rather than reward the volume of suggestions. It should also reinforce collaboration because excessive competition can weaken knowledge sharing. Recognition is therefore an existing cultural strength that can be applied more deliberately to verified improvement work, while intrinsic motivation remains important (Deci et al., 2017).
The cultural importance of the digital platforms is shown by how they have become part of everyday work, not only by their technical features. Once an innovation becomes part of normal work, employees must learn it, trust it and adapt their behaviour around it. Successful adoption therefore suggests that the organisation can coordinate change and establish shared practices. It does not establish that the original idea emerged through broad employee participation, or that local improvements receive the same support as strategic programmes. This difference prevents implementation success from being used as a substitute measure for creative participation. Evaluation should consider who can propose changes, whose knowledge influences design and whether feedback continues after a system becomes established.
Knowledge sharing is another established strength. When colleagues identify a more effective way of working, they are encouraged to present it and share it internally, allowing other employees to learn from the improvement. Psychological safety is associated with knowledge sharing in teams that depend heavily on knowledge (Kessel et al., 2012), while team openness can support creativity by enabling different perspectives to be combined (Sacramento et al., 2024). An idea could still remain within one engagement, particularly if its wider relevance is not recognised, but frequent and supported knowledge sharing reduces this risk. The opportunity is therefore to make existing sharing more searchable and durable, rather than to create a collaborative culture from the beginning.
[bookmark: _Toc238991355]Strengths and limitations of the creative culture
Using Amabile’s framework, I assess the organisation’s creative culture as strong and supportive. Domain-relevant expertise is extensive, employees are encouraged to improve their work, managers listen to suggestions, and knowledge sharing and recognition mechanisms are already present. My experience as a relatively junior employee is particularly relevant because being heard suggests that creative participation is not reserved only for senior colleagues. The main limitation is practical capacity: employees may want to improve a process but lack sufficient time to develop and test the idea alongside immediate engagement responsibilities. Because this assessment is based on two years of personal workplace observation rather than data from across the organisation, it cannot establish that experiences are identical across all grades, teams and locations. Nevertheless, the available evidence points to a strong culture operating under workload pressure, not a weak culture requiring fundamental change.
Despite this positive assessment, creative participation could still vary between engagements. Improvement work may be easier when an employee has sufficient capacity, confidence and access to colleagues who can help develop the idea. I have personally been listened to as a junior employee, so there is no basis for claiming that hierarchy routinely prevents participation. However, a strong culture should still ensure that opportunity does not depend solely on individual persistence or spare time. The relevant question is therefore whether supportive behaviour is experienced consistently and whether employees can progress worthwhile ideas during demanding periods.
In audit, supporting creativity should mean giving employees clear boundaries around their freedom rather than allowing unrestricted change. Employees need to know which decisions they can change themselves, which require peer discussion and which must be escalated to methodology, security or independence specialists. Clear boundaries can increase psychological safety because people can challenge routines without fearing that they have crossed an unstated line. Poorly explained controls can have the opposite effect: employees may interpret uncertainty as a reason to remain silent. The cultural task is therefore to make autonomy visible, explain the purpose of restrictions and ensure that escalation results in constructive feedback rather than an unexplained rejection.
The existing culture could be developed further by deliberately bringing experience and fresh perspectives together. Review sessions involving different levels of experience could begin with the problem rather than the existing process, allowing junior and senior colleagues to propose alternatives before experienced judgement is used to test quality implications. This reflects Acar et al.’s (2024) distinction between divergence and convergence. During divergence, employees need space to offer different possibilities; during convergence, technical expertise becomes essential to selecting a safe and workable option. Separating these phases would formalise a balance that already exists in practice: newer employees can identify quicker solutions, while experienced colleagues protect accuracy and professional standards.
I judge creativity by the practical value it creates. I regard an innovation as successful when it saves employee and client time, solves a genuine problem, and improves audit quality. These outcomes should be assessed together. A faster process that reduces quality is unsuccessful, while an elaborate innovation that adds control without solving a meaningful problem may also destroy value. Using a balanced set of measures would keep creativity connected to business advantage and professional responsibility.
[bookmark: _Toc238991356]Recommendations
First, engagement leaders should schedule short improvement reviews at suitable points in the engagement cycle, particularly after planning and completion. Each team should identify one recurring problem, nominate an owner for a small experiment and record the result. Scheduling the activity within the engagement plan would make the time visible rather than relying on voluntary effort. A quarterly review could then assess participation, completed tests and lessons transferred to other teams.
Second, an innovation or methodology lead should own a pathway based on risk linking Open Innovation to Stage-Gate. A short submission route should capture the problem, expected benefit, affected users and reversibility of the proposal. Ideas with low risk could proceed to a short pilot, while changes involving client data, AI, audit evidence or methodology would require named security, quality and independence reviewers. Publishing the evidence threshold and expected decision time for each route would make governance predictable and reduce the risk that requests for evidence become an uncertain barrier. Appendix A presents a practical pathway showing how evidence, approval and testing could be matched to the level of risk.
Third, existing knowledge sharing practices should be supported by a searchable record of tested ideas showing the problem, evidence, decision, result and named contact. This should include unsuccessful trials because knowing why an idea failed can prevent duplicated effort. Forums involving different levels of experience could review selected cases, with junior colleagues contributing workflow observations and experienced staff testing technical implications. Existing recognition awards and ecards could then acknowledge verified contributions and shared learning, avoiding the need to create a separate reward system or encourage competition based on the number of suggestions.
Finally, leaders should review the organisation’s innovation activity quarterly using balanced measures: employee time saved, client waiting or effort reduced, adoption, quality indicators, control issues and user feedback. Results should be compared with the original problem and expected benefit, rather than reported only as activity completed. This would allow weak initiatives to stop, promising trials to be adapted and effective changes to scale. Publishing a short summary of decisions and lessons would also show employees that participation leads to a visible response. Appendix B provides a proposed framework for measuring the results of tested innovations.
[bookmark: _Toc238991357]Conclusion
The organisation has shown that it can successfully implement innovation. Its internal global audit platform and secure client collaboration portal have improved organisation, tracking, visibility, and secure exchange, while managers encourage ideas supported by evidence. Stage-Gate explains the discipline needed to protect audit quality, confidentiality, and trust; Open Innovation explains why ideas should be drawn from employees at different experience levels, multidisciplinary expertise, and appropriate client interaction. Neither model is sufficient alone.
The organisation already demonstrates a strong and supportive creative culture: employees at different levels are listened to, managers encourage suggestions supported by evidence, knowledge is shared, and contributions can be recognised. Its principal limitation is not resistance to creativity but the time available to develop and test improvements alongside demanding audit deadlines. Amabile’s framework shows why this distinction matters, as expertise, motivation and organisational support may be present while workload restricts the opportunity to act. The organisation should therefore protect time for worthwhile ideas and apply controls in proportion to risk. Improvements with low risk that can be reversed can receive greater autonomy, while changes affecting confidential information, audit evidence or client trust should remain subject to rigorous review. This approach builds on an existing cultural strength while maintaining firm expectations for deadlines, quality and professional accountability.
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[bookmark: _Toc238991359]Appendix A – Proposed innovation pathway based on risk


	Risk level
	Example of an improvement
	Evidence required
	Approval route
	Testing approach
	Measures of success

	Low
	Improving how routine requests, responsibilities or outstanding tasks are organised within an engagement
	Brief explanation of the problem, expected benefit and confirmation that the change can be reversed
	Engagement manager
	Short trial within one engagement
	Employee time saved, fewer missed actions and positive team feedback

	Medium
	Changing a shared workflow used by several employees or changing how clients interact with a routine process
	User observations, expected benefits, possible quality implications and feedback from affected employees or clients
	Engagement leader with input from the relevant process or methodology specialist
	Controlled pilot involving a limited number of users or engagements
	Improved completion time, adoption, client feedback and no reduction in audit quality

	High
	A change involving confidential information, audit evidence, AI, automated support or audit methodology
	Documented business need, security assessment, quality review, methodology approval and evidence of appropriate human oversight
	Senior leadership and relevant security, quality, methodology and independence specialists
	Restricted testing in a controlled environment before wider implementation
	Accuracy, security, audit quality, control issues, employee adoption and client impact










[bookmark: _Toc238991360]Appendix B - Proposed framework for evaluating innovation


	Area evaluated
	Suggested measure
	Evidence source
	Review timing
	Responsibility

	Employee efficiency
	Time saved compared with the previous process
	Employee feedback, time records or process comparison
	At the end of the pilot
	Pilot owner and engagement manager

	Client experience
	Reduced waiting time, fewer repeated requests and client feedback
	Request records and client feedback
	During and after the pilot
	Engagement team

	Audit quality
	Accuracy, completeness and effect on the quality of audit evidence
	Quality review and engagement feedback
	Before wider adoption
	Engagement leader and methodology specialist

	Adoption
	Number or proportion of intended users applying the improvement
	Usage information and employee feedback
	During the pilot and after implementation
	Process owner

	Confidentiality and control
	Security incidents, access concerns or control weaknesses
	Security review and incident records
	Throughout testing
	Security and risk specialists

	Practical value
	Extent to which the innovation solves the original problem
	Comparison with the original proposal and expected benefit
	At the end of the pilot
	Innovation or methodology lead

	Organisational learning
	Lessons shared, improvements adapted and duplicated effort avoided
	Knowledge sharing records and employee feedback
	Quarterly
	Innovation or knowledge sharing lead
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