72

The Lean Management Enterprise

A system for daily progress, meaningful purpose, and lasting value

Cultural change at
Direct Line Group
An interview with Bryan Robertson, former director
of lean transformation

At a leading UK-based insurer, profound
cultural change is not only increasing
achieve things they never thought
they could.
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Direct Line Group, based in Bromley,

Bryan Robertson:

England, is a leading provider of personal-lines
1

Under the leadership of Bryan Robertson,
doesn’t, and it’s a great way to spotlight success
for the rest of the organization.

pany’s sales and service operations. Since
then, the scope has gradually expanded, with
entire organization.
In October 2012, McKinsey spoke with Mr.
talk about lean, the view in their head is all about
another opportunity.
McKinsey: What were the circumstances
that drove Direct Line Group to look at
lean management?
our shareholders.
Bryan Robertson:
McKinsey: What did Darrell tell you?
we were actually taking a loss. Our new CEO,
Bryan Robertson:
share best practices, and that we really engage our
the type of cultural focus we were looking for.
enough. We needed to look at our overall
There were other advantages, too. Sales and
1 In early October 2012, the

tant, how we enable our people and engage

initial public offering
representing 34.7 percent
of its total share capital,
proceeds, which were
received by the Royal Bank
of Scotland Group.

There were about 3,500 people working across
ten operational sites, representing different
brands with different products. So it gave us a
McKinsey: What were the reasons for starting
with the sales and service call centers?
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McKinsey: What were the goals for that

Bryan Robertson:

initial phase?
Bryan Robertson: The stated goal was a 15

would have the best ideas because they knew
were really seeking.

we ran our business across all our sites. And

redesign the call guides according to what they

McKinsey: What effect did it have on customer service?

Bryan Robertson
From 2009 through the end of 2012, Bryan Robertson was the director of lean
transformation for Direct Line Group, one of the largest UK-based general
insurers, with over 20 million in-force policies as of September 30, 2012. Mr.
Robertson started his career in the construction industry but in 1994
moved into telecommunications, leading large-scale continuous-improvement
transformations at Motorola and Damovo before joining the Royal Bank of
Scotland (RBS) Group in 2003. While at RBS, Mr. Robertson helped transform
a wide range of functional and business groups, and in 2006 he joined
RBS Insurance. Now known as Direct Line Group, the company completed its
separation from RBS with its initial public offering in late 2012.
Mr. Robertson holds a BS in quantity surveying from the University of Abertay
Dundee and an MBA from the University of Edinburgh.
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When people start to show pride
in telling others about their
McKinsey: How has the transformation process
changed you as a leader?
Bryan Robertson: I’ve been involved in
what I’ve learned in the last 3 years has been

whenever I go back to one of our sites, people will
McKinsey: When an organization is going
through a transformation, what do you look for
to see whether the change is really occurring?

McKinsey: What does that mean for Direct
Line Group?

Bryan Robertson:
Bryan Robertson:
about changing the way leaders think, lead, and

new base of skills. We have engineers who can go

to see happening.

sessions. We have people in the sales centers who
can go to our accident-repair centers. People

solving on a regular basis.
coaches others to be successful and achieve their
They never thought they could do these things
what we were used to seeing. So when I see leaders

before. The potential was always there. And now
they can actually use their new skills to help
a part of.

Another good sign is when people begin to share

McKinsey: What have been some of the harder
parts of this transformation?
Bryan Robertson:
You’re asking people to think differently and do

people start to show pride in telling others

things differently, and that’s never easy.
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At one of the accident-repair centers, one guy

to be a leader. Now, as a result of the lean

When you hear that, you know that the change
and frustration they feel is OK, because
McKinsey: How would you assess the overall
impact of lean management?
Bryan Robertson:
because that’s what any organization will ask
way of running our business.
McKinsey: Is it easier if people are already
familiar with lean-management ideas?

of capabilities the organization can tap, such

Bryan Robertson:

That gives the whole organization a new
cost-reduction point of view. They don’t know
about the capability building, the cultural

view is actually quite debilitating, with respect to
what they can and can’t see as the potential
for success.

and if the organization is focused on listening to

McKinsey: What change stories have been

is what we are trying to achieve through our lean-

especially meaningful to you?
Bryan Robertson:

McKinsey: Are there any aspects of the

One of the leaders in our Manchester center

earlier transformation stages that you would
do differently if you were to start it all

of years. But I realize now that all I’ve been

over today?
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Bryan Robertson: We were lucky in that
successful, so now we have done our best to

is overseeing the change is a highly effective
aren’t present, we should be strong enough

McKinsey: What were some of the challenges in
bringing lean management into these other
parts of the business, such as the accident-repair

Bryan Robertson:
other areas such as HR and risk.
and repeat it, but that’s never the case. The
Another critical success factor is ensuring we “go
front. On our visits to other organizations, it was
incredibly powerful for people such as our

A big part of that process is listening. Leaders
cared about day to day. And when that person
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Bryan Robertson: I think you build trust
adherence to process, with hand-offs between

a sign posted in the lift.
McKinsey: How sustainable is lean management in the organization right now?
Bryan Robertson: Any cultural change,
to show that the way they delivered the results
was consistent with the values.
But you have to plant the seeds early on to
be successful.
listen and will take action. We created a website
It really does depend on culture. Because we

where people can post anything they want

were striving to establish a new organization, we

about the organization. People began to talk about

could ask ourselves, “What kind of culture

what they like in the organization and what
That’s what it takes to earn trust and keep it.
McKinsey: What are Direct Line Group’s
transformation goals for the next two or
three years?

over a year to run. As a result, we now have
a set of values that we have all signed up for, and

Bryan Robertson:

for us in running our business.

the values are so closely aligned with continuThey will tell us the kind of people we need to
for our shareholders.
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McKinsey: How do you persuade people
that the values are meaningful—that they can
trust them?

