Transformation is never straightforward, especially in a complex public
sector organisation like the National Physical Laboratory (NPL). Now,
a decade into his CEO tenure at NPL, Peter Thompson CBE reflects
on the bold changes he’s implemented and what the future holds for
NPL, in conversation with Criticaleye’s Jacob Ambrose Willson

t's been ten years since Peter
I Thompson CBE accepted the
opportunity to become CEO of the
National Physical Laboratory (NPL)
— a public sector research lab spanning
science, innovation and technology,
and the UK’s National Metrology
Institute (NMI). NPL measures
and provides standards for a wide
range of scientific disciplines, from
electromagnetics to radiation and

time — right down to the microsecond.

Over the last decade, NPL has sharpened
its purpose as a provider of ultra-
precise measurement capabilities,
aiding UK commerce, trade and
security. Under Peter’s leadership, the
organisation has undergone significant
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transformation resulting in almost
threefold growth in revenue and

double the number of employees.

It's fair to say he’s taken the Lab a long way
during his tenure. Back in 2015, Peter was
Deputy Chief Executive at Dstl (Defence
Science and Technology Laboratory)

- a department of the UK Ministry of
Defence (MoD). Prior to that, he worked
in Whitehall as a strategic advisor to

the MoD Chief Scientific Advisor.

In this interview with Criticaleye, Peter
describes the changes he has implemented
at the organisation, how the Board
operates in a unique government-

led shareholder structure and the
important, future-facing work of NPL.

JAW: Tell me about NPL -
what is its purpose and how does

it work with other organisations?

PT: We're celebrating 125 years of
NPL this year. It was set up by the UK
Government and the Royal Society to
be the National Metrology Institute

of the UK. We collaborate with NMls
across the globe to maintain the
international system of measurement,
and work with thousands of companies,
particularly in the UK, in order to

help them trade more effectively.

These measurement standards range
from defining the second through to
the new world of quantum technologies.
Ultimately, a company that’s trying to >
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sell a product is going to need to measure
something at a quantum level. So, we
have to develop measurement standards
for quantum, which is very challenging.

JAW: What was on your in-tray when
you took the CEO position in 2015?

PT: My first major intervention was to go
to government and say, ‘I need to do a
major transformation of this Laboratory
to make sure it's focused on the most
important science. That's going to
require significant change and possible
redundancies. At the same time we're
carrying around legacy loans and pension

deficits which are killing the organisation’.

| was fortunate to have existing
knowledge of government to be able to
attract investment to clear some of the
legacy debt. That freed us up to then
make the changes, which resulted in a
complete portfolio review and around
75 people leaving the organisation.

We got the investment in, and then we
reorganised and set up a new function
that was purely externally focused. The
idea here was, ‘while we do really great
science, we need some independent
perspective on what science we should
be doing’. Over a period of 12 to 18
months, we then developed new
programmes in line with what industry
and government were telling us were
the most important priorities for an
NMI. We recruited people into areas like
quantum technologies, environmental
sciences and medical physics — i.e. where
the demand was for our capabilities.

JAW: What impact did those changes
have on the organisation, in terms of
culture, but also performance?

€€ My mantra is
‘understand who
your customers
are, look after your
customers and
do your very best
to inspire your
people, because
we're a people-led
organisation 3

PT: My mantra is ‘understand who
your customers are, look after your
customers and do your very best to
inspire your people’, because we're
a people-led organisation. We're
dependent on their brilliance. Other

measures will just follow from that.

We've never set any targets for revenue,
for the bottom line, for growing the
number of staff. But if you fast forward
to now, we're £215-ish million annual
revenue and around 1,400 full-time
equivalent — so, almost threefold growth
in revenue and twice as many staff
working in science and engineering.

But there have never been targets.

JAW: How has the Board at NPL
been constructed to support the
ongoing growth of the business?

PT: My Board owns the strategy. |

develop the strategy with my executive

G

different flavours, and the current

team. My Boards have come in

instantiation of my Board has a lot of
strong capabilities around corporate

governance and risk management.

If a perfect world were 50 percent
corporate governance, 50 percent
strategic direction, then the current
flavour of the Board is weighted
toward corporate governance. But
that’s okay, because I've got a mature
executive team that’s very well engaged
across government, industry and
academia, so we're comfortable with
the strategic development of the Lab,
and clearly the strategy is working.

JAW: What do you consider
the greatest challenge for the
organisation right now?

PT: We are a victim of our success in
that we've grown quickly in line with
demand. There’s some complexity within
the way that we're organised and the
way that we work as a result of the rapid
growth. What | want to do is to simplify
the way we're organised so that we can
scale more easily and mobilise when

the next big opportunity comes along.

There are some challenges in the
sector because of national economics
and the fiscal environment. That
might require some consolidation.
For example, we may need to consider
taking on capabilities from elsewhere
in order to nurture and develop them
for government. To do that | need to
reorganise the Laboratory and deal
with some of our more complex ways
of working. It's easy to say the fiscal
environment is the biggest challenge,

but it's more subtle than that. >
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JAW: What does the future hold for NPL?

PT: National security and economic
prosperity have risen to the top of the
agenda. We're an organisation that already
does work that supports national security
and a lot of work that enables prosperity

through economic growth for companies.

If you take quantum technologies, it's

a classic example of something that
arguably can be a national security
threat in the hands of the wrong actors,
so you need to take steps to ensure
that you can counter that. And it has
benefits to national security as well.

At the same time, because we've done
some fantastic quantum science in the
UK, we want to generate prosperity
and tax revenues. We want all of these
brilliant companies to scale. And so
we've got this huge role in quantum
technologies to provide confidence,
develop capabilities for national
security and develop capabilities

that support industries to grow and
sell their products and services.

JAW: What impact is the rapid
development of Al technologies
having on the organisation?

PT: Al will change the way we operate,
like any other company. But the big
thing is companies harnessing Al to be
more productive and to get products
to market more quickly, generate tax
revenue and create high-tech jobs. You
need confidence in Al to do that, and test
and evaluation of systems — and that’s
what you get from an NMI. We do that
across all of these sectors; in quantum,
semiconductors, telecommunications,

engineering and biology.

It's a well-worn phrase that Al is
dependent on the quality of the data
that you put into the system. So having
the confidence in the data will be
critical to safety-critical systems that

use Al, autonomous systems that use

Al or Al being used with other emerging
technologies like semiconductors or
quantum. It's very exciting. But if you want
confidence in it, you need to have tested it
and used trusted expertise and frameworks.

JAW: And what about yourself? Are
you still enjoying it?

PT: I've been through arguably the classical
phases of new strategy and change,
implementing that change with a caveat of
— enter stage left Covid-19 and everything
that brought, and then coming out the back
of it. And then delivery against that change,

which is the delivery of major programmes.

One of the things I'm trying to do is raise
NPLs profile and make folks more aware
of what it can do, because the world has
changed so much and because there is
such a demand for science, innovation
and technology to fuel the economy, and
now for national security. The journey
through to 2030 is as exciting today as

it was when | first arrived in 2015. m

Our 360-degree support is designed to allow aspiring and Group CEOs to perform at the next level.
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