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THE QUEBEC MODEL 
Customer, employee and shareholder satisfaction... Serge Godin, head of the CGI Group, has 
made his IT services SME a multinational company with a human face 
 
FROM OUR SPECIAL CORRESPONDENT FOR MONTREAL, DOMINIQUE NORA 
 
 
 
In his big boss office dominating the 
Montreal business district, Serge 
Godin opens a panel in the wall and 
smiles as he shows us the tables 
showing the law of his company: a 
whiteboard with a matrix drawn in 
felt pen in June 1992. “These are the 
major principles that govern CGI... 
We have never changed them!” At 
63, he is soft spoken with a Quebec 
French accent. 

Godin? CGI? No one’s ever heard 
of them! While the collapse of 
BlackBerry has hit the media, the 
success story of this other major 
Canadian technology company, 
founded in Quebec in 1976 under the 
name Conseillers en Gestion 
informatique (Information Systems 
and Management Consultants), has 
gone unnoticed. The takeover last 
year of the English firm Logica has, 
however, given the company a strong 
European presence and resulted in it 
becoming the fifth global 
independent provider of IT services. 
CGI now competes with Accenture, 
IBM and Cap Gemini all over the 
world to win system design or 
information management contracts 
for governments and large 
companies. And the secret of this 
corporate predator who seems the 
perfect gentleman? “It’s our dream!” 
replies Serge Godin. “As a service 
company, our ‘product’ is the people 
who look after our customers. It is 
therefore essential that we create an 
environment that everyone enjoys 
working in. All our policies are based 
on this...” When the CEO of a global 
group in a highly competitive field 
says that he wants his employees to 
be happy, at best he is seen to be 
waffling and at worst he is seen as a 
cynical manipulator. Wrong: At CGI, 
they mean what they say. Because the 
founder’s dream is recorded in black 
and white in his “Foundations of 
management.” A huge structured 

bible that continuously defines the 
house DNA enriched by collective 
experience. 

Excellence, according to Godin, 
takes the form of an equilateral 
triangle “employees–customers–
shareholders”: “The interests of 
each of these stakeholders must 
always be balanced,” he insists. 
His code of conduct defines in 
great detail how to manage 
relationships with customers and 
employees. But it also outlines how 
to measure everyone’s level of 
satisfaction every quarter, with 
grades for the very top to the 
bottom of the organization: This 
fall, CGI employees gave their 
environment a scores of 7.5 out of 
10! And if, in one of the Group’s 
400 offices, one of these indicators 
weakens too much, a warning is 
triggered... “In most companies, 
employees are appraised by 
management. At CGI, managers 
are also appraised through the 
satisfaction of their employees and 
their customers. With a real impact 
on their pay,” explains Jean-
Michel Baticle, head of CGI France 
and responsible for instilling the 
company values into its 10,000 
employees in 21 French cities, in 
Luxembourg and in Morocco. 

But watch out: At CGI, we never 
say “employee” or “worker,” 
“member” is used instead. Because 
over 85% of staff are also 
shareholders, together holding over 
20% of the capital. “CGI offers 
every employee, regardless of their 
position within the company, one 
free share for every share they 
purchase,” explains Serge Godin, 
speaking frankly: “We ask our 
members the same strategic 
questions that we ask our board of 
directors...” Every fall, the founder 
goes on an “annual tour” of the 
subsidiaries together with 

operations manager Michael Roach. 
A meeting that will bring together 
over 3500 French employees on 
October 24 at the Palais des Congrès 
in Paris. Well-being at work? This is 
the specialism of Julie Godin, the 
founder’s daughter, who was 
appointed Group human resources 
manager in 2009. “Prior to joining 
CGI, I created Oxygène, an SME 
with about twenty people providing 
health programs to businesses,” 
explains the pretty brunette, who is 
38 years old and has a degree in 
kinesiology. No question then of 
applying the ruthless “up or out” rule 
at CGI, as is the trend in this 
industry, which stipulates that new 
recruits must go up a hierarchical 
level every three or four years... or 
leave! As a result, in a sector lacking 
in manpower, the Canadian group 
reported a turnover of 10 to 12%, 
which is significantly below average 
for the sector (15 to 20%). 

Decentralization 
The most amazing thing is that the 

founders – Serge Godin and André 
Imbeau – have been able to retain 
their values despite dramatic growth 
and technological breakthroughs in 
this sector. In 36 years, CGI has 
made over 70 acquisitions and 
doubled in size every three to five 
years, while still remaining 
profitable! “Serge Godin has a rare 
talent for retaining the best managers 
in acquired companies,” says Pierre 
Matuszewski, investment banking 
manager at Société générale in 
Montreal and a client of CGI. 
Examples? Operations manager 
Michael Roach and finance director 
David Anderson came from Bell 
Sygma, which was taken over in 
1998. “External growth allows you to 
acquire professionals who have 
strong relationships with their 
customers,” explained Roach to 
analysts recently. 

IN FIGURES 

69,000 
employees in 
40 countries 

 
Market valuation of 
8 billion euro 

Turnover of 
7.3 billion 

euro 

 
Net profit 

(excluding exceptional 
costs of Logica 

acquisition): 

365 million 
euro for the first 
9 months of the 
2013 tax year 

 
Adjusted 

operational margin 

11.3% 
in 3rd quarter 
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CGI has therefore been able to win 
sensitive contracts with the Pentagon, 
the design of “Obamacare” health 
platforms for nine American states or 
carbon credit modelling for the 
Australian government. Another 
exception: Serge Godin is resisting 
the offshore trend that is seeing its 
competitors flock toward low-cost 
countries. With a comparable 
turnover, CGI has 9000 employees in 
India... whereas Cap Gemini has over 
40,000! “The localization of our 
activities does not result from dogma, 
but from deep reflection with the 
client, explains the president. Cost is 
not necessarily the deciding factor.” 
His vision? Focus on long contracts 
with value added, such as project 
design that requires the company to 
be close to the customer, use 
intellectual property effectively and 
open “centres of excellence” 
(nearshore). The creation of 500 jobs 
in West Virginia earned public 
recognition from Barack Obama. The 
Quebec global delivery center, for its 
part, manages computer system 
maintenance for the aviation 
company Bombardier. “We apply the 
Peritus work method based on the 
observation of teams of police 
officers. This gives excellent results 
that we are in the process of applying 
in France,” says Alain Bouchard, the 
local manager. 

The remarkable “CGI model” – 
highly centralized in culture yet very 
decentralized on the business, 
familial and participatory, social and 
concerned about performance – is 
without doubt amazingly effective. “I 
am very impressed by what Serge 
Godin has made of his business,” 
confides Bernard Bourigeaud, the 
founder of Atos who is now 
administrator of the Group. The 
integration of Logica, larger than its 
purchaser, will be completed in two 
years, instead of the three originally 
planned. 95% of Group projects meet 
deadlines and budgets, as compared 
to only about half on average in this 
industry. CGI receives a score of 9.1 
out of 10 from its customers. “In 
them I see a quality of dialogue and 
openness that I rarely see among 
their competitors,” reports Jacques 
Honoré, operations, IT and logistics 
manager at distributor Boulanger. As 
for Société générale, it recently chose 
CGI as a selected global information 
technology partner. 

The stock market also shows the 
success of the company: On the 
Toronto market, its share price has 
increased by 25% per year over the 
last 25 years. But Serge Godin is 
wary of finance: “60% of the capital 
of large American companies is 
owned by funds, which hold shares 
for less than four months. Can we 
really call them shareholders?” asks 

the CEO, who prefers long-term 
investors such as Fidelity or the 
Caisse des Dépôts of Quebec. With 
46.98% of voting rights for 9.5% of 
shares, he controls his own capital. 
And there is no doubt about his 
successor: “If I get hit by a truck, my 
shares will be transferred to Julie,” 
says the boss. The company’s soaring 
share prices (+50% since January!) 
made Serge Godin a billionaire in 
Canadian dollars in early August. But 
he doesn’t boast: “That bothers me: I 
don’t want people to see me 
differently. Also, these shares are not 
for sale, so it doesn’t mean 
anything!” The man who, at 26, 
started with a single customer in the 
basement of his home in Saguenay, 
200 kilometres north of Quebec City, 
has been able to stay modest. But 
even he has his pride: Harassed by a 
manager of IBM who, a few years 
ago, every quarter offered to take 
over CGI, he retorted: “No! We are 
not for sale... Are you?” And Big 
Blue hasn’t called again. ■ 

Serge Godin, 
with 46.98% of voting 

rights, manages his own 
capital 

 

Julie Godin, 
the founder’s daughter, 

was appointed group HR 
director in 2009 

CGI: SPECTACULAR 
GROWTH 

Stock prices in New York 
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