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This convention is about 
leadership for excellence and 

innovation, and this plenary 

session is about driving them 

through the boardroom. 
 

As directors we need to consider 

questions such as excellence and 

innovation in what and, perhaps 

more importantly, excellence and 

innovation, for whom? 

 

Someone has to pay for our 

companies to be excellent and 

innovative. Why should customers 

fund excellence and innovation 

that is not relevant to them 

and/or which does not represent 

value for them? 

 

Whether or not excellence is a 

good thing or a distraction 

depends upon what you are trying 

to be excellent in, or excellent at. 

 

Let’s take an example. Are you 

trying to be excellent at what you 

are currently doing? Are you 

trying to perfect existing 

operations? 

 

Maybe you are, but what if public 

tastes and customer requirements 

are changing? What if innovation 

is creating new possibilities that 

people might prefer? What if an 

alternative business model would 

be more advantageous? 

 

Rather than improvement, should 

you be replacing what you are 

doing now with something better? 

 

Be prepared to challenge 
As directors we should be 

prepared to challenge. Can we 

have too much excellence? When 

does improvement become 

unnecessary gold plating? 

 

As directors we also need to 

ensure focus. Are you and the 

people of your company trying to 

be outstanding at everything you 

do? If so, should investors sell 

their stock? 

 

Why should customers pay for 

our companies to be excellent at 

everything they do? Most 

customers just want us to be 

excellent at whatever represents 

value for them. 

 

Should we aim to excel at critical 

success factors for key corporate 

activities and sources of 

differentiation and competitive 

advantage, but just be good 

enough at everything else? 

 

In some sectors, the life cycles of 

requirements, offerings and 

technologies have dramatically 

shortened. Will you have time to 

be anything other than just good 

enough to be relevant and quickly 

deliver while fleeting windows of 

opportunity exist?  

 

Rather than drive developments 

some boards inhibit or prevent 

them. Are you and your board 

hindering or helping creativity and 

innovation?  

 

Questions on hindering 

innovation 
Let’s start with some questions 

relating to hindering innovation. 

Think about them in relation to 

your board and your company: 

 Is your strategy overly 

defensive? 

 Do you try to protect past 

investments? 

 Do you instinctively impose 

standard approaches and ways 

of working? 

 Are you constrained by 

accounting conventions? 

Professor Colin Coulson-Thomas 

Trying to be excellent at everything you do 

can result in failure 
Excellence and innovation need to be appropriate, affordable and 

sustainable 

 
 

Comments delivered by Professor Colin 

Coulson-Thomas in the Ball Room of The 

Meydan, Dubai, UAE during plenary session 

III at the Dubai Global Convention 2016 
and 26th World Congress on Leadership for 

Business Excellence & Innovation. 
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 Is your market intelligence 

focused on existing 

competitors? 

 

Now, let’s turn to helping 

innovation. Again, relate the 

questions to your board and your 

company: 

 Do you invite challenge and 

promote freedom of thought? 

 Do you encourage diversity? 

 Are you willing to reassess, 

reinvent and write off past 

investments and replace them 

with better alternatives? 

 Do you allow people to work 

and learn in whatever ways 

best suit their roles, tasks and 

projects? 

 Is your company willing to 

collaborate with 

entrepreneurial staff and set 

up new ventures with them? 

 Are you scanning the business 

and market environment for 

new possibilities and new 

competitors? 

 

There are many areas in which 

the attitudes, instincts and 

perspectives of board members 

can either constrain people or 

liberate them. There may be 

various occasions on which our 

judgements and/or a combination 

of factors can either hinder or 

help our companies to survive and 

thrive. 

 

We need both focus and balance 

if our companies are to remain 

relevant, vital and competitive. 

 

We need to focus upon what is 

important and, particularly, what 

is important for customers and 

prospects. 

 

We and our colleagues also need 

to strike the right balance in the 

boardroom. Excellence and 

innovation need to be 

appropriate, affordable and 

sustainable. 

 

I have already mentioned the need 

for striking an appropriate balance 

between excellence and being 

good enough. 

 

As directors, we also need to 

strike the right balance between 

thinking and doing, and between 

short-term pressures and longer-

term considerations. 

 

We need to be either proactive 

or reactive depending upon 

circumstances and opportunities. 

 

Have you got the right balance 

between entrepreneurship and 

stewardship? One cannot be 

reckless and just throw money at 

challenges and opportunities. 

Encouragingly, there are ways of 

being both entrepreneurial and 

prudent. We can enable 

responsible innovation. 

 

My research reports set out 

quicker, more affordable and less 

disruptive ways of simultaneously 

achieving multiple objectives. They 

show how ordinary people can be 

helped to excel at activities that 

are crucial for corporate success 

such as winning bids, building 

customer relationships, pricing, 

purchasing, and creating and 

exploiting know-how.  

 

Building enablers and checks into 

the performance support that we 

provide people with allows us to 

set them free to network, 

collaborate, explore, create and 

responsibly innovate.  

 

Applications I examine and which 

feature in my reports suggest the 

focus of many directors and 

boards must change. The 

emphasis needs to shift from top-

down directing, motivating and 

control to supporting people and 

helping them to excel at the things 

that matter most. 

 

The evidence presented reveals 

that there are practical ways of 

enabling average performers to 

adopt and share the approaches 

of super-stars. There are cost-

effective means of helping people 

to quickly and successfully 

confront new challenges and seize 

opportunities.  

 

Excellence where it counts and 

responsible innovation are 

achievable.  

 

We have a choice. We can plough 

ahead and wrestle with the 

various expensive, time consuming 

and corporate-wide initiatives we 

see in many companies today.  

 

Alternatively, we can adopt 

quicker and simpler ways of 

helping our people to deliver 

multiple outcomes that benefit 

them, our organisations, 

customers and the environment. 

 

A great many people depend upon 

us. There are others who might 

benefit from the new options our 

people could provide if we can set 

them free to innovate responsibly. 

I do hope that as directors we will 

provide the greater focus and shift 

of emphasis that is required, and 

ensure our people have the 

performance support they need 

and deserve.  

 

© Copyright, Professor Colin 

Coulson-Thomas 
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Important Notice 
© Copyright 2016, Bizezia Limited, All Rights 

Reserved 

 

This article appeared in Better Business 

Focus, published by Bizezia Limited ("the 

publisher"). It is protected by copyright law 

and reproduction in whole or in part without 

the publisher’s written permission is strictly 

prohibited. The publisher may be contacted 

at info@bizezia.com (+44 (0)1444 884220). 

The article is published without responsibility 

by the publisher or any contributing author 

for any loss howsoever occurring as a 

consequence of any action which you take, 

or action which you choose not to take, as a 

result of this article or any view expressed 

herein.  

Whilst it is believed that the information 

contained in this publication is correct at the 

time of publication, it is not a substitute for 

obtaining specific professional advice and no 

representation or warranty, expressed or 

implied, is made as to its accuracy or 

completeness. Any hyperlinks in the article 

were correct at the time this article was 

published but may have changed since then. 

Likewise, later technology may supersede 

any which are specified in the article. 

The information is relevant primarily within 

the United Kingdom but may have 

application in other locations. 

These disclaimers and exclusions are 

governed by and construed in accordance 

with English Law. 

Publication issued on: 1 June 2016  

  

 

 

 

 


