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Summary 

J Gadd Associates (JGA) have been working with Aardman since 2016, 
delivering a range of services to help the company create and execute their 
employee ownership transition plan. 

This includes the creation and facilitation of key representative groups and 
engagement programmes empowering the co-founders, board members 
and employees to deliver the new model through clearly defined roles and 
responsibilities, and improved two-way communication. 

Aardman’s employee ownership model continues to be shaped through the 
feedback surfaced in their first employee survey, developed and delivered by 
JGA. 

About Aardman animations

Aardman animations are a four times Academy Award® winning Bristol 
based animation studio. Aardman are known for films made using stop-
motion clay animation techniques, including Wallace & Gromit, Shaun the 
Sheep, Creature Comforts and Chicken Run, among others.

Wallace & Gromit co-founder, David Sproxton,
talks handing the business to employees
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A few profound questions from J Gadd Associates set 
The 1:1 Diet by Cambridge Weight Plan on the path to 

what it really means to be an employee-owned business



David Sproxton, co-founder of the UK’s biggest animation company, Aardman animations, shares his top tips for 
navigating the employee ownership process in this interview.

Stay on track

“Having investigated employee ownership options since 2011, I knew just how much work was 
needed to nail down the various moving parts; new governance structures, financial and legal 
implications, not to mention the stakeholder management piece.  Formalising our relationship 
with JGA in October 2016 was critical to our swift completion of the process. The team helped 
us map out, and systematically work through, every step of the journey - from assessing the 
legal ramifications to setting up employee representative groups.” 

“With what felt like an insurmountable ‘to do’ list in front of me, it really eased the burden 
having JGA’s wealth of knowledge to draw from. We were able to pre-empt and avoid common 
pitfalls, and most importantly, were kept on track throughout, enabling us to move forward 
quickly and efficiently. Thanks to JGA’s deep expertise and insight, the whole process was 
wrapped up within a year of making the announcement to our employees.” 

Engage the right people, from the start 

“Like any major organisational change complex emotional issues arise and engaging the right 
people is essential. Luckily, JGA really get the people piece. Their creation and facilitation of key 
representative bodies and engagement programmes helped us maintain a constant and open 
dialogue with employees.” 

“This was really beneficial in navigating a key two-stage shift at Aardman; working through 
our employee ownership model while simultaneously empowering key groups to understand, 
and transition to, their new roles.  From supporting us in deciding how partners select 
representatives, to creating role descriptions and helping representatives understand their new 
roles through a series of workshops, JGA’s formalised approach to setting up the employee 
representative group really worked for us.”

“This process was a very steep learning curve for everyone at Aardman. The early engagement 
helped people feel well prepared for their new roles delivering and maintaining the new model 
from the outset, including myself as founder.”

Ask yourself; what next?  

“For Peter Lord and me as co-founders, dealing with 
‘what next’, and the inevitable shift in authority that 
came with handing over Aardman to our people was 
a huge emotional journey. Being prepared for, and 
aware of, your reactions to this process as an owner, 
co-owner or board member is essential. There is a 
mourning process to work through, anxieties and 
doubts will inevitably appear along the way.” 

“Jeremy’s insight helped me manage the exiting 
process and understand how I could continue to 
engage with Aardman in way that’s meaningful for me 
and the business; through ambassadorship, ongoing 
support and training, as well as local community 
involvement.” 

Take the dive, with an expert 

“Taking the employee ownership route was always the 
right thing to do for Aardman. It’s been received really 
well among employees and the animation industry at 
large.” 

“With so much to work through, I do believe you 
need someone with specialist knowledge and a 
structured approach on your side. Jeremy is an 
incredibly convivial guy, who brings deep insight and 
a wealth of experience, including from John Lewis. 
Most importantly, he took the time to get to know our 
business culture and it really paid off.”

“Jeremy brings deep insight and a wealth of experience, 
including from John Lewis. Most importantly, he took 
the time to get to know our business culture and it 
really paid off. 

My suggestion? Take the dive with an expert and make 
JGA your partner.”
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Transition Support

David Sproxton, co-founder of the UK’s biggest animation company, Aardman animations, shares his top tips for 
navigating the employee ownership process in this interview.
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The catalyst for change

“The perception study was the catalyst to a load of 
stuff we have done since. A number of things were 
built into our strategy and J Gadd Associates helped 
us to determine our rights, roles and responsibilities, 
which in time would become what we call our Core 
Values. We take every opportunity now to talk about 
ownership in the real sense and the study gave us 
permission to change the way we communicate.”

“We needed to unlearn habits that had grown and 
developed, and that continues to this day. It took 
us a while to get going but, for example, we created 
our Voice Groups because we recognised that we 
needed the ability for everyone to have a voice in the 
business.”

They nailed it

“J Gadd Associates are practical, reassuring people. 
They were good at taking the temperature of the 
business and were the beginning of the formalisation 
part of us becoming truly employee-owned. Philippa, 
who I had the most contact with, has a great style 
and approach. She was thoughtful and insightful. 
Communication was done smartly, so we got it. 
There was no ambiguity. They nailed succinctly the 
challenges and provided recommendations on how 
to move forward.”

“It was the first time we had done anything around 
employee-ownership with people from outside the 
business and the external critique was just what we 
needed. It gave us the roadmap for where we needed 
to go and that journey eventually led us to being 
named EOA Business of the Year in 2019.”

We need a steer

“The 1:1 Diet became 100% employee-owned at the end of 2014 and at the same time I 
became Managing Director. We wanted to take a temperature gauge on how people in the 
business perceived employee-ownership to give us a steer on what we needed to do next – 
and that led to us working with J Gadd Associates. We were interested in their background at 
the John Lewis Partnership and how they spoke about employee-ownership. 

We liked their candour that no-one had all the answers to employee-ownership; we were not 
in a unique position by grappling with this – but they had ideas about how we could move 
forward. The perception study was the main piece of work they did for us through a series of 
workshops. The fact they spoke to every single employee – which was around 200 people in 
2015, from directors through to the 2am night shift – was testament to how good it was.”

Talking about feelings

“The workshops asked questions I had never been asked before about ownership and value; 
why we value certain things and the link to owning them. J Gadd Associates’ skill was in 
creating and fostering an environment in which we were happy to talk about our feelings. 
Overlaying that with the business and employee-ownership, and how we felt about it, built 
a picture that was fascinating. It got us thinking and there were some extraordinary answers 
that, to this day, we still talk about.” 

“It was challenging, though, to expose feelings and it was really quite a profound moment. The 
perception workshops were crafted to have no operational impact, which was important, and 
they raised expectations about employee-ownership, just because we were talking about it.”

Chris McDermott, MD of The 1:1 Diet by Cambridge Weight Plan, explains how its relationship with J Gadd Associates set the initial course 
which culminated in the diet food company being named Employee Ownership Association (EOA)Business of the Year in 2019

“I had a worry about employee-ownership being some 
kind of socialist workers’ Utopian fantasy.” 

“I was conscious that I, and the board, needed to be 
seen to be running the business and making decisions, 
and J Gadd Associates helped me to see that, actually, 
this was OK.”
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Summary

J Gadd Associates (JGA) began working with The 1:1 Diet by Cambridge Weight Plan in 
2015 after the business had become 100% employee-owned. 

A series of perception study workshops were held to help every employee to have a 
shared understanding of employee-ownership, and then a set of recommendations was 
developed to support and help the business to embrace employee-ownership and its 
benefits.

About The 1:1 Diet by Cambridge Weight Plan

The 1:1 Diet, originally known as The Cambridge Diet, is a diet food manufacturing 
business that was launched in the UK in 1984 and has helped thousands of people 
worldwide to lose weight and live healthier, happier lives. It became employee-owned in 
2009, 100% employee owned in 2014  and was named EOA Business of the Year in 2019 
for its commitment to empowering employees. It is based in Corby, Northamptonshire.


