
  



  



 

 

 

 

 

 

òSimpleó does not mean òeasy.ó Innovation is a complex process in a chaotic 

world. òSimpleó brings clarity to the chaos. Clarity aligns and coordinates 

resources to maximize the return from their efforts.  And that makes the 

innovation engine hum .  
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òSimplicity in innovation will come for your organization when everyone in it 

is operating with a common understanding of how innovation works: who 

does what, when, why, and how. Simplicity means that everyone ôgets it.õ 

Simplicity means that no one is Lost, wondering why there is a polar bear and 

a smoke monster on a tropical island.ó 

òComplicated analyses will always use assumptions as inputs. Those 

assumptions will always be wrong. Some more wrong than others. The 

precise output of a complex analysis may feel good, but it will still be wrong. 

Better to be approximately right using simplicity than precisely wrong using 

complexity.ó 

òReal innovation comes at the intersection of three elements: novelty, value, 

and reality. Or new and different, problem solving, and executionêI didnõt try 

to wordsmith a pithy little definition. Whatever words you choose to describe 

it, just remember that innovation occurs where those three things all come 

together.ó 

òEven a well-written and communicated expression of mission will fall flat if 

the people of the organization, and particularly the leaders in it, donõt 

actually live the mission on a daily basis. For example, part of one companyõs 

mission statement was ôRespect, Integrity, Communication, and Excellence.õ 

That company was Enron. Need I say more?ó 

òInnovation is all about ôI donõt know, but Iõll find out.õ There is no better way 

to capture the attitude of curiosity necessary for innovation. That attitude 

needs to be a determined part of any individual innovator. That attitude 

needs to be a pervasive part of an organizational culture of innovation.ó 

òThe difficult decisions come when you have to choose between multiple 

good projects. These choices can be so hard that some have compared it to ð 

and this is not for the squeamish ð shooting puppies.ó  
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òInnovation is the specific tool of entrepreneurs, the means by which they 

exploit change as an opportunity for a different business or a different service. 

It is capable of being presented as a discipline, capable of being learned, 

capable of being practiced. Entrepreneurs need to search purposefully for the 

sources of innovation, the changes, and their symptoms that indicate 

opportunities for successful innovation. And they need to know and to apply 

the principles of successful innovation.ó 

~Peter Drucker 

 

òMost creative endeavors are somewhat unpredictable. They often seem 

ambiguous, hit-or-miss, trial and error. And unless people have a high 

tolerance for ambiguity, and get their security from integrity to principles and 

inner values, they find it unnerving and unpleasant to be involved in highly 

creative enterprises.ó 

~Stephen Covey 

 

"You have to go through the falling down in order to learn to walk. It helps to 

know that you can survive it. That's an education in itselfêComedy is tragedy 

plus time."  

~Carol Burnett 

 

òFor about 400 years, itõs been widely quoted that ôKnowledge is Power.õ Sorry, 

Sir Francis, itõs time for an update. In todayõs info-saturated world, what you 

know is power only if you know how to use it to help you juggle the too many 

things that were all due yesterday.ó 

~Bill Jensen 

 

"The number one premise of business is that it need not be boring or dull. It 

ought to be fun. If it's not fun, you're wasting your life."  

~Tom Peters 

 

òIf I can get you to laugh with me, you like me better, which makes you more 

open to my ideas. And, if I can persuade you to laugh at a particular point that 

I make, by laughing at it you acknowledge it as true.ó  

~John Cleese 

 

òAn original play changes every dayêit taught me to stop falling in love with 

my first drafts.ó 

~Chris Rock 

 

òMost of the quotes you find on the internet are wrong.ó 

~Abraham Lincoln   
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Preface: Answering Your Questions 

Before You Even Ask Them  
 

Will This Book Cure Your Insomnia?  

This is a book about systematic innovation in organizations, both for -profit 

and not-for-profit, and the general principles (what some would call òbest 

practices,ó but I call òevidence-based practicesó) that make innovation work 

more effectively, efficiently, and successfully, blah, blah, yadda, yaddaê 

Snoozeê 

Okay, you can wake up again.  

Iõve read too many business books from authors who should be charged 

with manslaughter for boring their audience to death.  I am determined not to 

let this be another one. If you have insomnia, I feel for you, but Iõm not here to 

cure it. 

Is This Book for You?  

Here are some folks for whom this book was not writt en: those who like 

complicated bureaucracy; those who enjoy boredom ; and those looking for 

the latest get-rich-quick scheme. So thatõs the not-fors. Who, then, is it for?1  

                                                      
1 Yes, I know that òFor whom, then, is it?ó is the grammatically correct way to 

phrase that sentence, at least as I was taught in school. But cõmon, that just 

sounds so haughty. Iõd rather just write the way I might chat about it with you 

at a barbeque. Besides, this lexicographer says that whole rule is bogus 

anyway. If you are one of my former English teachers, or if you are a devotee 

of Warnerõs English Grammar and Composition, please forgive me.   

http://blog.oxforddictionaries.com/2011/11/grammar-myths-prepositions/
http://blog.oxforddictionaries.com/2011/11/grammar-myths-prepositions/
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Figure 1 will help you to 

determine if you are a good candidate 

for reading this book. If you are either 

stupid or evil (or worse ð both), then 

please put the book down and step 

away. I will not be held responsible for 

what you might do with it.  

But seriously, folksê this book is 

for those who want to innovate2 within 

an organization. That sounds like a 

straightforward statement, but let me 

emphasize a couple of things. This is 

for people who really want to 

innovate. Itõs not for those who merely 

want to check a buzzword box. You need to be someone who wants to serve 

a customer by creating something new that is of value both to them and to 

your organization. 

Itõs not necessarily for lone wolf entrepreneurs. Itõs primarily for people who 

are working in an organization of some sort, whether a for -profit business, a 

non-profit charity, or some community of like -minded people wanting to 

achieve a goal. The target is the manager (or aspiring manager) of an 

innovation group ð whether an executive leader of a complex innovation 

organization, or a first-time manager of a small innovation team. While some 

of this book is clearly about tasks and processes, there is much more on the 

people side than in most innovation books. 3  

Note, however, that I threw in that qualifier ònecessarily.ó I did that because 

even lone wolf entrepreneurs or inventors are likely to have to work with 

                                                      
2 For the definition of innovation used in this book, go to the òWhat the 

#&%! Is Innovation, Anywayó section.   

3 Okay, I admit, I donõt have quantitative data to support that. From what I 

read, though, I think itõs accurate.   

Figure 1: Make sure you fall in the 

correct quadrant before you continue to 

read. 
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someone, somewhere, to achieve their goals. Thatõs when this book could 

come in handy. Thatõs when the lone wolf will become part of a pack, even if 

only for a short time. The loner will need to become a leader, able to manage 

an innovation team. 

Innovation is a human endeavor. Innovation is a mental endeavor. To lead 

and drive innovation requires an understanding of how innovators think, how 

customers behave, and how teams collaborate. You need to get inside the 

hearts and minds of all different kinds of people. As Simon Sinek says, if you 

don't understand people, you don't understand business . 

Effective innovation management requires understanding and working 

within cultures, at the organizational, local, and global levels. It requires 

working with people inside and outside the organization. It requires working 

with individuals and groups. It is a people challenge, even more than a strategic 

challenge. So if you are someone looking to lead innovation in an organization, 

whether now or in the future, you are in the target audience.  

That does not mean that systems, processes, and structures are 

unimportant, of course. Research into what separates the best from the rest in 

innovation practices4 shows that the best organizations ð those who have 

superior launch success rates, superior new product sales, and superior profits 

from new products  ð are those that have more formal processes and distinctive 

organizational structures. So this book offers simple insights on both sides of 

the topic.  

Are you already one of the best? Congratulations. Keep up the good work. 

Just donõt rest on your laurels. Another thing that separates the best from the 

rest is that they spend more time and attention keeping their innovation 

engine well-tuned and up-to-date.  

If you believe that you already know how to play the innovation game, I 

still urge you to read on.  Heed the warning of George Bernard Shaw, òBeware 

                                                      
4 Stephen K. Markham and Hyunjung Lee, òProduct Development and 

Management Associationõs 2012 Comparative Performance Assessment 

Study,ó Journal of Product Innovation Management, May 2013.   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=llKvV8_T95M
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=llKvV8_T95M
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/jpim.12025/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/jpim.12025/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/jpim.12025/abstract
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of false knowledge. It is more dangerous than ignorance.ó Make sure you really 

know what you think you know.  

Kodak once owned the world of photography. They even won an 

òOutstanding Corporate Innovatoró award in 1996. Digital photography was 

invented there. But they òknewó that photography was a film-based business, 

so they largely ignored their own invention. Just a decade and a half after their 

innovation award, they had to file for bankruptcy protection.  What they òknewó 

to be true about their business and their markets proved to be very dangerous 

indeed. 

 

If Itõs So Simple, Why Is the Book So Long? 

While testing the original manus cript in its beta -version form, I received 

feedback that confirmed what I had already been asking myself: if this is about 

being simple, why does it take over three-hundred 8ıó x 11ó pages to say it?!?  

Three reasons: 1) there are examples, explanations, and comedy jokes 

galore to make it more than just an innovation to -do checklist; 2) òsimpleó does 

not mean the same thing as òeasy;ó and 3) I wanted to provide numerous tools 

to help fill your innovation tool box.  

First, you can get the gist of the whole bo ok in just a few pages. Itõs actually 

laid out in such a way that you can do that with minimal effort. The first chapter, 

in fact, is called òThe Whole Darn Book in One Simple Chapter.ó The 

subsequent chapters provide supporting detail, research, examples, stories, 

self-assessments, illustrations, tools, and, of course, comedic relief. All of that 

is there to make it clear and memorable. The first chapter is like the spoiler-

alert movie synopsis you get on IMDB. Youõll get the main points and know 

what the movie is about, but it wonõt be the full experience of seeing the movie 

in a theater with over-buttered popcorn and a gallon of your favorite 

carbonated beverage. 

If my witty prose is not to your liking, skip it all and just read the òSimple 

Summariesó that appear at the beginning of each chapter. All of the key points 

are bulleted there for you. At the end of the book, all of the evidence-based-

http://www.imdb.com/
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practices5 are listed out as well. Quick and painless reading. If all you want is 

the meat of this mental meal, thatõs where youõll find it. The rest is just there to 

make the meal all the more delicious and nutritious.  

If length is a concern, skip to the òHow Can You Best Use This Bookó section 

for other ideas on how to make this book work best for you.  

Second, letõs talk briefly about what òsimpleó really is. Simple is about 

clarity and understanding. That is not always going to come in the form of 

short and easy. Thatõs why the book wasnõt titled Innovation Made Quick and 

Easy.6 

Simplicity is like an onion ð it comes in layers.7 At the core, there is the 

simplest essence of the concept. Expanding outward are increasing levels of 

detail, nuance, and specifics. To learn a subject, you start at the core, master it, 

and then work your way outward.  

For example, to children just learning to count, 2+5=7 is not simple. They 

have to take off their mittens to count on their fingers. Once they start to get 

those kinds of problems, then someone asks them 7+8. They find out that they 

run out of fingers, so they take off their shoes, too. As they learn and master 

new methods of calculation, then subtraction is introduced ð and once again, 

thatõs not simple for them. Once subtraction is mastered, then along comes 

multiplication and division. Then exponents, roots, and logarithms. Then 

geometry and trigonometry and algebra and calculus and statistics and 

matrices and imaginary numbers and approximate inequalities and the 

Riemann hypothesis and stuff I canõt begin to comprehend even though I used 

to be pretty good at math.  

                                                      
5 For what is meant by òevidence-based practices,ó go to the òõBest Practicesõ 

and ôInnovationõó section.   

6 If you ever come across such a title, run. Run away as fast as you can. Itõs a 

lie. Innovation can be made simple, but any innovation worth doing isnõt 

going to come quick and easy.   

7 Much like cake, parfaits and ogres.   

http://www.ted.com/talks/eric_berlow_how_complexity_leads_to_simplicity?language=en
http://mathworld.wolfram.com/RiemannHypothesis.html
file:///C:/Users/Brad%20Barbera/Dropbox/Book/Best_Practices%23_
file:///C:/Users/Brad%20Barbera/Dropbox/Book/Best_Practices%23_
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GZpcwKEIRCI
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To someone who understands the Riemann hypothesis, differential 

equations are simple. To someone still mastering long division, such calculus 

is incomprehensibly complicated. Simplicity in mathematics comes in layers.  

Or, if you are not a math person, consider written language. To children 

learning the English alphabet, distinguishing between the letters b, d, p, and q 

is not simple, because they are all essentially circles with long lines attached. It 

takes time, effort, and practice to figure out the difference. Then the letters are 

put together in words, and thatõs complicated for them. Once they start to 

understand how to sound out words, they then discover that the spelling 

doesnõt always make sense. Why does òtwoó have a òw,ó but òoneó doesnõt? 

Why does òtoughó end in an òfó sound, but òthoughó doesnõt? Why does 

òthoughó rhyme with òtoe,ó but òboughó rhymes with òcow?ó 

Eventually, they figure that all out, and read words together in sentences, 

paragraphs, pages, chapters, and books. To the child who struggles through 

Danny and the Dinosaur, a book like The Princess Bride is incomprehensibly 

complex. To the few people in the world who have read and understood The 

Complete Works of James Joyce,8 Stephen Kingõs The Stand may be mind-

numbingly simple. Simplicity in literature comes in layers. 

Simplicity in innovation is no different.   

So this book comes in layers, too. Figure 2 shows those layers visually. The 

first chapter is the innermost core. The basics of simple innovation. The next 

layer out is the innovation engine ð three systems that are necessary to drive 

innovation in an organization. The next layer out breaks those systems into 

their components. Thatõs where the bulk of this book will focus, and where the 

simple tools that you can use in your organization can be found.  

                                                      
8 I considered writing this in stream-of-consciousness style, but I was afraid 

that it might get censored on the ground that it might cause American 

readers to have irreverent and innovative thoughts.   

http://www.nytimes.com/books/00/01/09/specials/joyce-court.html?_r=2
http://www.nytimes.com/books/00/01/09/specials/joyce-court.html?_r=2
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There are layers beyond those components ð the deep-dive specifics, 

where each component can be explored in finer detail, broken into further and 

further components. Believe it or not, some of the beta -version feedback I got 

was that I should cover more topics ð things like intellectual property, new 

product launch marketing, recruiting and retaining in novative talent, design 

for manufacturing, social media research, crossing Geoffrey Mooreõs chasm, 

product lifecycle management, customer experience...  

Figure 2: The layers of innovation simplicity in this book. 
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Those are indeed important topics in the end -to-end innovation process. 

That layer, though, is beyond the scope of this book. However, the links and 

citations scattered throughout the text, especially in all of the footnotes, should 

enable you to venture into that layer, if you desire. Just make sure that you and 

your organization have mastery of the outerm ost layer of this book first, or 

people may find the deep dive information to be as incomprehensible as the 

Riemann hypothesis. 

Simplicity in innovation will come for your organization when everyone in 

it is operating with a common understanding of how inn ovation works: who 

does what, when, why, and how. Simplicity means that everyone ôgets it.õ 

Simplicity means that no one is Lost, wondering why there is a polar bear and 

a smoke monster on a tropi cal island. 

When the choir is singing out of the same songbook, the music is simply 

beautiful. But when one person is singing from one songbook, another is 

singing the latest pop tune being overplayed on Top 40 radio, and another is 

whistling the original Mario Brothers video game with the midi music that you 

canõt forget (no matter how many times you hit your head with a mallet), the 

combined òmusicó becomes ear-stabbing noise. 

And finally,  Iõve tried to fill your innovation toolbox with enough tools for 

your people to be solid builders of an innovative organization. These are actual 

tools that you can use on your job, the day after youõve read about them. Heck, 

if you are ambitious, maybe even the same day that youõve read about them.  

There are dozens of individual tools and guides to help you in all facets of 

innovation. There are scores of pictures to help capture the essence of the 

concepts. There are hundreds of hyperlinks to further explanations, supporting 

research, clarifying comments, or illustrative videos. 

If you have a metaphorical construction problem, this book offers a 

metaphorical tool to address it. If you have a nail problem, this book offers a 

hammer. If you have a screw problem, this book offers a set of screwdrivers. If 

you have a nuts-n-bolts problem, this book offers wrenches and pliers. And 

saws, and files, and clamps, andê 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X0vG5FAnXzs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c7xnsNFN4Ts
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c7xnsNFN4Ts
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You get the idea. If there is ever a question you have about any of the 

tools, just reach out to me at www.3point14Innovation.com. 

Why Read this Book?  

You are investing your time ð a resource you can never get back ð in 

reading this book. I hope to give you two things in return: an enjoyable reading 

experience, and some memorable stuff that you can actually use in your 

business, charity, association, family, club, or whatever other organization of 

people that is important to you.  

What would it be worth to double your success rate at getting new goods 

and services to your clients or customers? What would it be worth to cut in half 

the resources required to get a new project launched successfully? What would 

it be worth if you could get projects completed in 40% less time?  

Those are not just made-up fantasy numbers, by the way. Those are the 

differences between the performance of the best innovators and the rest.9 

Those are the differences between organizations that embrace the evidence-

based practices presented in this book and those that donõt. 

If you are running a non-profit, how many more people could you serve? 

How much more financial backing could you get by promising better bang -

for-the-donated-buck? How many more volunteers could you get, or how 

much more volunteer satisfaction could you deliver? How much closer could 

you get to ward achieving the mission that got you into the social sector in the 

first place? These principles are not confined to business. They apply to any 

organization, and they work especially well for organizations with a mission. 

If you are running a for -profit business, how much more profit could you 

earn? How much more market share could you gain? How much more would 

you be able to invest in growth? How much would your cash flow improve? 

                                                      
9 Stephen K. Markham and Hyunjung Lee, òProduct Development and 

Management Associationõs 2012 Comparative Performance Assessment 

Study,ó Journal of Product Innovation Management, May 2013.   

http://www.3point14innovation.com/
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/jpim.12025/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/jpim.12025/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/jpim.12025/abstract
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How much closer could you get to ward achieving the mission that got you into 

business in the first place? 

Hopefully, whatever you get from these principles will be a substantial 

return on your reading investment.  

What makes this book different from all the others that yo u could choose 

to read on the topic of innovation?  

Something essential is missing from many of the innovation books that are 

out there: while all sorts of suggestions and theories and proposals are made, 

few are grounded in any sort of real, objective analysis.10 They are long on 

advice and short on evidence. This book will not follow that path. It will not be 

the òall-new revolutionary super-cool way of doing things.ó Thatõs on purpose. 

The practices I espouse have actual evidence of being effective, from robust, 

objective, academic research.  

As a decades-long student and practitioner of new product development 

and organizational innovation, Iõve learned encyclopedias full of knowledge 

about what works and what doesnõt when it comes to making innovation 

happen. Donõt misunderstand that as bragging ð as much, if not more, has 

been learned from failure as from success.  

I have had the great fortune of learning from some of the brightest minds 

in the field. I have a couple of decades of corporate practice, launching 

hundreds of products in a variety of industries, from consumer packaged 

goods, to B2B industrial products, to social welfare nonprofit services. Iõve had 

the chance to serve as Executive Director of the Product Development and 

Management Association (PDMA) and become one of the founding members 

of the International Association of Innovation Professionals (IAOIP). I have 

been immersed in the thought leadership of people who have written the 

seminal works in, and founded the practice of, innovation research.  

                                                      
10 Mary M. Crossan and Marina Apaydin, òA Multi -Dimensional Framework of 

Organizational Innovation: A Systematic Review of the Literature,ó Journal of 

Management Studies, September 2010.   

http://www.pdma.org/
http://www.pdma.org/
http://www.iaoip.org/
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1467-6486.2009.00880.x/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1467-6486.2009.00880.x/abstract
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This book is as much a product of their work as it is of mine. I intend to 

share some of the most critical nuggets of wisdom that Iõve learned from them, 

mixed with a helping of personal experience, a side of illustrative stories, and 

a dash of illuminating humor,  to make those nuggets accessible and relevant. 

What Iõve done with this book is to share the most important general principles 

that will enhance the return on your innovation investment.  The trick for you 

will be to figure out how those general principles apply to your organization. 

To help you in that effort, Iõll share some self-assessments for you to ask about 

your organization, and to keep in the back of your mind as you read. 

As a result, you will be better able to deliver what your customers need 

and want.  

  

Why Did I Write this Book?  

I wonõt lie to you. I love to write. Always have. So thatõs my selfish 

motivation for writing th is book. 

However, I could have worked on a variety of other topics. And not just 

business topics.11 The thing is, innovation is important to me. Itõs been my 

professional life. For society, innovation drives economic growth, standards of 

living, job creation, and other social benefits.12 For organizations, innovation 

drives longevity and performance.13 For individuals, innovation is meaningful 

and fun.14 

                                                      
11 Iõve had it in my mind to write and illustrate a story I told my baby sister 

one night, decades ago. Maybe youõre thinking òBrad, a childrenõs book is 

definitely more fitting of your intellect.ó You may be right..   

12 Nathan Rosenberg, òInnovation and Economic Growth,ó OECD Centre for 

Entrepreneurship, 2004.   

13 Ming Piao, òThriving in the New: Implication of Exploration on 

Organizational Longevity,ó Journal of Management, November 2010.   

14 At least it should be. Look at places like IDEO, Zappos, Threadlessêthose 

people are having fun. Unfortunately, for reasons beyond my understanding, 

http://www.oecd.org/cfe/tourism/34267902.pdf
http://jom.sagepub.com/content/36/6/1529.abstract
http://jom.sagepub.com/content/36/6/1529.abstract
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None of the general principles of innovation are really all that new. Itõs just 

that some organizations live those principles, and become magazine-cover 

worthy innovators, while other organizations just talk about innovation  without 

actually adapting innovative behaviors.  

So the question hit me: why do so few organizations actually want to 

innovate? 

Most organizations say they want innovation, but when it comes right 

down to it, they donõt want to innovate. They donõt want to do the doing. They 

apparently want innovation to fall in their laps ð and wallets ð without having 

to change their approach to business. 

Why is that? 

Here are the answers I came up with: 

 

1) They donõt know what innovation really is. They just follow the 

thinking of US Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewartõs thinking on 

pornography: Iõll know it when I see it.15 

This challenge will be addressed in òThe Whole Book in One 

Simple Chapteró chapter. Whether you agree with my definition of 

innovation or not, it will at least start us on common ground.  

2) They donõt know how to go about innovating. They think it is 

something that just happens, when some creative person has a 

òeureka!ó moment. They think that òinnovation managementó is just as 

self-contradictory as òjumbo shrimpó or òCongressional ethics.ó  

That may sound like a harsh indictment of businesspeople, but a 

2010 McKinsey Global Survey showed that 75% of organizations lack 

                                                      

many organizations and many managers seem to believe that work wasnõt 

meant to be fun. They think that if anyone is having fun, they must not be 

working. What a shame. Fight the power!   

15 Referring, of course, to Justice Stewartõs famous (or, perhaps, infamous) 

concurring opinion in  Jacobellis v. Ohio, 378 U.S. 184 (1964), and does not 

imply that he actually participated in pornographic activities.   

http://caselaw.findlaw.com/us-supreme-court/378/184.html
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a very formalized process for getting their innovation s 

commercialized.16 Thatõs 75% who are making it up as they go along. 

This challenge will be addressed in the chapters on strategy, 

portfolio management, voice of the customer, ideation, project 

management, and metrics. 

3) They donõt know how to rally the troops to innovate. There is 

plenty of innovation talk, but not a lot of innovation walk. That same 

2010 McKinsey study found that over 70% of organizations fail to 

effectively set formal priorities for innovation.  

When something is not formally prioritized, it may as well not exist. 

All the things that are formally prioritized will eat all the food, drink all 

the water, and breathe all the oxygen within the organization. Leaders 

must provide the setting, the means, the direct ion, and the reason for 

innovation. Formally. As a priority. 

That challenge will be addressed in the sections on mission, 

culture, the minds of innovators, and teams. 

4) Change is hard.  Few people enjoy doing stuff that is difficult to do. 

Those who have tried to go on a diet, pick up an exercise program, 

maintain a New Year resolution, quit smoking, or floss their teeth 

regularly can probably relate to this. Even those who are successful at 

dropping bad habits and picking up good habits will tell you that it 

ainõt easy. 

Change management will be discussed in the chapter on òEngine 

Oil.ó 

5) When it comes right down to it, they simply donõt value 

innovation.  

There isnõt much anyone can do to help with this one. If you see 

no reason to change (or have a compelling reason not to change), if 

you have no desire to engage in creative problem solving, if you just 

                                                      
16 Innovation and commercialization, 2010: McKinsey Global Survey results, 

August 2010.    

http://www.mckinsey.com/insights/innovation/innovation_and_commercialization_2010_mckinsey_global_survey_results
http://www.mckinsey.com/insights/innovation/innovation_and_commercialization_2010_mckinsey_global_survey_results
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want today to be exactly like yesterday and tomorrow to be exactly 

like today, then this book is not for you. Thanks for reading this far, 

though!  

What Was I Thi nking?  

Since this is a book about innovation, I need to try to be at least a little 

innovative with it.  So before you jump in and wonder what the heck is wrong 

with the author, let me explain a few points that I had in mind as I wrote. 

First, as you may have 

surmised from the title on the 

cover, I believe in simple. Stanford 

professor Kathleen Eisenhardt and 

MIT Sloan professor Donald Sull 

agree: òHow can people manage 

the complexity of the modern 

world? Our answer, grounded in 

research and real-world results, is 

that simple rules tame complexity 

better than complex solutions.ó17 

Iõll present a variety of tools 

and techniques that you can apply 

to your innovation work 

immediately. These tools are 

intentionally made simple. I 

believe that if you need a 586-

page training manual to figure out how to use a single tool, that tool is 

destined to be a dust collector. I want to give you tools that you might actually 

use. You can always get more complicated later.   

                                                      
17 Kathleen Eisenhardt and Donald Sull, Simple Rules: How to Thrive in a 

Complex World, Houghton M ifflin Harcourt, 2015.   

Figure 3: Meet Simpleton. Simpleton and 

friends will be illustrating many of the 

principles presented in this book. It doesn't 

get much simpler than a round head, 

limbs, eyes, and a mouth. 
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Second, in additi on to simple, I believe in comedy. Let me say that if you are 

looking for a book written like a congressional budget report or a helicopter 

technical manual, I sincerely hope that you find this book NOT to be for you.   

Even if youõre trying to do innovation 

for dog toothpaste, you should be having 

at least a little fun. While I present 

information that comes, as much as 

possible, from rigorous academic 

research, please be ready for me to do so 

with a dash of energy and a smidge of 

humor. 

While this isnõt intended to be Dave 

Barry Goofs on Innovation,18 I believe that 

a thin veneer of levity on the solid 

structure of academic business research 

will be the spoonful of comedic sugar 

that helps the business lesson medicine go down (to thoroughly mix my 

metaphors). Humor helps to make the information more memorable, and it 

can give you insights on the truth better than any set of facts can. Thatõs why 

the Onion News Network is by far òAmericaõs Finest News Sourceó ð the most 

truthful, if not the most factual, news source around.  

My hope here is to address a need mentioned by Constantinos Markides 

of the London Business School,19 who argues that there is a growing gap 

between what academics are learning through their research, and what actual 

business managers know and do. The research is rich, and valuable, and 

relevant, but itõs not being used. Itõs not being transformed into better doing.  

                                                      
18 No, thatõs not a real book.  I just made it up.  Sorry to disappoint you.   

19 Constantinos Markides, òCrossing the Chasm: How to Convert Relevant 

Research into Managerially Useful Research,ó The Journal of Applied 

Behavioral Science, January 2011.   

Figure 4: Why so serious?  

Innovation is fun...lighten up. 

http://www.davebarry.com/
http://www.davebarry.com/
http://www.theonion.com/
http://jab.sagepub.com/content/47/1/121.abstract
http://jab.sagepub.com/content/47/1/121.abstract
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Why would that be? Well, if youõve ever tried to read an academic article 

in a peer-reviewed journal, you know that it can be a daunting task. So much 

paper space is spent on explaining methodologies, data collection procedures, 

and statistical analyses that by the time a practitioner gets to any information 

they can really use, their retinas have detached and hung up a ògone fishingó 

sign in their brains. 

Note to all of my academic friends: 

that was NOT a criticism of your work. 

On the contrary, I am THRILLED that you 

can and do follow-through on all of 

those details, and publish them to the 

world for critical review. It takes guts and 

brains beyond what most people 

appreciate. You stand up before 

hundreds of your peers and have to 

prove your point beyond their focused 

intellectual skepticism, justifying details 

like why you used a Niedermeyer 

transformation to calculate the tangent 

of the Lumbergh curve.20 I could never do that. Thatõs why I went the 

practitioner -who-reads-and-learns-from-your-work route. 

And as a practitioner, I know that the days of people in the business world 

are filled with a whole lot of work besides keeping up -to-date on innovation 

research. Like filling out TPS reports with the right cover sheets, or paying 

attention to the WENUS while doing a data reconfiguration. 21 You simply donõt 

                                                      
20 To my knowledge, there are no such things as Niedermeyer 

transformations and Lumbergh curves. If youõd like to discuss real statistical 

analysis tools, youõll have to talk to a real academic. Iõm not a real academic, I 

just play one in books.   

21 Thanks go out to the writers of Office Space and Friends for these all-too-

close-to-reality creations.   

Figure 5: Wait, is that supposed to 

be funny? 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Fy3rjQGc6lA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o91oclUZr9g
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o91oclUZr9g
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have time left over to wade through the calculus swamp within  academic 

journal articles. 

Thatõs where this book comes in.  

You see, I want you to actually read this. Thereõs good stuff in here that 

just may help you to do things better, make dazzling new products, and save 

the world with you r creations. The least I can do is to write it in a way that you 

actually want to read it.  

Oh yeah. If the text itself doesnõt deliver any entertainment value, there 

may be a few òEaster eggsó mixed into the footnotes with serious journal 

citations to give you some occasional comic relief. 

Third,  this book is not necessarily intended to be read from beginning to 

end. It kinda starts in the middle, and lets you work your way outward from 

there. The beauty of the digital format is that you can quickly shift from topic 

to topic, simply clicking to where 

you want to go . Iõm not arrogant 

enough22 to think tha t every single 

word I write will be of benefit to 

every single reader. You can 

navigate your way through this 

book the way that is most 

interesting, most valuable, most 

timely, or most whatever-is-

important -to-you. 

Of course, if you want to read 

it from en d-to-end, you are 

welcome to do so. I promise, I 

wonõt complain. 

Fourth,  I like analogies and metaphors. I think a good analogy can serve 

to enlighten and enhance understanding, by relating the unfamiliar to the 

                                                      
22 Close, maybe, but not quite .   

Figure 6: How the book is organized. 

http://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=easter+egg
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familiar. There is a good deal of research suggesting that we humans learn by 

building on what we already know.  

I recognize, however, that analogies have their limits. No analogy is perfect. 

One of my favorite analogies is about the learning process. When you start 

learning something new, the infor mation can come at you faster than you can 

take it all in. It can be overwhelming. People often refer to that as òdrinking 

from a fire hose.ó 

While Iõve never actually 

tried to consume water from a 

fire hose, the visceral feeling I 

get from imagining the 

experience really captures 

that feeling of being 

overwhelmed. It illustrates the 

reality so much better than 

òthe information comes faster 

than you can take it all in.ó 

Therefore, I will frequently use such analogies to give you a better feeling for 

the point. 

If you find yourself reading one of my attempts at enlightening metaphor, 

and you say to yourself, òwell, Brad, thatõs not entirely accurate, because this is 

different than that in thus and such a wayêó do us both a favor, and just let it 

go. This is a book, after all, and I canõt actually have a discussion with you on 

the point.   

I realize that analogies have their limitations. But if you really push me on 

this, Iõll just throw out a couple of quotes from the great statistician George E. 

P. Box, who said, òJust as the ability to devise simple but evocative models is 

the signature of the great scientist, so overelaboration and over -

parameterization is often the mark of mediocrity.ó He also said, òEssentially, all 

models are wrong, but some are useful.ó There. That oughta put you doubters 

in your place. 

Figure 7: If you are new to innovation, this book 

might feel like drinking from a fire hose.  
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Yes, all of my analogies are imperfect and wrong in some detail or another, 

but I hope that they prove to be useful in con veying some nugget of value. 

Fifth,  this is just an overview of the innovation proce ss. Well, maybe a little 

more than that.  If the body of innovation knowledge is a pool, then consider 

this the shallow end, deeper than the baby wading pool, but not SCUBA 

certification depth.   

In trying to cover the whole end -to-end process of innovation in a single 

volume, we canõt go much deeper. I look on my bookshelf, and I have yards of 

space taken up by various books on innovation, from grand overview 

handbooks to highly specific, in-depth topical discussions. There is no way to 

do a deep dive into all topics, and still make the book readable. Keeping it 

simple is the theme, after all. 

Finally,  keep in mind that I wrote this book at a moment in time. Reality, 

however, is a constantly flowing stream of change. Therefore, if it is to be 

effective for th e long haul, this will need to be a living document.  Iõm always 

diving into the academic literature, looking for discoveries that make me say 

òholy myth-busting, Batman, thatõs amazing!ó Yeah, Iõm a nerd, I get it. But 

thatõs what I like to do. Then I like to share that information with people who 

can use it. So this book will be linked to the Pi Innovation website, 

www.3point14Innovation.com.23 That way, I can keep the information fresh, 

and up-to-date. I hate the smell of information thatõs been in the fridge past 

its expiration date. 

One terminology note: I may slip into using òinnovationó and òproduct 

developmentó interchangeably. That may annoy those of you who think of 

innovation in terms beyond just creating new goods and services to be sold to 

customers. I happen to agree with you folks (about the scope of innovation, 

not about the annoyance). Innovation isnõt just about making the next nifty 

widget for which people wi ll camp overnight, just to say they bought it before 

any of their friends could.  

                                                      
23 For the non-mathematically inclined, 3.14 æ ɵ, so 3point14Innovation is Pi 

Innovationêyou get a math lesson with every click. Just kidding.   

http://www.3point14innovation.com/
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Innovation, as I define it,24 involves creating something to serve somebody. 

That could be a physical thing, sure, but it could also be an intangible thing, 

like a method, a process, or a system. Such methods, processes, and systems 

can be treated as òproducts,ó and can be pursued in the same framework of 

principles that I describe for goods and services. If I seem to interchange 

innovation and product development sometimes, thatõs why. 

Do I Have a Foot(note) Fetish ? 

A note about  all of the footnotes . There are hundreds of õem. 

Many of the footnotes in this book are just jokes, entertaining asides, links 

to classic TV videos, or Star Trek references. Brussels sprouts come up on 

occasion. Read such footnotes at your own peril.  

Most, however, are citations to various research works in the field of 

innovation, cognitive science, psychology, business management, etc. If you 

are a stickler for the formatting of citations, Iõm just going to say this: please 

forgive me in advance. 

I tried to be consistent, but not all25 of the citations of various sources in 

the literature conform to a  generally accepted single preferred citation format.  

Frankly, such things are irrelevant to me, and the energy required to get 

everything òrightó far exceeds what I perceive to be the resulting value. My 

cost-benefit analysis was approximately as negative as the state budget of 

Illinois.26 This book would never pass Academic Journal or Doctoral 

Dissertation standards in the citation formatting department.  

                                                      
24 For the definition of innovation used in this book, go to the òWhat the 

#&%! Is Innovation, Anywayó section.   

25 Actually, none.   

26 It is possible that the only thing Illinoisõ state and local governments have 

more of than debt is corruption, but thatõs for an entirely different book ð like 

this one: Thomas J. Gradel and Dick Simpson, Corrupt Illinois: Patronage, 

Cronyism, and Criminality, University of Illinois Press, February 2015.  Hard to 



 KEEP INNOVATION SIMPLE xxi 

 

 
Go to Table 

of Contents  

My citations have two purposes: 1) to demonstrate that Iõm not making 

this stuff up , and 2) to avoid accusations of plagiarism. I learned this stuff from 

pretty smart people, and I believe in giving credit where credit is due. I also 

want to give you sufficient information to look up the source material , so that 

you can reach their own conclusions on whether my point s are valid. In fact, 

most references have hyperlinks that send you right to the material online.  

Thatõs it. Those are my only reasons for the citations. 

Hereõs an example to illustrate my utter lack of concern for citation 

formatting: 27 Compare these examples: 

 

¶ Adams, Ansel, Ansel Adams, an Autobiography. Boston : Little, Brown, 

1985. 

¶ Ansel Adams, Ansel Adams: An Autobiography (Boston: Little Brown 

and Company, 1985). 

¶ Adams, Ansel. Ansel Adams: An Autobiography. Boston: Little Brown 

and Company. 1985 

¶ Ansel Adams, Ansel Adams: An Autobiography, Little Brown and 

Company, 1985 

 

Do any one of them really offer you a better way to access the source 

material? If you believe so, please call me and explain why at 1-800-GET-OVER, 

ext. IT.  

Just kidding. I donõt even have voice mail on that line. 

                                                      

believe that òThe Land of Lincolnó takes its nickname from someone whose 

nickname was òHonest Abe.ó   

27 The first three examples are a blatant cut-n-paste from the website 

http://users.library.fullerton.edu/cbruns/citationstyles.htm , which details 

proper use of APA Format, MLA Format and Chicago/Turabian Format.  The 

bottom example is a format I just made up, so letõs officially call it Barbera/Pi 

Format.  I hope it catches on.   

http://users.library.fullerton.edu/cbruns/citationstyles.htm
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How Can You Best Use This Book?  

Because this book was written from the inside out, you can 

use it in a variety of ways to meet your needs. Whether you want 

to read it cover-to-cover for its shear entertainment value, or 

youõd rather use it as a pick-n-choose innovation reference, or 

you need to find a good product development joke, you can 

leverage the format and the built -in links to do it your way.  

Some possible alternatives: 

Meth od One: Just read it straight through. 

Duh. It is a book after all. 

 

Method Two:  Read it as if you were a pinball in the rock opera Tommy. 

At the bottom of each page is a hyperlink back to the Tab le of Contents. 

From the ToC you can click your way to any section you want to read next. 

At the end of each section, there is a òWhere do you want to go from 

here?ó grid to help guide you to any other section as well. 

And buried in the text, there are assorted hyperlinks to related content in 

the book. Just bookmark where you are, click, and go. Come back to where 

you were later. 

 

Method Three:  Get the main points quickly, get details later. 

Each section of this book starts with a òSimple Summaryó that captures the 

key ideas of the section in a succinct set of bullet points. Youõll come away with 

the important themes, just without all the subtle nuances of deep insight, and 

all those uproarious comedic comments that illustrate those points so 

memorably. Or something like that.  

 

Method Four:  Really study it with the intent to internalize it.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EK33CY68s1w
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In addition to the òSimple Summary,ó each section has a òSimple Self-

Assessment,ó with a set of questions to get you thinking about how your 

organizationõs innovation engine is currently functioning. Keep those 

questions in mind as you read. Research in learning28 has shown that one of 

the best ways to learn (and possibly the best way) is to test yourself. So ask 

yourself these questions, think about potential answers, then read on and see 

what the text says. At the end of the section, some study guide questions are 

available to aid further reflection and retention.  

You can also come up with your own questions before reading the section, 

and then look for answers as you read. Hey, if the answers arenõt there, give 

me a shout. Let me know what the questions are, and Iõll either guide you to 

where the answers can be found in the book, or research an answer for you 

and give you credit in the second edition (after I give you the inside exclusive, 

first). 

If you are intent on really absorbing this material, repeated testing will 

make a big difference over just reading, highlight ing, and writing comments in 

the margin. And if you are reading this on a digital screen of some sort, those 

margin comments wreak havoc on the resale value of your device. 

 

Method Five:  However you darn well please.  

 

Enjoy! Let me know what you think . 

 

Wishing you many happy innovations,

                                                      
28 John Dunlosky, Katherine A. Rawson, Elizabeth J. Marsh, Mitchell J. Nathan, 

and Daniel T. Willingham, òImproving Studentsõ Learning with Effective 

Learning Techniques: Promising Directions from Cognitive and Educational 

Psychology,ó Psychological Science in the Public Interest, January 2013.   

http://www.3point14innovation.com/#!contact/cg60
http://www.3point14innovation.com/#!contact/cg60
http://www.indiana.edu/~pcl/rgoldsto/courses/dunloskyimprovinglearning.pdf
http://www.indiana.edu/~pcl/rgoldsto/courses/dunloskyimprovinglearning.pdf
http://www.indiana.edu/~pcl/rgoldsto/courses/dunloskyimprovinglearning.pdf
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THE WHOLE DARN BOOK 
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Simple Self -Assessment ð The Core 
Rate yourself on the following questions. To benchmark 

yourself against others, complete the online survey here . 

¶ How innovative would you say that your organization is?  
 Innovation?  We are òCaptain Innovationó 

 Whatõs That? in our industry 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

¶ Does everyone in your organization agree about what  

òinnovation ó means? 
 Everybody shares 

 Nobody has a clue a common definition  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

¶ How aware is your organization  of research into effective  

innovation?  
 There is such a thing? Not just awareêwe live ôem 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

¶ How up -to -date are your innovation practices?  
Neanderthal Ahead of our time  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

¶ How collaborative are the different functions in your 

organization?  
 Silos that never  A well-oiled 

 speak to each other collaboration machine 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

¶ How clearly defined are your innovation processes?  
 òThrow-against the wall  Clearly defined 

 and see what sticksó and documented 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

¶ How well do you actually  follow the defined processes?  
 We always follow 

 Follow what? it to the letter  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 

http://www.3point14innovation.com/#!keeping-innovation-simple--self-assessm/ccgc
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Simple Summary ð Core of Innovation  
Key take -aways you should get out of this section:  

¶ Innovation ð done right ð drives progress: improved standards of living , 

quality, and quantity of life; organizational longevity and performance.  

¶ Innovation occurs at the intersection of novelty/creativity, value/problem 

solving, and reality/execution. 

¶ òBest practices,ó has become a clich®, overused and trite. Moreover, what 

is best for one organization is not necessarily best for another.  

¶ What you need are fundamental guid ing principles. Principles with the 

weight of evidence behind them.  Such evidence-based practices are not 

simply activities that work under specif ic conditions, in specific industries, 

at specific times, but rather they can work anywhere, anytime.  

¶ Evidence-based practices are not one-size-fits-all prescriptives, nor are 

they suggestions for mere imitation . Your job is to understand the 

principles so that you can apply them to your specific circumstances, and 

then derive your specific solutions. 

¶ These are principles for innovation that, if you follow them, will help you 

and your organization deliver more successful innovations, more often . 

¶ Manage your expectations. Evidence-based practices do not promise 

innovation utopia.  Such a place does not exist. Practicing innovation is 

inherently risky. Risk means the possibility ð the necessity ð of failure. 

These practices will help you succeed more often, with higher rewards, 

but will not guarantee success at all times, everywhere. 

¶ It bears repeating: these generally applicable principles must be applied 

to your specific industry, culture, and capabilities to define the specific 

systems for your organization.  Simply doing what someone else did will 

not help if it doesnõt fit your organization. 

¶ This book uses the òinnovation engineó model instead of the classic 

òinnovation funneló model. Innovation is an intentional act of the 

innovator, not a passive thing that just happens. The engine model 

captures the variety of components that must work together to  drive 

innovation forward. The engine model also captures the variety of forms 

that engines can take to meet the particular needs of the work at hand.  
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The Whole  Book in 10 Bullet Points  

These are the simple things you need to do to innovate effectively: 

¶ Align everyone in your organization to a common goal and means of 

achieving it. 

¶ Understand the people that your organization is trying to serve.  

¶ Solve their problems in new and better ways that you are capable of 

delivering. 

¶ Understand the people in your organization and how they think.  

¶ Organize your people and processes to make it easy for them to create 

value. 

¶ Do the best you can with what youõve got ð donõt settle for less, donõt 

demand more. 

¶ Communicate clearly and effectively to all of your stakeholders. 

¶ Donõt expect innovation to just happen ð it will always be a risky, difficult 

endeavor. 

¶ Measure the important things that will get you to your goal.  

¶ Change is hard. Even beneficial change. Know how to make it happen. 

Never stop doing the hard work of changing for the better.  

There. It doesnõt get much simpler than that, right? 

What the #&%! is Innovation, Anyway?  

So letõs talk about the core topic of this book. What exactly is innovation? 

You may be thinking, òSeriously? Do we really have to spend time on that? 

I know what innovation is!ó Well, consider this from an article in MIT Sloan 

Magazine: 

 

òFaced with slow growth, commoditization and global 

competition, m any CEOs view innovation as critical to 

corporate success. William Ford Jr., chairman and CEO of Ford 

Motor Co., recently announced that, ô[f]rom this point onward, 
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innovation will be the compass by which the company sets its 

directionõ and that Ford ôwill adopt innovation as its core 

business strategy going forward.õ Echoing those comments, 

Jeffrey Immelt, chairman and CEO of General Electric Co., has 

talked about the ôInnovation Imperative,õ a belief that 

innovation is central to the success of a company and the only 

reason to invest in its future. Thus GE is pursuing around 100 

ôimagination breakthroughõ projects to drive growth though 

innovation. And Steve Ballmer, Microsoft Corp.õs CEO, stated 

recently that ôinnovation is the only way that Microsoft can 

keep customers happy and competitors at bay.õó29 

 

Then the next paragraph begins with the disconcerting question, òBut what 

exactly is innovation?ó 

I get the sense that the business leaders and media pundits of the world 

arenõt all talking about the same thing when they say that word. And the 

products and services they keep churning out as their òinnovationsó make me 

question what they mean, too.  

So, before embarking on a journey into the principles of innovation, we 

should probably establish what innovation is. Letõs start where any reasonable 

person starts when looking for a definition.  The dictionary. 

The Mirriam-Webster Online Dictionary defines innovation thusly: 

Innovation   noun  in·no·va·tion \ῄi-nᴅ- v̈͂à-shᴅn\  

1: the introduction of something new  

2: a new idea, method, or device; novelty 

When I dug that definition up, I noticed a heading called òRhymes with 

Innovation.ó It cited such words as òabdication,ó òaberration,ó òabnegation,ó 

and òabrogation,ó all of which could be applied to whoever came up with this 

                                                      
29 Mohanbir Sawhney, Robert C. Wolcott and Inigo Arroniz, òThe 12 Different 

Ways for Companies to Innovate,ó MIT Sloan Management Review, April 2006.   

http://sloanreview.mit.edu/article/the-different-ways-for-companies-to-innovate/
http://sloanreview.mit.edu/article/the-different-ways-for-companies-to-innovate/
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entirely unsatisfactory definition.  Noah Webster should be turning over in his 

casket at that one. 

Neither satisfying nor useful.  

So I naturally went next to where we all go in the modern world when we 

need some knowledge. So what does the Google have to say? A search of 

òdefinition of innovationó returns about 250,000,000 results (in just 0.47 

seconds ð consider my mind blown). Readers, I love you and everything, but I 

just canõt go through all quarter-billion pages for you. If you really want to 

know what they all say, youõre just going to have to do that for yourselves. 

Most of the satisfying definitions have a good deal of overlap, and vary 

only by some wordsmithing and nuance. Rather than try to come up with some 

super definition that trumps all others, Iõm going to give you what I see as the 

definition of innovation in a picture ð saving you a thousand words worth of 

reading.  

  

Figure 8: The definition of innovation according to the Pi 

Innovation pict ure dictionary 
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Real innovation comes at the intersection of three elements: creativity, 

significance, and execution. Or call them ònovelty,ó òvalue,ó and òreality.ó Or use 

ònew and different,ó òproblem solving,ó and òimplementation.ó I suppose there 

are many ways to express the general meaning of those three circles. That is 

why I didnõt wordsmith a pithy little definition. Whatever words you choose to 

describe it, just remember that innovation occurs where those three things all 

come together. 

If any one of those three elements is missing, itõs not innovation.  

Creativity is the most recognized element of innovation for most people. 

Being creative and novel gives your product a competitive advantage. Even if 

it solves a problem for your customer in a way that they value, and you actually 

deliver it to them in the real world, without novelty, itõs nothing more than the 

status quo. Itõs an existing commodity. Itõs not an innovation.30 

Significance means that it makes a positive difference for someone. If it 

doesnõt do something valuable for your customer, itõs also not an innovation. 

You can come up with a whacky, unique idea and make it into reality, but if it 

doesnõt do something that people value, itõs just a useless trinket, like a pet 

rock.31 Okay, Iõll concede that when they first came out, pet rocks were valued 

                                                      
30 Not surprisingly, research demonstrates that novelty is indeed critically 

important to new product success and helps drive competitive advantage.  

See, for example, Subin Im, Mitzi M. Montoya, and John P. Workman Jr., 

òAntecedents and Consequences of Creativity in Product Innovation Teams,ó 

Journal of Product Innovation Management, January 2013.   

31 In fact, as Im, Montoya, and Workman point out: òNew ideas may be 

perceived as simply weird or bizarre by the target audience if they are novel 

or unique but carry no meaning (i.e., the extent to which outputs are 

perceived as appropriate and useful by the targeted audience)ênovelty in 

and of itself may imply an unreliable or untrustworthy pr oduct.ó Thus, pet 

rocks. Note: I slightly rearranged the words to flow better here, but they  are 

all in the paper and consistent with its meaning.   

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1540-5885.2012.00887.x/abstract
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as gag gifts, but that ran its course quickly. Humankind has matured enough 

since then to recognize their utter lack of value. At least most of us have. 

Finally, without the element of execution in the real world,  in a way that 

people can actually experience the value, youõve got nothing but a unicorn. It 

may be a fantastical, magical, wonderful concept, with the power to save the 

world, but if you canõt make it into something that actually provides real value 

to your customers, itõs just a fantasy. It is not an innovation. 32 

Innovation must have creativity, significance, and execution. All three. 

Note also, in this definition, what innovation is not:  itõs not just about being 

high-tech. Itõs not just about generating patents.  Itõs not just about being 

connected to the interweb.  Itõs not just about coming up with the radical 

breakthrough that will change the world.  

Itõs also not just about products that go up for sale. Business models can 

be innovations. The iPod was not just a gadget. It was a rethinking of how 

media can be distributed and enjoyed. 

Itõs not just about things you sell to people outside your organization. 

Internal processes and systems can (and should!) be innovations. Finding a new 

and more efficient means of sharing information than changing the cover 

sheets on a TPS report (stapled with a red Swingline® stapler, of course) meets 

the criteria necessary for innovation.33 

There are many ways to innovate. We can intuitively sense that a new-to-

the-world product employing a new and unique technology and delivering 

market-changing value (like the world wide web) is different than an extension 

to an existing product set employing existing technology an d adding only 

incremental value to the market (like adding rutabaga-kumquat to a line of 

                                                      
32 Okay, so I donõt have academic research saying that new products that are 

never executed donõt succeed.  I suppose they donõt fail, either.  Iõm just 

going to take it as a statement of the obvious that if it doesnõt exist, it canõt 

do much.  If you can prove me wrong on that, let me know.   

33 Thanks to the brilliant movie Office Space for illustrating the potential value 

of business process innovation so poignantly.    

http://www.3point14innovation.com/#!contact/cg60
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iced tea flavors). Some will land you a guest spot on the Tonight Show. Most 

will not.  But they can all add value to the world, and thatõs not a bad thing. 

Since the word innovation by itself  covers a wide range of possibilities, letõs 

break innovation down to a few types.  As we do, though, letõs be clear that 

there may not be clear lines distinguishing between them. Thatõs okay. Just as 

the colors of a rainbow donõt have clear lines distinguishing between them, we 

can still name all the colors after Roy G. Biv.34  

There is no single means of classifying innovations,35 so Iõll share how I like 

to think o f it.36 Once again, Iõll define the terms with a picture, rather than 

getting bogged down in wordsmithing the perfect definitions.  Just take a look 

at Figure 9. 

An innovation can either apply a novel technology to a problem, introduce 

a novel solution to a market, or both.   

Consider òthe marketó to be the people for whom you are doing the 

innovating, those who will derive value from it.  This can be the market in the 

sense that most people think about it, where goods and services are 

                                                      
34 In case your grade school science teacher didnõt teach colors that way, Roy 

G. Biv is a mnemonic for red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, and violet. 

Now youõll ace that colors of the rainbow exam.   

35 Rosanna Garcia and Roger Calantone, òA critical look at technological 

innovation typology and innovativeness terminology: a literature review,ó The 

Journal of Product Innovation Management, September 2003.  Iõm glad 

someone is trying to narrow the number of definitions out there.   

36 I know I said I wouldnõt just try to sell my own ideas, but there is research 

support for this.  My classifications of òIncremental,ó òEvolutionary,ó and 

òRadicaló roughly correspond to Garcia and Calantoneõs òIncremental,ó òReally 

New,ó and òRadical.ó  I just donõt like the term òreally new,ó and I donõt think 

the lines between them are quite as definitive as they strive to make them.  

They have a different purpose ð academic research clarity and consistency.  

Iõm just trying to keep the understanding and execution of innovation simple 

for the rest of us. Feel free to call the categories whatever seems meaningful 

to you and your organization.  My feelings wonõt be hurt.   

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1540-5885.1920110/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1540-5885.1920110/abstract
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exchanged for money. However, it need not be just external to the 

organization. Internal innovations can be just as valuable, so think of your 

internal customers as well. Fixing the way cover sheets are placed on TPS 

reports could be an innovation (incremental), or replacing TPS reports with 

direct 

mind-link devices among all employees would be an innovation (radicalêand 

dangerousêI donõt want everyone knowing what Iõm thinking in some of those 

meetings). 

As for technology, donõt think of it as just referring to  digital -internet -

electronic-computer-laser-quantum types of stuff . Technology simply means 

how something gets done. That will include digital -internet -electronic-

Figure 9: The categories of innovation according to the Pi 

Innovation picture dictionary  
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computer-laser-quantum things , but it will also include seed-planting methods 

for farmers, ratchets on wrenches, and scissors for cutting pizza.37 

For both market newness and technology newness, the degree of novelty 

falls on a continuum. It can be as small as changing a product color from black 

to red, yellow, and blue,38 to as big as creating the industrial revolution with a 

practical steam engine.39  

Incremental innovations  involve small changes to existing products , with 

existing technologies, and within  existing markets. The level of novelty is 

limited to enhancements, feature additions, and the like. Examples could 

include a cost reduction by switching to a new component supplier, bundling 

existing services together into a new single offering, or adding a pumpkin spice 

fragrance to a line of menõs deodorant.40 

Evolutionary innovation  involves breaking into a new market, or 

leveraging a new technology. The Sony Walkman, for example, created a new 

market with an existing technology by making that technology portable.  The 

                                                      
37 No, really.  https://dreamfarm.com /us/scizza/     

38 The only time this was a big innovation was when General Motors teamed 

up with DuPont to make inexpensive colored cars a reality, and taking market 

leadership from slow-reacting Henry òany customer can have a car painted 

any color that he wants so long as it is blackó Ford.  Yes, even the great 

innovators have blind spots.   

39 In the information age, we tend to forget about such life -altering events 

from past centuries.  Fortunately, there are historians who appreciate and can 

tell a good historic story.  Check out William Rosen, The Most Powerful Idea in 

the World: A Story of Steam, Industry, and Invention, University of Chicago 

Press, 2012.   

40 Iõve always wanted my pits to smell like Starbucks in the fall. Not really. Just 

a comedy joke.   

https://dreamfarm.com/us/scizza/
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Canon LaserJet leveraged a new ink application technology in the  existing 

paper printer market.41 

Radical innovation  involves both new markets and new technologies. The 

steam engine. The internet. The warp engine, replicator, and transporter that 

havenõt been invented yet, but soon will be according to Gene Roddenberryõs 

team.42 

I wonõt be using the very popular term òdisruptiveó to classify innovation. 

Why not? After all, itõs a very popular word in the popular press. Did I mention 

that itõs popular? 

The problem with talking about òdisruptionó and òdisruptive innovationó is 

that there is a conflict between what it means in the very particular sense 

originally framed up by Clay Christensen in The Innovatorõs Dilemma, The 

Innovators Solution, and Seeing Whatõs Next, and what the average ordinary 

mortal business person means by disruption. In the former sense, a particular 

innovation must fit a specific set of criteria to be considered disruptive, 43 and 

                                                      
41 Both examples were taken from Garcia and Calantone, òA critical look at 

technological innovation typology and innovativeness terminology: a 

literature review,ó The Journal of Product Innovation Management, September 

2003.    

42 Less than fifty years to go, unless the Borg successfully travel back to our 

time and assimilate us all.   

43 Those characteristics are:  ò(1) the innovation initially underperforms on the 

attributes mainstream customers value; (2) the new features offered by the 

innovation are not valued by the mai nstream customers; (3) the innovation 

typically is more simple and cheaper and is offered at a lower price than 

existing products; (4) at the time of its introduction, the innovation appeals to 

a low-end, price-sensitive customer segment, thus limiting the profit 

potential for incumbents; and (5) over time, further developments improve 

the innovationõs performance on the attributes mainstream customers value 

to a level where the innovation begins to attract more of these customers.ó  

Courtesy of Vijay Govindarajan and Praveen K. Kopalle, òThe Usefulness of 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1540-5885.1920110/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1540-5885.1920110/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1540-5885.1920110/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1540-5885.2005.00176.x/abstract?userIsAuthenticated=false&deniedAccessCustomisedMessage=
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not all dramatic, industry-altering innovations fit those  criteria. In the latter 

sense, pretty much anytime a businessperson feels blind-sided by a 

competitive move that they failed to foresee, they consider themselves 

disrupted.44 

Donõt get me wrong. The concept of disruptive innovation (under the 

narrow academic definition) is important.  Iõm not dismissing it. Iõm just going 

to declare it beyond the scope of this book to discuss in detail. For now, just 

understand that òdisruptiveó in the Christensen sense is not the same thing as 

òradical,ó òbreakthrough,ó òrevolutionary,ó or any other word that you chose to 

use for that third category. 

Innovation is NOT an Expense  

Thereõs one other component in the definition of innovation that I havenõt 

yet mentioned. Innovation is an investment. It is not an expense. If you see me 

at a cocktail party, donõt get me started on how annoying it is that most 

innovation expenditures are treated by generally accepted accounting 

principles as expenses. Itõs one of my bigger professional pet peeves. 

                                                      

Measuring Disruptiveness of Innovations Ex Post in Making Ex Ante 

Predictions,ó Journal of Product Innovation Management, January 2006.   

44 This is not just sarcasm on my part.  As Erwin Danneels says in òDisruptive 

Technology Reconsidered: A Critique and Research Agenda,ó Journal of 

Product Innovation Management, July 2004, òA question that remains is 

whether a technology is inherently disruptive or if ôdisruptivenessõ is a 

function of the perspective of the companies subject to it.ó  Thatõs academic-

ese for òif someone hands you your lunch in the marketplace, you will say 

youõve been disrupted.ó  And almost two decades after Christensen 

introduced his concept of disruptive innovation, articles in Harvard Business 

Review continue to argue whether innovations are disruptive (see, for 

example, òTeslaõs Not as Disruptive as You Might Think,ó May 2015).  Clearly, 

Iõm not going to resolve the issue in this book.    

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1540-5885.2005.00176.x/abstract?userIsAuthenticated=false&deniedAccessCustomisedMessage=
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1540-5885.2005.00176.x/abstract?userIsAuthenticated=false&deniedAccessCustomisedMessage=
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.0737-6782.2004.00076.x/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.0737-6782.2004.00076.x/abstract
https://hbr.org/2015/05/teslas-not-as-disruptive-as-you-might-think
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As I said, innovation is an investment. Like any investment, it is one that 

involves risk and uncertain payoff. The evidence-based practices discussed in 

this book will help you to do your innovation investing wisely.  

Remember the financial market collapse of 2008? Although the causes of 

the collapse were numerous and complex, a significant contributor was  too 

many people investing too much money in innovative but unproven financial 

instruments. When those instruments proved to be far riskier than believed, 

bad things happened.  

Remember the dot.com tech bubble burst of 2001? As the BBC reported 

at the time, òWarren Buffett took a pasting for ignoring the 1999 surge in 

dot.com stocks. Now he is enjoying the last laugh.ó45 

If you think of innovation as an investment, then the i nvestment advice 

you get in this book will not be to dump all of your money in the latest real 

estate derivatives, nor will I use a sock monkey to convince you to invest in 

Pets.com. Rather, Iõm going to tell you to do the hard work of creating a 

diversified portfolio of investments that matches your risk profile and time 

horizon, using well-understood and proven investment strategies.   

Think of it like this. Say you have $100,000 to invest. You could go to a 

roulette table in Vegas, put it all on double -zero, and hope for a $3,500,000 

payout. And you just might get itêafter all, it does happen 2.6% of the time. 

Of course, 97.4% of the time, you go home broke.  

Alternatively, you could stick the money under the mattress. You may not 

get anything for it, but  at least you wonõt lose it. Just stick with the status quo, 

and be safe. Take out a little at a time to pay a bill here and there, or to cover 

an unexpected rainy day expense. Until the day that you reach under the 

mattress, and find only enough loose change to buy yourself a can of pop (or 

soda or coke, depending on what part of the world  youõre from) at the local 

convenience store. 

Or, you could invest the money in anything from a simple savings account 

to precious metals to government bonds to corporate  stocks. You could create 

                                                      
45 BBC News World Edition Business, Tuesday, 13 March, 2001.   

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/business/1217716.stm
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a portfolio that aims at the return you need within  an acceptable level of risk. 

You grow your returns, and over time, build something to retire on, so that you 

donõt have to work as a Walmart greeter when you are 87 years old. 

The same is true for innovation investments.  

You could place your bet on that one big idea.  After all, you just read the 

òHow I Did Itó issue of Inc. magazine, and thatõs how the new rich-and-famous 

entrepreneur did it.  Unfortunately, you will likely find out the hard way that 

such hits donõt happen very often. For every entrepreneur that made it big on 

their one great idea, there are fifty, a hundred, or five-hundred that ended up 

filling out grill master job applications at the local Burger Barn. 

You could just keep doing what you and everyone else in your industry are 

already doing. It was successful before; why wouldnõt it continue to be 

successful? Youõre good at it, so stick with it. Until, that is, better services and 

better products are offered by som eone else, and your old reliable customers 

start lining up at that someone elseõs shop door. 

Or, you could look into how to invest your innovation dollar wisely.  

Understand the investment principles that have been proven to work.  Devote 

the time to figurin g out how those enduring principles apply to your industry 

and to your organization. Make the investments that will ensure a return now 

and into the future, for you, for your investors, for your customers, for  all the 

stakeholders involved. 

The purpose of this book is to share the general principles and best 

practices of wise innovation investment, in a way that you can apply to your 

organization immediately.  If you implement these principles, you will improve 

your innovation outcomes ð success rates, returns on investment, customer 

satisfaction, revenue, profitability, mission fulfillment ð whatever measures46 

are meaningful for you. 

Will every effort be a home run? No. But you will win more ballgames, 

guaranteed. 

                                                      
46 For more on innovation metrics, go to the sections on òInnovation for Fun 

and Profitó and òInnovation for Fun and Not -for-Profit.ó   
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Why the #&%!  Should You Innovate?  

If things like profitability, return on investment, return on assets, return on 

sales, topline sales, sales per employee, employment growth, EBITDA, market 

share, margins, and sustainable competitive advantage are important to you, 

then you should innovate. More innovative organizations deliver more of all of 

those things.47 If you are a nonprofit, finding ways to innovate and adapt is 

critically important to delivering against your mission ð and the financial 

soundness from metrics just mentioned will help sustain your organization to 

pursue its mission on into the future. 48 

Those are the visible benefits of innovation. Less obvious is the intangible 

value of having a reputation as an innovator. Companies that develop such a 

reputation have more loyal customers. They have customers that are more 

involved with and excited about the organization . And their customers are 

even more tolerant of their failures.49  

Imagine that ð the more innovative you are perceived to be, the more 

forgiving your customers are. Your innovation risk profile goes down as your 

innovation reputation goes up.  

If you are a non-profit, donõt think to yourself that you donõt have 

òcustomers.ó You do. The people you help with your services are customers. 

Your volunteers are customers. Your donors are customers. People of the 

community are customers. 

                                                      
47 Mary M. Crossan and Marina Apaydin, òA Multi -Dimensional Framework of 

Organizational Innovation: A Systematic Review of the Literature,ó Journal of 

Management Studies, September 2010.   

48 Mark H. Moore, òThe Public Value Scorecard: A Rejoinder and an 

Alternative to 'Strategic Performance Measurement and Management in 

Non-Profit Organizations' by Robert Kaplan,ó Hauser Center for Nonprofit 

Organizations Working Paper No. 18, May 2003.   

49 David H. Henard and Peter A. Dacin, òReputation for Product Innovation: Its 

Impact on Consumers,ó Journal of Product Innovation Management, 2010.   

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1467-6486.2009.00880.x/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1467-6486.2009.00880.x/abstract
http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/Papers.cfm?abstract_id=402880
http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/Papers.cfm?abstract_id=402880
http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/Papers.cfm?abstract_id=402880
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1540-5885.2010.00719.x/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1540-5885.2010.00719.x/abstract
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Peter Drucker stated it well: òBecause the purpose of business is to create 

a customer, the business enterprise has two ð and only two ð basic functions: 

marketing and innovation. Marketing and innovation produce re sults; all the 

rest are costs.ó50 And donõt let the òbusinessó word make you think that it 

doesnõt apply to nonprofits. It does. 

In the time since Drucker wrote those words, the study and teaching of 

marketing took off, with practically every business school on the planet 

featuring extensive coursework on the subject. US News and World Report has 

been annually ranking which schools are best at teaching it. Meanwhile, 

òinnovation,ó has almost been an afterthought. Perhaps it would get 

mentioned in one lecture of one of those marketing classes. For me, it was in 

a class on operations management.51 

I wonder how many businesses would still be in operation if innovation 

had received equal attention in that time span.  

Remember Blockbuster Video?52 If you donõt, click on the picture in Figure 

10 for a brief video from the Onion News Network 53 to relive history. 

In just ten years, Blockbuster went from having 9000 outlet s and 

dominating their market, to closing all of their stores and declaring bankruptcy. 

This dramatic fall of the mighty was largely due to lack of innovation  in a 

                                                      
50 Peter Drucker, The Practice of Management, Harper Business Reissue 

Edition, 2006.   

51 Fortunately for me, my operations class was taught by Dr. Abbie Griffin, 

one of the renowned thought leaders and researchers in the field of product 

development and innovation. I owe a great deal to her, not only for teaching 

me then, but continuing to teach me much of what I know about the subje ct 

today. Thanks, Abbie!   

52 You probably do, since reading this book implies that you are old enough 

to have been around in the early 2000s, when Blockbuster Video stores were 

as ubiquitous as coffee shops and drug stores.   

53 The ònewsó network that comes closest to sharing the truth , even if not 

sharing any actual facts.   
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changing marketplace. Blockbuster 

could have benefited from some 

innovation education . 

Thatõs any easy statement to 

make, of course, with the benefit of 

hindsight. Itõs easy to ridicule the 

strategic miscues made by 

Blockbusterõs leadership. How 

could they be so myopic? Thank 

goodness that never happens in 

any organization I know of.54 

I had the good fortu ne to speak with someone involved in Blockbusterõs 

2007 strategic decision to focus on physical, brick-and-mortar video rentals 

and avoid entering online media streaming.55 This individual was smart. Darn 

smart. The other people involved in the decision were just as smart. The reality 

is that they made a decision that made sense, corresponded with the data at 

hand, and yet still proved to be wrong . And thatõs one reason so many 

organizations get beaten by innovation.  

The point here is that innovation is hard.  Innovation goes against our bias 

to maintain the status quo .56 It goes against our preference for acting 

according to the certain now rather than the uncertain future.  57 Unless you are 

enabled to act in a conscious, deliberate, and systematic way, creating the 

                                                      
54 Yeah, right. Iõve seen this happen in numerous organizations. Did you catch 

the references to Virgin Records and Borders Books at the end of the video? 

This kind of thing happens all the time, everywhere.   

55 Whose name is withheld to protect the innocent.    

56 For more on cognitive biases, go to the òCognitive Biasesó section.   

57 Jennifer S. Mueller, Shimul Melwani, Jack A. Goncalo, òThe bias against 

creativity: Why people desire but reject creative ideas,ó Psychological Science, 

January 2012.   

Figure 10: Just click to take advantage of 

the miracle of the internet and watch this 

ONN video. 

http://pss.sagepub.com/content/23/1/13
http://pss.sagepub.com/content/23/1/13
http://www.theonion.com/video/historic-blockbuster-store-offers-glimpse-of-how-m-14233
http://www.theonion.com/video/historic-blockbuster-store-offers-glimpse-of-how-m-14233
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future rather than be coming victims of it, you just may find yourself to be the 

target of that  òhow could they be so stupidó ridicule as people in the not -too -

distant future look back on what you are doing today.  

 

The Innovation Engine  

Now that youõve dipped your toes into the warm waters of innovation, itõs 

time to wade in a little deeper.  This book will provide you a metaphorical mask 

and snorkel that will enable you to dive in and see beneath the surface of the 

various parts of a complete innovation system.  

It is impossible to cover every topic in complete depth ð and that would 

defeat the purpose of keeping innovation simple.  To overuse the swimming 

metaphor, this book is not intended to provide SCUBA certification, diving to 

the full depths of each topic.  That may come in future publications.  For now, if 

you find yourself interested in a deeper dive, please contact Pi Innovation at 

www.3point14innovation.com.  

The following chapters divide an innovation system into various 

components. This is done for clarity, not because there are clean breaks 

between those components. 

The components of an 

innovation system are highly 

interlinked. One part depends 

on another, which depends 

on yet another, which feeds 

back into the first.   

Donõt get too hung up on 

the complexity diagrammed 

in Figure 11. Embrace the 

chaos! This book will clarify 

things, and show you how the 

pieces work together. Thatõs 

Figure 11: Even this overview Innovation Engine 

diagram doesn't get at the full complexity. B ut it 

should help to convey why we don't try to cover 

everything all at once. 

http://www.3point14innovation.com/
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what true simplicity is ð making the complex clear. 

Shifting gears a bit (pun intended ð youõll see what I mean in a moment), 

letõs look at another analogy for an innovation system. I call it the Innovation 

Engine (there it isêgears, engineêpunny, right?). 

Traditionally, innovation has been modeled as a funnel. The wide end 

represented the many ideas that you start with, which, over time, are narrowed 

down to the few ideas that are actually executed. This model has been built 

upon and modified over the years to address different aspects of innovation, 

but conceptually, itõs been basically the same thing for decades. 

Iõve used the model myself in my 

career, but the more Iõve thought about 

it, the more I have a problem with it.  Itõs 

way too limited to really help 

conceptualize a system that an 

organization can follow. Iõve seen 

groups try to force fit it into defining 

their processes, and it ended up either 

confusing people or being utterly 

ignored. 

The key problem with it is that it is 

passive. Think about it. A funnel doesnõt 

do anything of its own accord.  It relies 

on the outside force of gravity to pull 

stuff through it.  This is especially ironic for the innovation funnel, which is more 

often than not represented horizontally.  Have you ever tried to pour 

something through a horizontal funnel?  Stuff either just lays there, inert and 

motionless, or it makes a big olõ mess on the kitchen counter. Sadly, that is all 

too accurate a representation of many innovation systems in may 

organizations. 

It is far more useful to imagine the innovation system being an engine.  

Something that you control and use to drive your organization forward.  

Something with a variety of components that operate together to make 

Figure 12: The funnel model of 

innovation - start with a whole bunch 

of ideas, and whittle them away as 

time goes on. 



 KEEP INNOVATION SIMPLE 21 

 

 
Go to Table 

of Contents  

desirable work happen. Something that exists in a variety of forms that can be 

adapted to the particular needs of the work they are designed to do.  

Figure 13 offers examples of a variety of engines, from that on a rubber-

band airplane, to a modern rocket engine. The questions to you: which type of 

engine is the best? 

[Cue òFinal Jeopardyó theme music while you mull that over]  

Ready to check your answer? 

The correct answer is: it depends. 

You may have thought òwell, Brad, the Rocketdyne F-1 engines used in the 

first stage of NASAõs Saturn V rocket design remain the most powerful and 

complex such engines ever built, so Iõm going to go with that.ó Answering that 

way would make you a nerd (which I offer as a high compliment, and I find to 

be very endearing). It would also make you wrong. 

Figure 13: Engines come in a variety of forms, sizes, and levels of complexity 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vXGhvoekY44
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The reason it is wrong is that the best engine is the one that serves its 

purpose best. Yes, the rocket engine is incredibly powerful and fast and can 

get huge payloads to escape earthõs gravity. However, if your purpose is to 

provide entertainment to an eight -year-old, you will find that the rubber band 

airplane engine makes a far better choice. 

And that provides a good ill ustration of how this book works: start with a 

universal theme (you need an innovation engine to drive your organization 

into the future), then determine how that fundamental principle can be applied 

to your specific circumstances (design that engine against the capabilities, 

objectives, and resources of your particular organization). 

To generalize what an engine is, 

Iõve broken it into three 

components, all of which begin with 

C to make it easy to remember: 

Creation, Conversion, and Control. 

Clever!58  

Each of these systems will be 

further broken down into their 

components. Again, this is not 

because such components exist 

independently of one another.  Just 

like the starter system, fuel system, 

exhaust system, and cooling system are all interconnected in a car engine, so 

are the systems of the innovation engine. If any individual system breaks down, 

the whole engine stops. However, itõs much easier to describe and understand 

all that is going on when the systems are broken into their parts. And simplicity, 

as we know, is about clarity and understanding. 

As each part is discussed, youõll see that there are links to other parts of 

the book available. These links are there to help you quickly jump between 

                                                      
58 How about that? Another word beginning with C. I can sense how 

impressed you are.   

Figure 14: The three components of an 

Innovation Engine. 
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components and sub-components that are linked together . You can choose to 

jump around from topic to topic, or to read straight through.  Do whatever 

helps your understanding the mo st. Itõs your book after all. 

The Control System  

Youõll notice that the discussion starts with the control system. That may 

seem counter-intuitive if you are expecting things to start with the creation 

system. Please donõt assume that starting with the control system means that 

I advocate a top -down command-and-control  approach to innovation.  I 

absolutely donõt. 

The reason for starting with the control system is the nature of the 

components. These components ð Mission, Culture, Strategy, and Portfolio 

Management ð offer the guidance required to channel innovation energy in 

the right direction. It bears repeating that these sub-components do not fall 

exclusively under òcontrol,ó but are inextricably linked to all parts of the 

innovation system. They can best be understood in their parts, but must be 

assembled together as a whole to be effective. 

Mission  is the whole reason for doing the innovation work in the first 

place. It is the goal you want ultimately to achieve. It connects everything else 

together. If something is not relevant to the mission, it shouldnõt be done at 

all. 

 

Simple Mission Tool: The Mission Definition Template 

 

Culture  is òthe way we do things around here.ó If your organization were 

a computer, culture would be the operating system. Everything you try to do 

must fit the organizational culture, or it  will not work any better than a 

PlayStation game will work in an Xbox. Culture can be changed, but it is a long, 

slow, and difficult process. In the short run, your efforts need to match your 

culture. In the long-run, though, you can (and should) adjust your culture to 

best serve your mission. 
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Simple Culture Tools: Competing Values Framework, Change Management 

Guide 

 

Strategy  is the plan for achieving the mission. Strategy is also an onion 

that comes in layers. In the context of this book, we will focus on the innovation 

strategy specifically, which is one of the pillars of an overall organizational 

strategy. Like an architectural pillar supporting an overarching roof, the 

innovation strategy must support the overarching organizational strategy, 

which, in turn, supports the organizational mission. 

 

Simple Strategy Tools: The SWOT Matrix, The Five Forces PLUS, Product 

Life-Cycle Map, Attribute Opportunity Map , Blue Ocean Canvas, Innovation 

Radar, Ten Types of Innovation, Value Web Mapping, Innovation 

Roadmapping Template, Simple Innovation Plan, Open Innovation Strategy 

Matrix. 

 

Portfolio Management  is where the strategy talk meets the execution 

walk. Itõs where resources are allocated against efforts. Without effective 

portfolio management, confusion and over -extension will rule.  

 

Simple Portfolio Tools: Strategic Buckets Map, Risk/Reward Map, Project 

Type Map; Time Horizon Map, Urgency Assessment Map, Project Scorecards. 

 

The Creation System  

Next, the Creation system will discuss customer understanding, the mental 

game of innovation, and idea generation and refinement. 

Customer understanding  means deeply empathizing with the real needs 

of those you are trying to serve, and using those needs to guide your 

innovation effort. It is also known as òVoice of the Customeró in innovation 

circles ð although tha t name is a hotly debated topic. Delivering something 

people really need is not up for debate. What is hotly debated is the way in 
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which those needs are identified. There is violent agreement, though, that the 

one way not to identify a customer need is to merely ask the customer and 

expect a reliable answer.  

Nonprofits have a unique customer challenge. They need to be aware that 

if they want their innovations to be successful, they have two very separate and 

distinct customers to consider ð those that receive form their services, and 

those that give to their services. Both must be recognized and treated as 

customers. 

 

Simple Customer Understanding Tools: Design Thinking Approach, Problem 

Definition Process, Simple Customer Survey, Affinity Sorting , House of Quality. 

 

The mind of the innovator  ð now that might be a scary topic. If, however, 

you are going to engage in innovation, you have to recognize that innovation 

is primarily a mental game. To play it well, you need to know how the mind 

works when it comes to innovating. You need to know what helps people to 

innovate, and what gets in their way. You need to know what conditions create 

a fertile field for innovation and what conditions are toxic to innovative growth.  

 

Simple Innovative Mind Tools: The Dirty Dozen Cognitive Biases, Six 

Thinking Hats, Innovator Mental Model , The Mindfulness Drug, Conditions for 

Flow. 

 

Idea generation and refinement  is where the solution process begins. 

Ideas are the seeds planted in innovative fields. Randomly throwing 

miscellaneous seeds on the ground is far less effective than planned, 

controlled, and targeted planting of high -quality seeds. Thatõs as true for 

innovation as it is for modern farming. The old brainstorming routine doesnõt 

work well. You should use more advanced (yet still simple!) techniques, proven 

to be more fertile.  
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Simple Ideation Tools: Brainwriting, HIT, SCAMPER, TRIZ, Value Proposition 

Template, Simple Concept Worksheet. 

 

The Conversion System 

Finally, the Conversion system will consist of Teams, Project Management, 

and Metrics. 

Innovation teams  are a requirement for organizations looking to 

innovate. The lone inventor who experiences the brilliant epiphany one 

morning in the bathtub is a myth.  Cross-functional, collaborative, and diverse 

innovation teams are the effective reality. 

 

Simple Team Tools: Five Levels of Teamwork, Three Teamwork Roles, 

Octopi Model , CLEAR Communication, RAPID Decision-making, 

Transformational Leadership Model, Conflict Management Tool. 

 

Project management  for innovation is different than managing 

construction projects. The degree of uncertainty is several orders of magnitude 

higher. The flexibility and adaptability required are several orders of magnitude 

higher. And the necessity of managing the project as a part of a complex 

collection of interrelated projects is several orders of magnitude higher. It takes 

constant focus on the holistic mission and strategy to do it well.  

 

Simple Project Management Tools: Stage-Gate vs. Lean/Agile Overview, 

Simple Project Charter, Delphi Forecasting, Simple Pre-Mortem , Oobeya Room, 

Simple Meetings, After Action Review. 

 

Metrics  are important because what you measure is what you will affect. 

Metrics are the measures used to guide projects and programs while they are 

in progress, and the measures used after the fact to determine if those projects 

and programs were successful. Metrics should always be used in combinations, 

often with conflicts between them, to ensure that the overall performance is 
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optimized. No n-profits need to follow similar metrics to for -profit 

organizations, but with an added twist given their differences.  

 

Simple Metrics Tools: Potential Metrics List, Dashboard Development 

Guideline, Nonprofit Considerations  

Keeping Innovation Simple  

Ah, the KISS principle.  

Kelly Johnson, the creator of and lead engineer at the Lockheed Skunk 

Works back in the days of developing the U-2 and SR-71 Blackbird spy planes, 

developed the KISS principle (an acronym for òKeep It Simple Stupidó). This 

became a popular way of expressing that òsimpleó generally works better than 

òcomplex.ó òKeep It Simple Stupidó eloquently and humorously captured a 

beautiful design and development philosophy.  

Then somebody decided that the word òstupidó was offensive.59 Since itõs 

become socially unacceptable for anyone to be offended anywhere at any 

time,60 sensitive folks looked for new words to fill the same acronym just as 

memorably. I suppose òKeep It Simple, Simpleton,ó both failed to resolve the 

personal offense issue and was redundant,61 so further efforts were required. 

Polite variants of òKeep It Simple, Sillyó (because using the cute 3-year-old 

word òsillyó is obviously less offensive than the more forceful 8-year-old word 

òstupidó), òKeep It Simple, Soldier,ó òKeep It Simple and Straightforward,ó and 

òKeep It Simple, Solipsistó62 have all been tried.  

                                                      
59 The spectacular success of the [Insert Subject Here] for Dummies books 

indicates that not everyone is offended by a jab at readers.   

60 I sure hope that statement doesnõt offend anyone.   

61 And repetitive.   

62 I made that last one up. No one really says that.  Even if you are an 

advocate of egocentric epistemology, the reference is purely coincidental and 

should not be taken as directed at you.   

http://www.lockheedmartin.com/us/aeronautics/skunkworks.html
http://www.lockheedmartin.com/us/aeronautics/skunkworks.html
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I toyed around with ideas for a second òSó to complete the acronym in my 

book title.  All variants fail to capture the wit and wisdom of the ð dare I say it? 

ð simple and straightforward original.  I eventually gave up, and just deleted 

the last òSó to end up with just òKeep It Simple.ó  The acronym may not be as 

pretty, but the principle is just as valid.  Keep it simple. 

And in this case, the òitó is òinnovation.ó Organizations should keep their 

innovation efforts simple.  

Yet we overcomplicate things all the time. Itõs as if Rube Goldberg himself 

were designing not only the products we offer, but also the work systems we 

use to create them. In the name of communication, we have too many reports 

and too many meetings with too little clarity and too many PowerPoint slides. 63 

In the name of maximizing return on investment, we pursue so many 

potentially valuable projects that we canõt do any of them well. In the name of 

decision-making, we waste time, money, and energy collecting and analyzing 

nonactionable data on spreadsheets with more formulas than Dr. Jekyllõs 

laboratory. 

Yet even feeling the frustration of any or all of those things, you may find 

yourself resisting change. Change is hard. We have a natural preference for the 

status quo. We have a natural preference for information that agrees with what 

we already think. We have a natural preference to resist information contrary 

to our preconceived notions. So if you think complex issues require 

complicated solutions, you might dismiss this simplicity m essage out of hand. 

If you are such a simplicity denier, I will simply ask that you keep an open 

mind as you read. 

Why Simple?  

The human brain is an amazing thing. It can think about mixing the chicken 

noodle soup while feeling worry about a sick child and  wondering where the 

thermometer is to see if that same child has a fever. And while prioritizing the 

                                                      
63 And no, using Prezi instead of PowerPoint to make cooler visual transitions 

between mini data dumps is no better.   

https://www.rubegoldberg.com/artwork/simple-fly-swatter/?c=45
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fourteen things that need to be done at work by the end of the day tomorrow. 

And while humming the latest catchy tune said child plays repeatedly on their  

iPod so loud you can hear it in the next room. And while considering whether 

to schedule a hearing test for them. And on, and on. 

Amazing as it is, though, it is not an all-knowing, all-powerful computer. It 

is limited and fallible. It has only so much capacity. It can do only so many 

tasks. When we over-complicate things, we waste valuable mental resources. 

Making the effort to find the simpler way can free up those resources to do 

more valuable things. 

C. S. Lewis captures this well in Voyage of the Dawn Treader: òOne day the 

cat got into the dairy and twenty [men] were at work moving all the milk out; 

no one thought of moving the cat. ó  

Meeting complexity with complexity breeds more complexity. That means 

more work than necessary. That means wasted effort. That means lower returns 

ð or even negative returns. Finding ways to simplify enables us to do more, and 

achieve more. 

As Bill Jensen, author of Simplicity, puts it, òSimplicity ð the art of making 

the complex clear ð can give us the power to get stuff done. Power to work 

smarter. Itõs a prerequisite if we want to leverage the untapped energy, 

innovation, creativity, and ideas that already exist in our organizations.ó64  

That definition is important. Simplicity is the òart of making the complex 

clear.ó To make the complex clear, you need to do two things ð avoid over 

complicating the system, and communicate in a way that your organization 

understands. 

When confronted with complexity, we tend to respond with complicated 

solutions. If the problem has ten moving parts, the solution must have eleven. 

We move the hundreds of milk pails instead of the one cat. The trouble is that 

the more moving parts, the more likely failure becomes. The more resources 

are wasted. The more coordination between parts that is necessary. The more 

                                                      
64 Bill Jensen, Simplicity: Working Smarter in a World of Infinite Choices, Basic 

Books, 2001.   
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likely breakdown is to occur. The more likely customer disappointment, 

disillusionment, dissatisfaction, displeasure, discontent, disenchantment, 

distress, disgruntlementê Stop dis-ing your customers with unnecessary 

complications. 

Once you have a system defined, make it easy to understand. Speak with 

a common language for the whole organization. If you need to teach a new 

vocabulary, make sure to teach it well before trying to implement anything new.  

Imagine a doctor who tells you that òyour emesis was caused by veisalgia; 

administer 500 mg of acetylsalicylic acid buffered with calcium carbonate,  

followed by eight hours of left and/or right ventral decubitus with somniation, 

then electronic transmission of post-therapeutic modality data.ó Hearing 

something like that, you might barely have the courage to ask, òHow long have 

I got, Doc?ó 

A better communicator tells you exactly the same thing in a way you can 

understand: òYou tossed your cookies because of a hangover; go take two 

aspirin and call me in the morning.ó See how great clarity can be? Making the 

complex clear is what simple is all about. 

Simple is not about lazy. Itõs not about easy. Itõs not an excuse to avoid the 

work involved with complex solution s to complicated problems. You may find 

this hard to believe, but making something simple is hard work. Maybe even 

harder work than making things complicated. But simplicity can outperform 

complexity, even in matters as complicated as econometric forecasting.65 

                                                      
65 Kesten C. Green and J. Scott Armstrong, òSimple Versus Complex 

Forecasting: The Evidence,ó Social Science Research Network, March 1, 2015.  

From the abstract: òOur review of studies comparing simple and complex 

methodsêfound 97 comparisons in 32 papers. None of the papers provide a 

balance of evidence that complexity improves forecast accuracy. Complexity 

increases forecast error by 27 percent on average in the 25 papers with 

quantitative comparisons...Nevertheless, complexity remains popular among 

researchers, forecasters, and clients. Some evidence suggests that the 

popularity of complexity may be due to incentives: (1) researchers are 

rewarded for publishing in highly ranked journals, which favor complexity; (2) 

http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2643534
http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2643534
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No, òsimpleó does not mean òeasy.ó Seeking simplicity in innovation is 

particularly challenging. Innovation is a complex process in a chaotic world. 

òSimpleó seeks to bring clarity to the chaos. Clarity aligns and coordinates 

resources to maximize the return from their efforts. And that makes the 

innovation engine hum.  

òSimpleó is the coxswain66 of the innovation boat. The rowers still have to 

row their arms off to make the boat go, b ut the boat goes in the right direction 

and a whole lot faster than when every rower just rows blindly on their own.  

Innovation is a complex process in a complex world. Bringing simplicity to 

it is hard work. So why pursue simple if complicated is easier? 

Innovation involves learning. Learning is done best when itõs kept simple.67 

Innovation involves coordinated decisions and actions of diverse people. 

Such coordination is best done when the guidelines are simple.68 

Innovation involves prudent investment, and the best investors follow 

simple rules. As investment guru John Bogle has said, òWhen there are multiple 

solutions to a problem, choose the simplest one.ó69 

                                                      

forecasters can use complex methods to provide forecasts that support 

decision-makersõ plans; and (3) forecastersõ clients may be reassured by 

incomprehensibility. Clients who prefer accuracy should accept forecasts only 

from simple evidence-based procedures.ó   

66 Note: òcoxswainó is not a dirty word.   

67 Jacob Feldman, òThe Simplicity Principle in Human Concept Learning,ó 

Current Directions in Psychological Science, December 2003.   

68 David J. Snowden, òMulti -ontology sense making: a new simplicity in 

decision making,ó Informatics in Primary Care, February 2005.   

69 John C. Bogle, The Little Book of Common Sense Investing: The Only Way to 

Guarantee Your Fair Share of Stock Market Returns, John Wiley and Sons, 

2007. Fortune Magazine named him one of the four investment "Giants of 

the 20th Century," along with Warren Buffet, Peter Lynch and George Soros. 

So he might know what heõs talking about.   

http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/coxswain?s=t
http://www.jstor.org/stable/20182886?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/bcs/ipc/2005/00000013/00000001/art00007
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/bcs/ipc/2005/00000013/00000001/art00007
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Keep in mind that we are talking about simple ñ not simplistic. You do 

need to be careful not to cross the fine line between them. I believe strongly 

in the paraphrase of Einstein, òMake things as simple as possible, but not 

simpler.ó70 As design genius Don Norman puts it, òThe mark of the great 

designer is the ability to provide what people need without excessive 

complexity, without feature bloat. [But] simplicity [alone] should never be the 

goal.ó71 Simple, but not simplistic. 

Simple is empowering. Simplistic is debilitating. Simple is taking into 

account the myriad of complexities in the world and coming away with a 

cohesive understanding of how it all works together . Simplistic is focusing on 

one small piece of it all and thinking tha tõs all there is. Simple is seeing the 

whole animal and saying òelephant.ó Simplistic is seeing just the tail and 

thinking òfuzzy snake without a face.ó72 

If you didnõt read the preface/answers to your questions,73 well, shame on 

you. I wrote that just for you.  

For those of you who did read it, thank you. The fact that you continued 

to read after that is either a testament to the value  of the material in this book, 

or a testament to your ability to endure suffering. In either case, bear with me 

for a moment while I fill those other folks in.  

                                                      
70 Apparently, what Einstein actually said was òIt can scarcely be denied that 

the supreme goal of all theory is to make the irreducible basic elements as 

simple and as few as possible without having to surrender the adequate 

representation of a single datum of experience.ó Others then paraphrased 

that into the more eloquent, and ironically simple, quote used in the text.    

71 From Don Normanõs blog post òWhy is 37signals so arrogant?ó published 

on his website, jnd.org. I added the òbutó and òaloneó to better capture the 

meaning of the article as a whole.   

72 If you are unfamiliar with the parable of the Blind Men and the Elephant, 

check out the story here.   

73 You can always go back and read it nowêjust click here.   

http://www.jnd.org/dn.mss/why_is_37signals_so_1.html
http://www.allaboutphilosophy.org/blind-men-and-the-elephant.htm
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For those that didnõt read it in the first place, and didnõt go back and read 

it even after discovering my hurt feelings, Iõll fill you in on a part of what you 

missed. Stanford professor Kathleen Eisenhardt and MIT Sloan professor 

Donald Sull have done research on managing complexity. They say,74 òHow can 

people manage the complexity of the modern world?  Our answer, grounded 

in research and real-world results, is that simple rules tame complexity better 

than complex solutions.ó 

So there you go. 

Here are their rules for making things simple in a complex world: 

 

1) Identi fy bottlenecks that are both specific and strategic. When 

opportunities exceed the resources available for investment, you have 

a bottleneck. Avoid feel-good resolutions to such bottlenecks like 

òrecognize and reward good innovation  practices.ó Instead, be specific, 

like òInnovation projects should  leverage existing technology 

platforms when possible.ó  

2) Let data trump opinion.  Recognize that nobody has enough time, 

money, talent, or brain capacity to do everything they want to do. 

Choosing between opportuni ties is hard,75 and can be emotional. But 

you must focus. Prioritize only a couple of key areas where simplicity 

will have the greatest impact. Let data determine what those areas 

need to be ð not somebodyõs pet project preference. 

3) Users make the rules.  Command-and control rules for simplifying are 

a big mistake. The people who will actually have to use the rules are 

better at creating them than executives directing from a distance will 

                                                      
74 Kathleen Eisenhardt and Donald Sull, Simple Rules: How to Thrive in a 

Complex World, Houghton M ifflin Harcourt, 2015. For the Readerõs Digest 

(actually Harvard Business Review) condensed version, check out 

https://hbr.or g/2012/09/simple -rules-for-a-complex-world.   

75 For a graphic representation of just how hard such choices are, go to the 

òTough Choicesó section.   

https://hbr.org/2012/09/simple-rules-for-a-complex-world
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be. The people close to the action can test and adjust the rules based 

on actual experience, rather than on even the most well-intentioned 

assumptions from above. 

4) The rules should be concrete.  Simplicity avoids abstractions and 

buzzwords. Simplicity is easy for the people who do the work to 

understand. Eisenhardt and Sull offer the example of the intense 

statistical analyses done by the Oakland Aõs, made famous in the book 

and movie Moneyball. The results of these regressions were presented 

as simple, easily-understood rules, such as òdonõt draft high school 

players,ó and òno players with problems that the club canõt fix.ó  

 Note that being concrete is different than being precise. Avoid 

requiring things that  appear to be simple but are actually analytically 

complex (like insisting that a project have a positive net present value). 

That might sound crazy. How can you make decisions without knowing 

if something is going to be of value? The thing here is that complicated 

analyses will always use assumptions as inputs. Those assumptions will 

always be wrong. Some more wrong than others. The precise output 

of a complex analysis may feel good, but it will still be wrong. Better 

to be approximately right using simplicity than precisely wrong using 

complexity. 

 I experienced this first hand working with  an organization that 

lacked comfort with ambiguity .76 While evaluating a project, we 

offered some rough estimates of future sales, based on comparisons 

to similar product launches. I was then asked what the marketing 

expenditures would be in years two and three to justify the forecasts. 

Now, this company had just gone through a mid -year budget 

adjustment, which changed all the planned expenditures for that very 

                                                      
76 A very large, bureaucratic, command-and-control style company that shall 

remain nameless so that I donõt get beaten if I run into any of their 

employees or shareholders. Comfort with ambiguity is a key element of an 

innovatorõs mindset.   
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year. It wasnõt even the first mid-course adjustment of that year. Yet 

they demanded precision on what was going to be spent three years 

down the road. That is what I mean by wasted effort in the name of 

precision. 

5) The rules should evolve.  Simplicity adapts to a changing world. The 

simple guidelines that work today m ay not work tomorrow. Check on 

your approach to simplicity every now and then, and update that 

approach as necessary. Learn from your successes and failures,77 grow 

and adapt. No simple rulesñnot even the good onesñlast forever. 

 

So those are the simple rules I used to write this book. Innovation efforts 

are a strategic bottleneck for many organizations. My guess is that you 

wouldnõt be reading this if it wasnõt a bottleneck in yours. You are not alone. 

I leverage as much data as I could find in offering the recommendations 

of this book. If you havenõt picked up on it yet, there are a lot of footnotes . 

When they arenõt hilarious comedic asides,78 they are references to solid, data-

based research done by brilliant people. Click the hyperlinks to delve into 

them, if you dare. 

Keep in mind that I am a user. No, thatõs not meant to be an introduction 

to the group in a twelve -step program meeting. I am a practitioner of these 

innovation principles , and have been doing this for longer than I can believe. I 

have the gray hairs to prove it. 

As much as possible, I try to offer concrete suggestions, with simple tools 

that you can actually use. Today. Iõm always annoyed when I read a business 

book or see a speaker at a conference and I think òHey, that was greatêbut 

now what?!?ó In here, you will find the ònow whats.ó 

                                                      
77 For more on how to learn from your innovation efforts, go to the " After 

Action Reviewó section.   

78 Like this one.   
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As for evolution, the brilliant people mentioned above continue to conduct 

and publish their research, and I continue to read and digest it. I intend for this 

book to evolve 79 as the body of innovation knowledge expands. 

òBest Practicesó and òInnovationó 

In here, you will find a collection of the evidence-based practices to drive 

innovation effectively in any organization. Yes, any.  

How can I make such a claim? After all, the pharmaceutical industry is a bit 

different than a local laundromat, which is a bit different than a nonprofit 

serving the homeless. They canõt all be run the same way, can they? 

Of course not.  

But that doesnõt mean that the evidence-based practices presented here 

canõt apply to each situation. When I talk about such practices, I am talking 

about general principles that transcend industries, objectives, regulatory 

environments, and operational models.  

Notice that I am avoiding the term ð or cliché ð òbest practices.ó I am doing 

so consciously.  

Robert Camp of the American Society for Quality (ASQ) defined a best 

practice as òthat technique, method, process, or activity that is more effective 

at delivering a particular outcome than any other technique, method, process, 

or activity within that domain.ó80 Is it really possible, particularly with regards 

to the creative practice of innovation, to know what pra ctice is more effective 

than any other? Such a claim would be dubious at best. 

Iõm going to stick to òevidence-based practices.ó These are methods, 

techniques, processes, etc. that have solid research demonstrating their 

                                                      
79 While planning for f uture editions before the first one has even been 

published may seem a bit cocky, the real intent is to keep updates current 

through blog posts, newsletters, and website updates.  And through the 

miracle of the internet, that is all possible at www.3point14Innovation.com.   

80 Camp, Robert C. (1989) Benchmarking: The search for industry best practices 

that lead to superior performance. Milwaukee, WI: ASQ Quality Press.   

http://www.3point14innovation.com/
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effectiveness when it comes to innovating. These will serve as solid, adaptable 

principles that you can apply in your work, no matter what you do.  

I will fully admit to you that there might be organizations out there 

somewhere who have identified better practices than those that Iõll be sharing. 

So why donõt I go out looking for them to share with the world? Because I canõt 

identify them. And no one else can, either. 

Without the rigor of objective analysis, what any one organization 

identifies as òbestó canõt be known as truly òbest.ó Even if they had spectacular 

success with some practice or another, it is possible that the success came in 

spite of the practice, rather than because of it. Itõs possible that the practice 

works because it fit a particular set of circumstances ð timing, talent,  market 

emergence, customer trend, weather patterns, sunspots ð that donõt apply to 

anyone else, anywhere else.  

Look, just because someone wins a $500-million -dollar lottery doesnõt 

mean that buying lottery tickets is a best practice income strategy. The same 

is true for innovation practices. Just because someone, somewhere, claims 

success with a practice doesnõt mean it is actually a best practice. 

If you are a business daredevil thirsting to try the next new thing and see 

if it works, then God bless you. You could create the next practice that is 

someday proven to be superior to the evidence-based practices found here. 

That is how these things advance. Thatõs innovation, and I obviously encourage 

it! 

Innovation is not, however, to be done in a vacuum. Innovation is not 

about returning to the Stone Age to see if you can come up with something 

better than the wheel. Innovation is built on the foundations laid by those who 

have gone before. Sure, you may overturn what the earlier evidence suggested 

was true, like Einstein overturning Newtonõs physics. But remember this: 

Einstein didnõt do so without thoroughly understanding the current state of 

the science first. 

Grounding yourself in evidence-based practices will help you, whether you 

are a novice looking to do things better, or an expert looking for the next 

advance in the art and science of innovation. 
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Iõve heard some people object that if you try to apply practices that others 

have already proven to work, then you canõt be innovating. As Seth Godin has 

supposedly put it, 81 òThe only thing all successful people have in common is 

that theyõre successful, so donõt waste your time copying ôthe successful 

strategiesõ of others.ó  

Actually, another thing all successful people have in common is that they 

breathe. I donõt see anyone recommending that you donõt waste time 

breathing. 

The thing is, evidence-based practices are not about imitating, copying, 

mimicking, replicating, or impersonating.  You can do your own thing, in your 

own way, while still following proven success principles. 

Or, think of it this way.  There are many ways to succeed, but far more ways 

to fail. Why not save yourself some unnecessary failure time and learn from 

othersõ experiences? 

A word of warning, though, abou t learning from the experience of others. 

Much of what you see in the business section of your local book store ð if you 

bother going to a brick-and-mortar bookstore  anymore ð essentially boils 

down to case studies. How many times have you seen articles or books that 

could be interchangeably titled òInnovation the Google/ Apple/ Toyota/ 

Amazon/ Tata/ Disney/ Siemens/ Facebook/ Samsung/ 3M/ IDEO/ P&G/ GE/ 

NASA/ George Washington Carver/ Joy Mangano/ Ron Popeil Way?ó82 

                                                      
81 This is a quote attributed to Seth Godin in about a thousand list s of quotes 

on the internet.  I could not find an original source for this , though. Some 

people even attributed it to the Bhagavad Gita, but since my Sanskrit is a 

little shaky, I didnõt try to find out if that was more accurate than the 

attribution to Mr. Godin.  B y the way, Iõm actually a fan of Seth Godin.  I just 

think this quote is taken out of context and twisted to mean something it 

shouldnõt.   

82 Maybe I should have called this book Innovation the Pi Way.  Or maybe My 

Way or the Pi Way.  Hmmmmmê   
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To be sure, we all can learn something from these stories. But consider this 

statement of the obvious: unless you work for one of those organizations, you 

donõt work for one of those organizations. Seriously, consider that. 

Doing things their way works for them.  That doesnõt mean it will work 

exactly the same way for you.83 They have their own cultures, markets, supply 

chains, capabilities, resources, etc., none of which belong to you. Such case 

studies serve only one valuable purpose: stimulating thought about 

fundamental principles. No matter how great their success, no matter how 

compelling the story, the only way you get any value out of reading about their 

work is to figure out how the underlying principles of their success m ight, or 

just as importantly, might not , apply to your organization.  

Thereõs another major problem with learning from the way successful 

organizations innovate. Let me illustrate that problem with an example. Iõm a 

runner. Not an elite one, but competitive  enough that I wanted to learn how 

to be faster than my competition. I set out to learn from the great runners of 

history. 

With speed as my goal, I looked first at the fastest men alive. Everyone 

from Jesse Owens to Carl Lewis to Usain Bolt. I noticed from pictures and 

movies that there was something all of them did. I went all the way back 

through every Olympic 100m final, and saw that all of them did the same thing 

ð even Thomas Burke in 1896! 

I felt like I was onto something. I looked at the womenõs 100m race history. 

Sure enough, everyone from Anni Holdmann in 1928 to Wilma Rudolph to 

Evelyn Ashford to Florence Griffith Joyner all did the same thing that the male 

                                                      
83 Floortje Blindenbach-Driessen and Jan Van Den Ende, òInnovation 

Management Practices Compared: The Example of Project-Based Firms,ó 

Journal of Product Innovation Management, September 2010.  Straight from 

the abstract: òThe implication [of their findings] for the innovation 

management literature is that ôbestõ practices for innovation management are 

firm dependent.ó   

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1540-5885.2010.00746.x/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1540-5885.2010.00746.x/abstract
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winners did. Digging even deeper, I found that they all did it, not only in races, 

but in th eir training routines as well. 

If you are a runner, you might be dying to find out what I discovered. Iõm 

thinking that I might write a òSecret of the Speedstersó article for Runnerõs 

World magazine. But Iõll give you an exclusive preview of what I found here. 

Every single one of these worldõs fastest people did the same thing. The photos 

and videos prove it. That thing isê 

They all wore shoes. 

Okay, so right now you may be thinking to yourself, òBrad is either of 

questionable sanity or an idiot. Maybe both . Of course they all wore shoes! 

What a disappointment.ó True as that all may be, I tell this silly little story to 

illustrate a point. It isnõt enough to look at what the winners do. It isnõt even 

enough to look at what all of the winners do the same. You  have to look at 

what differentiates the winners from the also -rans. 

Yet we make the winners-wear-shoes mistake all the time. I believe that 

this is the kind of thing that the earlier Seth Godin quote is railing against. 

Books, articles, and infographics abound, proclaiming to know the secret 

habits of the wealthy, the successful, the athletic, the productive, the intelligent, 

the talented. Precious few of those ever bother to see if those òsecretsó are 

different from the practices and behaviors of the not -so-muches. 

The evidence-based practices cited in this book are supported by research 

that makes that differentiation. These practices separate the most successful 

innovators from the unicorn and pet rock peddlers of the world.  

Theory and Application  

So as mentioned earlier, my goal in writing this is to give you evidence -

based practices that are general principles. The key is to understand these 

principles, and then to apply those principles to your specific situation.  

How do you do that? Well, without know ing your specifics, I canõt exactly 

say. But maybe an analogy will help. 

Think of it this way. If you want to stay healthy, an evidence-based practice 

is to eat a nutritious diet and to get sufficient exercise.  That is a fundamental 
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principle. However, that does not mean that every single person needs to eat 

the same specific meals every day. It does not mean that everyone must follow 

exactly the same exercise training plan. Everyone will have their own individual 

preferences for how to eat and exercise.  

I recently found out that there are actually people in the world who enjoy 

eating Brussels sprouts. Seriously. I always thought that the only good use for 

Brussels sprouts was as compact and easily throwable ammunition in a food 

fight.  After my first ever bite of one, I was convinced that they couldnõt possibly 

be intended for human consumption.  

Thus, I will need to apply my specific culinary taste in a different way than 

members of the Brussels Sprout Appreciation Society.84 

Exactly the same is true of innovation as a practice. All the new 

technologies out there, all the acceleration of change, and all the globalizatio n 

in the worldõs economies, do not free an innovator -to-be from the 

fundamental principles described in this book. So read them, absorb them, and 

apply them. Youõll be glad that you did. 

 

 

                                                      
84 Yes, there really is such a thing on Facebook. I couldnõt believe it either.   

https://www.facebook.com/The-Brussels-Sprout-Appreciation-Society-136773149712101/
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 Simple Study Guide ð The Core 
 

¶ What is òinnovation?ó 

¶ What is an òinnovator?ó 

¶ How should expenditures on innovation be managed? Why? 

¶ Why innovate? 

¶ What is the funnel model o f innovation? 

¶ What is the innovation engine model? 

¶ What does it mean to be òsimple?ó 

¶ Why is simplicity important for innovation?  

¶ Can you really have òbest practicesó for something like 

innovation? 

¶ What does òevidence-based practicesó mean? 

¶ How do you apply  fundamental principles to specific 

situations? 
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Where do you want to go from here?  

Full Table of Contents  

Control  Creation  Conversion  

Mission  Voice of the 

Customer  

 
The Mental Game of 

Innovation  

 
Ideation  

Innovation Teams  

Culture  Project Management  

Strategy  For-Profit Metrics  

Portfolio 

Management  
Nonprofit Metrics  

Managing Organizational Change  

Send Feedback, Comments, Questions, Comedy Materialê 

Or just turn the page to keep readingê
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More than Jus t Making a Statement ( Mission ) 
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Simple Self -Assessment - Mission  
Rate yourself on the following questions. To benchmark 

yourself against others, complete the on line survey here . 

 

¶ Do you have a mission for your organization?  
 Of course! Why else  

 Whatõs a mission?!? would we come to work? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

¶ Is your  mission clearly understood by everyone in the 

organization?  
 Does anyone understand it? Everybody can recite it by heart. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

¶ Do the actions of the people in your organization reflect the 

mission? 
Forget that mission stuff  They go together like 

and do as I say. peanut butter and jelly.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

¶ Are you clear about  what BHAG your organization wants to 

achieve? 
 Iõm telling mom you said òBHAG!ó Audacity is our middle name. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

¶ How unique is your mission statement to you?  
 We got ours at  It identifies us better  

 Missions-R-Us than a fingerprint.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

¶ Can you state your mission concisely?  
 Itõs only a little longer  Itõs as short and sweet 

 than this book. as the Lollipop Guild. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

  

  

http://www.3point14innovation.com/#!kis---mission-self-assessment/c1v9e
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Simple Summary - Mission  
Key take -aways you should get out of this section:  

¶ A strong mission contributes to improved innovation for both 

nonprofits and for -profit companies. It will also contribute to overall 

organizational performance. 

¶ To be effective, a mission needs to help direct the behaviors of the 

people in the organizatio n ð the decisions and actions they take to 

execute on those decisions. 

¶ To impact behaviors, the mission must be clearly communicated to all 

parts of the organization. Since òactions speak louder than words,ó 

leaders must pay particular attention to living according to the 

mission, and to ensuring everyone else does as well. 

¶ The organizational structure, systems, and processes should be 

aligned to the mission, enabling rather than hindering its 

achievement. 

¶ Your organizational mission should be able to clearly communicate: 

V What it is you want to achieve; 

V Within what constraints you want to achieve it;  

V Why you want to achieve it (and why others should, too). 

¶ A strong statement of mission will guide strategic development, align 

resources, and attract people who share the values of the 

organization. 

¶ When first developing a statement of mission (or revising an existing 

statement), involve as many stakeholders as possible.  The degree of 

participation may vary, but involving everyone will help to ensure 

support for  the mission, and inspire action to achieve it. 

¶ If you are going to create a mission, do it right. Creating the kind of 

pseudo-mission statement that is viewed with cynicism rather than 

commitment is not only a waste of time and money, but can actually 

have adverse impact on the performance of the organization. 
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To the Moon  

On September 12, 1962, US President John Fitzgerald Kennedy spoke at a 

podium before a large crowd gathered at Rice University, laying out a mission 

for the country:  

 

òWe choose to go to the moon.  We choose to go to the 

moon in this decade and do the other things, not because 

they are easy, but because they are hard, because that goal 

will serve to organize and measure the best of our energies 

and skills, because that challenge is one that we are willing 

to accept, one we are unwilling to postponeêó 

 

And, as you may have heard, people went to the moon and back with 160 

or so days left in 1969.85 

The speech JFK gave that day became famous for galvanizing the nation 

with a clear competitive purpose, inspiring millions to support a project that 

would require a coordinated effort of scientists, inventors, manufacturers, 

designers, doctors, managers, adventurers, pilots, engineers, politicians, and 

others, the likes of which the world had never seen before. 

A big part of the success of that project had to do with the fewer than 100 

words quoted above. Granted, in the previous year, Kennedy had proposed to 

the US Congress that òthis nation should commit itself to achieving the goal, 

before this decade is out, of landing a man on the moon and returning him 

safely to the Earth,ó but that statement was incomplete. The words spoken on 

that hot Houston afternoon served as the inspirational communication of what, 

when, and why: 

 

What to achieve:  Go to the moon;  

                                                      
85 Note to any moon hoax conspiracy theorists out there: donõt express your 

doubts to Buzz Aldrin.   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wptn5RE2I-k
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wptn5RE2I-k
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Within what constraints: In this decade; 

Why it should be achieved:  Because it would be an amazing achievement 

with benefits to all humankind. 

 

It serves here as a model for stating a mission. One you should follow. 

 

Effective Mission Statements  

Let me come right out and say it: I hate òmission statements.ó I hate them 

because most of them are meticulously crafted papers more worthy of 

fireplace kindling than of inspirational reading. I hate them because most  of 

them are completely ignored by anyone who needs to be motivated by them. 

I hate them because most of them are simply bullshit.86 Please excuse the 

language, but saying that most of them are ònonsense,ó òbaloney,ó or òdriveló 

is just not sufficient to convey the full meaning of what they are.  

                                                      
86 Check out the brilliant essay òOn Bullshitó by Princeton University 

philosophy professor Harry Frankfurt for a full exploration of what it is and 

why itõs so prevalent in modern society.   

http://www.stoa.org.uk/topics/bullshit/pdf/on-bullshit.pdf
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You know the type: the framed corporate mission statements that hang in 

beige conference rooms featuring photos of soaring eagles or daring rock 

climbers summiting a scenic mountain peak. The words, if anyone ever bothers 

to read them, are either meaningless malarkey, uninspiring bloviation, or over-

written sleep inducers. Such mission statements inspire more cynicism than 

commitment. Such mission statements hurt more than they help. 

If all you want to do is create some useless office wall covering, go to an 

online Mission Statement Generator and have it do it for you. Itõs free, takes 

practically no time, and itõs not entirely worthless ð it does have comedic value. 

Look, if you canõt say it simply and sincerely, donõt say it at all. Better to 

leave the organization directionless than to have everyone doubt the direction. 

In the former case, people may actually ask, òWhere are we going?ó In the latter 

case, they wonõt bother asking because they wonõt believe the answer, anyway. 

If you are going to put the effort into creating a mission statement that 

will align and inspire, then you should probably make sure that you do i t right. 

What I am advocating is a clearly communicated purpose for what the 

organization aims to do. Best is something that inspires people to supportive 

action. At the very least, it should be something on which people can focus 

when issues arise. In the face of conflict or uncertainty, every discussion should 

revolve around the question, òwhat will best help us achieve our mission?ó 

Someone who was pretty effective at achieving his mission was Mohandes 

K. Gandhi. He eloquently captured the need for a single òAttitude,ó a unified 

reason for being that guides all action: òWhen the Attitude ceases to be one 

and undivided and becomes many and divided, it ceases to be one settled will, 

and is broken up into various wills of desires between which [people are] 

tossed about.ó87 If people in the organization are feeling tossed about, itõs likely 

due to lack of clarity in, agreement on, and alignment to a common mission.  

                                                      
87 Mohandes K. Gandhi, The Bhagavad Gita According to Gandhi, translated 

by Mahadev Desai, Wilder Publications, Inc., 2011. I modified it for gender 

neutrality and applicability to the mission discussion.   

http://www.lotta.se/mission-statement-generator/
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Mission statements must be lived by people of the organization  ð most 

especially by the leadership. They must be used as the lighthouse that guides 

organizational decisions and activities safely into port. Anything that is posted 

on the walls but is not lived by the doers of deeds is a waste.  

I have already discussed at length that the practices mentioned in this 

book have evidence behind them. So what is the evidence behind mission 

statements? Are they really necessary for improving innovation outcomes? 

Would I ask the question if the answer wasnõt òyes?!?ó 

In nonprofit organizations, a focused statement of the organizationõs 

mission has been demonstrated to drive innovation and overall organizational 

performance by keeping innovation efforts clearly and strategically targeted at 

a particular purpose.88 

In for-profit businesses, having a strong innovation mission is one of the 

differentiating factors between innovative firms and the not -so-muches. 

Serving a clear mission not only makes organizations generally more 

innovative, but also helps to drive the success of individual new product 

launches.89 

As previously and unequivocally mentioned earlier, we all know that there 

are some mission statements that have a less-than-positive impact on their 

organizations. Avoid them like youõd avoid an annoying close-talker with 

halitosis. Mission statements need to influence the people within the 

organization if they are to do any good. That influence need s to support 

commitment and alignment.90  

                                                      
88 Robert E. McDonald, òAn Investigation of Innovation in Nonprofit 

Organizations: The Role of Organizational Mission,ó Nonprofit and Voluntary 

Sector Quarterly, June 2007.   

89 Chris Bart and Ashish Pujari, òThe Performance Impact of Content and 

Process in Product Innovation Charters,ó Journal of Product Innovation 

Management, January 2007.   

90 Christopher K. Bart, Nick Bontis, and Simon Taggar, "A model of the impact 

of mission statements on firm performance", Management Decision, 2001.   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NGVSIkEi3mM
http://nvs.sagepub.com/content/36/2/256.short
http://nvs.sagepub.com/content/36/2/256.short
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1540-5885.2006.00229.x/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1540-5885.2006.00229.x/abstract
http://www.emeraldinsight.com/doi/abs/10.1108/EUM0000000005404
http://www.emeraldinsight.com/doi/abs/10.1108/EUM0000000005404
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The mission needs to be something that people can live, and not just read. 

As Ralph Waldo Emerson so eloquently put it, "Your actions speak so loudly, I 

cannot hear what you are saying." Even an eloquent and well-communicated 

expression of mission will fall flat, if the organization  ð and particularly the 

leaders in it ð doesnõt actually live it on a daily basis.  

Need an example of failing to live the words? See if you can guess the 

company that included  òRespect, Integrity, Communication and Excellenceó in 

its mission statement. That company was Enron. Need I say more? 

Back to what the research says. There is general agreement91 that an 

effective mission statement provides important benefits to an organization:  

¶ Helping to keep all stakeholders informed and aligned with an 

organizationõs objectives; 

¶ Serving as a guide for strategic planning; 

¶ Providing a foundation for decision -making and resource allocation. 

If you communicate your mission well, you will draw the right people to 

you ð employees, volunteers, customers, donors, partners, suppliers, and 

supporters. They will serve as references, living testimonials to your cause. You 

will move forward m ore easily because everyone is pushing or pulling in the 

same direction. 

Consider the words of Dee Hock, founder and former CEO of the Visa 

credit card association:  

òI believe that purpose and principle, clearly understood 

and articulated, and commonly shared, are the genetic code 

of any healthy organization. To the degree that you hold 

purpose and principles in common among you, you can 

                                                      
91 Consider, for example, Linda Stallworth Williams, òThe Mission Statement. 

A Corporate Reporting Tool with a Past, Present, and Future,ó Journal of 

Business Communication, April 2008, or Darwin L. King, Carl J. Case, and 

Kathleen M. Premo, òCurrent Mission Statement Emphasis: Be Ethical and Go 

Global,ó Academy of Strategic Management Journal, July 2010.   

http://job.sagepub.com/content/45/2/94.abstract
http://job.sagepub.com/content/45/2/94.abstract
https://www.questia.com/library/journal/1G1-241861863/current-mission-statement-emphasis-be-ethical-and
https://www.questia.com/library/journal/1G1-241861863/current-mission-statement-emphasis-be-ethical-and
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dispense with command and control.92 People will know how 

to behave in accordance with them, and theyõll do it in 

thousands of unimaginable, creative ways. The organization 

will become a vital, living set of beliefs.ó  

 

As we shall see in the chapter on culture,93 it is important to òdispense with 

command and controló when it comes to innovation. Command and control 

does not work well for a mission. To be most effective, the mission must be 

motivational. Inspirational. Aspirational. And it needs to be developed in a 

transparent, participative process with the people in the organization. 94 

Otherwise, it is likely to end up just another wad of paper in the round file bin.  

So what is your mission? If you want to communicate it, you have to know 

it. I hope that you got into your business, whether for profit or nonprofit, for a 

reason. If not, I hope you can come up with a reason for staying in your 

business ð besides just paying off some bills. 

Once you have that reason firmly in mind, itõs time to state it. Simply. 

 

A Mission Sta tement How To  

Thousands of ways to create an effective mission statement are out there. 

Personally, I recommend keeping the process ð surprise! ð simple. Remember 

that, as always, òsimpleó does not necessarily mean òeasy.ó To do it well 

requires some good, hard, thought work.  

Here are three questions to help guide you in defining your mission:  

                                                      
92 òõCommand and controlõ style is just another way of saying ôrun 

bureaucratically by people who donõt spend time dealing with tasks.õó 

~Shakespearean scholar Francis Boyle.   

93 If you just canõt wait, the chapter on culture is here.   

94 Chris Bart and Ashish Pujari, òThe Performance Impact of Content and 

Process in Product Innovation Charters,ó Journal of Product Innovation 

Management, January 2007.   

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1540-5885.2006.00229.x/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1540-5885.2006.00229.x/abstract
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1. What is it that you want to achieve?   

What cause do you serve, or what impact do you want to have in 

the world? What do you do? For whom do you do it? What do those 

people want or need? Focus on satisfying customer needs, not on a 

product or service you want to provide.  Studies show that mission 

statements focused on satisfying the needs of the customer drive both 

innovation and overall performance.95 How can you do that better 

than anyone else? What unique contribution can you make? 

Jim Collins, in his book Good to Great, referred to this as the BHAG. 

No, thatõs not the latest insulting street slang to scream at the guy who 

cuts you off in traffic. BHAG stands for òBig, Hairy, Audacious Goal.ó 

The kind of goal that will make people ask òIs that even possible?!?ó 

Putting a human foot on the moon. Eradicating small pox. Seeing The 

Chicago Cubs win the World Series. Your mission should be to achieve 

such a BHAG. 

2. Within what constraints will you operate?  

Who are you? What are your strengths? What can you do better 

than anyone else? What do you aspire to be able to do? Be realistic 

while also stretching yourself. Kennedy first proposed the moon 

mission before the US had even put a man in orbit around the earth, 

so getting to the moon and back in just  eight years was a big stretch. 

However, it was achievable with the resource commitment put behind 

                                                      
95 Chris Bart, òInnovation, mission statements and learning,ó International 

Journal of Technology Management, 2004.   

http://www.inderscienceonline.com/doi/abs/10.1504/IJTM.2004.004901?journalCode=ijtm
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it. Seek the balance between focus and aspiration, and between near-

term and long -term. 

3. Why should anyone want to help achieve what you want to 

achieve?  

What value will you create and for whom? Think about their WIIFM 

ð òwhatõs in it for me?ó What will people got out of what you want to 

do? Avoid making it all about revenues, profitability, or return on 

investment. Think about how the mission contributes to peopleõs lives. 

Money counts, donõt get me wrong. It just doesnõt usually inspire for 

the long haul . Meaning and purpose do that.  

 

Ultimately, you want this to be inspirational, but you can always do the 

wordsmith ing later. First, just get your thoughts down about those three 

Figure 15: It may not be as easy as an online mission statement generator, 

but it's far less full of cow patties. 
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questions. Check in with others throughout the organization.  Once youõve got 

some sort of clear consensus, then you can go about the hard work of making 

it pithy.   

Your mission should feel good when you read it and say it. Yes, feel. Even 

in the business world, people are emotional creatures. We are motivated by 

emotion, and make even our most reasoned and rational decisions with an 

emotional component.  

Your mission should capture, in a few succinct sentences, the essence of 

your businessõs goals and the philosophies underlying them. It signals what 

your business is all about to your customers, employees, suppliers and the 

community. 

Keep it brief. I suggest keeping it under a hundred words, and preferably 

under fifty.  Being able to speak your mission in a concise way makes it more 

memorable and effective for all involved in the organization, from employee 

to customer. There's no need to make it overly complicated; in fact, complexity 

makes it worse. A real stretch goal would be to express your mission on Twitter. 

Google can do it: òOrganize the world's information and make it universally 

accessible and useful.ó96 And every Trekkie can recite in their sleep the mission 

of the starship Enterprise: òto explore strange, new, worlds; to seek out new 

life, and new civilizations; to boldly go97 where no one has gone before.ó 

Iõm pretty sure this is the exact method that Gouverneur Morris used to 

draft the preamble to the US Constitution: 98 

 

What to achieve: Ordain and establish a constitution; 

Within what constraints:  For the United States of America; 

                                                      
96 Be careful not to go overboard here. Imagine JFKõs call to action going out 

in a White House tweet ð òwe go 2 moon cuz its not ez #inthisdecade.ó Not 

quite as good as the original.   

97 Stick that in your split -infinitive, grammar police!   

98 Which I will never, ever be able to recite without singing the song.   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yHp7sMqPL0g
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Why it should be achieved: In order to form a more perfect union, 

establish justice, ensure domestic tranquility, 

provide for the common defense, promote 

the general welfare, and secure the blessings 

of liberty to ourselves and our posterity.  

 

Keeping it clear and concise is important, but be careful not to take the 

brevity advice too far. For example, the chocolate company Hersheyõs old 

mission statement was òUndisputed market leadership.ó What does that mean? 

Iõm happy to say that they have since changed it. Three words is certainly 

concise, but even Willy Wonka couldnõt get his Oompa Loompas to rally 

around that  one. 

The mission must have meaning for you. For your organization. Anyone 

who knows you should be able to guess that your mission statement is yours. 

Check out this mission fail: "To create a shopping experience that pleases our 

customers; a workplace that creates opportunities and a great working 

environment for our associates; and a business that achieves financial success." 

Anyone have any idea what company wrote that? What industry they are in? 

What they actually do?99  

Perhaps most importantly, be honest. Crafting eloquently -phrased BS 

wonõt cut it. Awkwardly crafted gold is more valuable than expertly carved cow 

pies. Nothing leads to cynicism and disdain for an organizationõs mission 

statement faster than something that obviously isnõt meaningful. Youõd be 

better off not communicating a mission statement at all.   

                                                      
99 The answer is Albertsonõs, a grocery store chain in the eastern US, 

according to òThe 9 Worst Mission Statements of All Time,ó Inc., November 

15, 2013.   

http://www.inc.com/minda-zetlin/9-worst-mission-statements-all-time.html
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Ernest Shackleton over a century ago provided a great example of an 

inspiring mission with the famous (although perhaps apocryphal)100 

advertisement to recruit adventurers for an exploration of the Antarctic:  

 

òMen wanted for hazardous journey to the South Pole. 

Small wages, bitter cold, long months of complete darkness, 

constant danger. Safe return doubtful. Honor and recognition 

in case of success.ó  

 

Over 5000 men applied to go on the expedition.  

Why does this serve as a model communication of mission? It provides 

clear, understandable answers to the three mission questions in just thirty 

words. 

 

What to achieve: Journey to the South Pole; 

Within what constraints:  Small wages, bitter cold, long months of 

darkness, constant danger; 

Why it should be achieved: Honor and recognition.  

 

This ad was recognized in 1949 by Julian Lewis Watkins as one of the 100 

Greatest Advertisements of the previous century. Just thirty words of brilliance 

that convey an inspiring message with a clear objective. It also speaks directly 

to a clearly defined target audience, even though it does not explicitly state 

who that audience is. Itõs directed at those who seek adventure for adventureõs 

sake, and who are willing to sacrifice all personal comfort for a chance at heroic 

glory. It screens out those who are looking for an easy paycheck, or who lack 

                                                      
100 As quoted in the book Quit You Like Men by Carl Hopkins Elmore, 1944.  A 

search for the original advertisement , including a $100 reward to anyone that 

can find it, has, however, turned up nothing to date.  Whether factual or not, 

it is still a darn good expression of mission.   

http://www.antarctic-circle.org/advert.htm
http://www.antarctic-circle.org/advert.htm
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the physical, mental, and emotional fortitude to survive the unavoidable 

hardship. 

 

A Mission Statement How NOT To  

Compare Shackletonõs ad to this mission drivelð almost certainly posted in 

a gilded frame on every white wall of the corporate cubical farm ð from General 

Motors:101 

 

òG.M. is a multinational corporation engaged in socially 

responsible operations, worldwide. It is dedicated to provide 

products and services of such quality that our customers will 

receive superior value while our employees and business 

partners will share in our success and our stock-holders will 

receive a sustained superior return on their investment.ó 

 

If you were able to stay awake through all that, would you feel motivated?  

Would you feel like you knew what you had to do to achieve the mission? GM 

makes cars and trucks. The mission doesnõt even mention transportation. 

Apparently, you could help GM achieve their mission by making rubber clown 

noses or providing grape peeling services, so long as you did so with òsuch 

quality that customers receive superior value,ó whatever that means. And 

thereõs nothing more motivating to t he average Jane and Joe than sustaining 

superior returns for stockholder s so they can spend more time on their yachts, 

right?102 

                                                      
101 I could find no reference to this mission in official General Motors 

materials, but found several online sources attributing it to them, and  it is 

quoted in William Pride, Robert Hughes, Jack Kapoor, Business ðNinth Edition, 

Thomson South-Western, 2008.   

102 Okay, I know not every GM shareholder has a yacht. Just the ones who got 

TARP funds. Itõs hard to believe they needed a bailout given such an inspiring 

mission. #sarcasm    
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Look, Iõm all for free enterprise and delivering returns to the shareholders 

who were willing to invest their hard -earned money in my organization. Thereõs 

nothing wrong with owning a yacht. Just donõt expect that the rest of the world 

is going to wake up every morning anxiously awaiting an opportunity to help 

somebody else get rich. Some people will work hard to help others escape 

poverty, but no one works tirelessly to help nameless others achieve the spoils 

of wealth. 

GM could have had a mission statement like òWe make kick-a** cars and 

trucks that people around the world crave to own and drive.ó Now that might 

have given people a reason to go into work. 

 

Exposing Myself  

Letõs walk through a real example of the process. When starting Pi 

Innovation, I had to develop clarity for my own mission.  As with the other 

principles in this book, I try to practice what I preach. I canõt expect anyone to 

drink my Kool-Aid if I donõt take a sip myself. 

So at the risk of exposing myself to public scrutiny,103 here is a quick 

summary of my mission development process. 

When I first started out in consulting, I was fortunate to really know what 

my employee ð me, that is ð wanted from this work.  I didnõt need to conduct 

surveys or have town hall meetings or coffee talks to learn from and engage 

with people that work ed for me. I already talked to myself over coffee every 

morning, anyway. If you are not so fortunate , then you need to do what it takes 

to understand the people you work with . You need to work with your 

leadership team, staff, and other stakeholders, to develop your mission with 

common understanding, agreement, and buy-in. 

As a self-employed organization  of one, I was also fort unate to really know 

what my shareholders ð me, that is ð wanted from the  work. Mostly that 

                                                      
103 If you ever get the idea to write a book, be warned:  publishing one is 

completely exposing yourself to public scrutiny.   
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involved paying the bank for a house, the grocer for some food, and Saucony 

for some running shoes. Oh, and feeling like I was making a positive difference 

for people who work creatively to make their part of the world a better place.  

As a solo pilot of the company plane, though, I was unfortunate in that I 

didnõt have a leadership group and staff to help develop the mission with me.  

I lost the benefit that  multiple intelligent opinions and collaborative 

discussions can bring. If you find yourself in such a situation, put together an 

advisory board that can provide those perspectives. Assemble a team of 

people that are willing to listen to you r ideas, share candid feedback, and offer 

insightful perspectives. The right path is better lit by multiple lanterns.  

Enough preface104êon to the process. 

First step: address the questions. 

 

1. What is it that I want to achieve?  

Iõve been working in the innovation space for my entire career. I began 

developing new products in my first job, working as a fat -free mayonnaise 

engineer (no, really) for Kraft Foods. When I got my name on my first patent, 

and later saw a customer at a grocery store buy a product that I helped launch, 

I was completely hooked on the innovation drug . I want others to experience 

the same high. My cause, my purpose, is to help the world to innovate.  

Being one who enjoys studying academic research, I want to combine the 

knowledge from that study with my professional experience to help people 

bring innovations to life. I want to help people who have ideas on how to make 

the world a better place to live, but are uncertain of how to go about making 

those ideas real. I want to help drive employment and quality of life by giving 

those who would contribute to innovation -driven growth the tools they need 

to make it happen more consistently and successfully. 

 

2. Within what constraints will I operate?  

                                                      
104 Perhaps the public scrutiny thing is making me procrastinate as I type.   
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I enjoy teaching and solving problems, and Iõve got skills and experience 

in doing them both.  Consulting, then, is a good way to serve all of those 

objectives, getting to a wide variety of people, training and problem -solving 

so that they can serve their diverse clients in ways I could never do on my own.  

I have a passion for serving mission-driven organizations (as if you didnõt 

already know that from reading this chapter).  I wanted to  help smaller 

organizations that may not have established systems for driving innovation, 

and I could do that  better than others. I aspired to become globally recognized 

as an end-to-end innovation expert with such clients in the next 5 -10 years, 

while launching and operating a successful new business in the first 1-3 years. 
 

3. Why should anyone want  to help achieve what you want to achieve?  

In addition to being a chemical e ngineer way back in my undergraduate 

days, I was also an economist. While I never pursued that field professionally, I 

have remained an amateur devotee of the subject. I have seen research 

estimating that 50-80% of economic growth is due to innovation. Thatõs HUGE. 

By practicing the best methods for delivering innovation to the world, we can 

drive economic growth that creates jobs, improves quality of life, and relieves 

social ills like poverty and disease. How cool is that?  

On a personal level, innovators will feel the giddy joy of seeing their work 

impact the lives of others. On a business level, those who pursue these 

practices to mastery will gain more customers, drive more revenues, employ 

more people, and reward their stakeholders better. To paraphrase the ancient 

proverb, give the world an innovation, and feed it for a day; teach the world to 

innovate, and feed it for a lifetime.  Thatõs whatõs in it for everybody. 

With such reflection done, it was time to cut those hundreds of  rambling 

words into something simple.  

I reviewed my notes, and thought about the things that were most 

important.  I highlighted key words that were priorities to include (if not the 

actual word, at least the concept). I crossed out words that either werenõt as 

important to me, or could be incorporated into other phrases that I preferred.   
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It was not a clean process. It was iterative, and continues to be so as my 

business grows and changes. There were fits and starts and revisions. I got 

pretty good at tossing crumpled sheets of paper into the recycle bin.  

At the moment, the Pi Innovation mission is: òto help mission-driven 

organizations to design, build, maintain, and repair their innovation engines , 

so that they can make their parts of the world better places to live.ó Not quite 

tweet-sized, but concise and descriptive. Is it perfect? Is it even exemplary? 

Heck, no. But for now, itõs working for me.  

And executed adequately is better than merely contemplat ed perfectly.  

It expresses the three elements of a mission statement that I want: 

 

What to achieve:  Helping mission-driven organizations 

achieve what they set out to do; 

Within what constraints:  Designing, building, maintaining, and 

repairing their inno vation engines; 

Why it should be achieved:  So their world s become better places to live. 

 

But as I said, this is the òat the momentó mission. Itõs a work in progress. In 

fact, itõs the third or fourth iteration so far. You see, another finding in the 

research on organizations with mission statements is that those who 

continually work on them are better performers.  Since Iõm not one to be 

satisfied with mediocrity, Iõll keep an open mind to adapting the mission, and 

making changes on a regular basis.105  

If only I had Kennedyõs speech writer, or Shackletonõs advertising firm. 

So go to it. Get your organization involved in the mission. Make it 

something your innovators can leverage for motivation and direction. And if 

you really need a push in the right direction, just imagine Samuel L. Jackson 

staring you in the eye and saying, òIõll ask you againêwhatõs in your mission?ó 

 

                                                      
105 Perhaps the second edition of this sure-to-be-best-seller will contain the 

story of the Pi Innovation mission update process.  Stay tuned!   
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 Simple Study Guide ð Mission  
 

¶ What are the simple elements of a good mission statement? 

¶ Why worry about creating a mission statement? 

¶ What are the benefits of a good mission statement? 

¶ Who should be involved the creation and articulation of a mission?  

¶ What questions should you ask yourself to create a mission? 

¶ What mission mistakes should you avoid? 

 

 

Where d o you want to go from here?  

Full Table of Contents  

Control  Creation  Conversion  

Mission  Voice of the 

Customer  

 
The Mental Game of 

Innovation  

 
Ideation  

Innovation Teams  

Culture  Project Management  

Strategy  For-Profit Metrics  

Portfolio 

Management  
Nonprofit Metrics  

Managing Organizational Change  

Send Feedback, Comments, Questions, Comedy Materialê 

Or just turn the page to keep readingê
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The Power of Ignorance  (Culture ) 
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Simple Self-Assessment - 

Culture  
Rate yourself on the follow ing questions. To 

benchmark yourself against others, complete the 

online survey here . 
 

¶ Do you actively manage your organizational culture?  
Cultures canõt be managed As much as possible 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

¶ How well do you leverage fear to drive innovation?  
Heads of non-innovative employees Is that a trick question? 

are displayed on pikes at the entrance. Fear canõt drive innovation! 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

¶ How wel l does your innovation strategy fit your culture?  
Like a whale  

in a bathtub Like a key in a lock 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

¶ How clearly can you define your culture?  
Itõs a riddle wrapped in a Itõs as clear as 

mystery inside an enigma the queenõs crystal 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

¶ What happens in your organization when someone fails?  
A good flogging  

for all Learning for all 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

¶ How candid and open is the communication in your organization?  
We donõt discuss  As honest as the 

that. Ever. Summer solstice is long  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

 

http://www.3point14innovation.com/#!kis---culture-self-assessment/c17p8
http://www.3point14innovation.com/#!kis---culture-self-assessment/c17p8
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¶ Is thoughtful risk -acceptance encouraged?  
Only if we are  

wearing helmets. Go big or go home. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

¶ Is healthy conflict encouraged in your organization?  
No conflict allowed  Scars are a badge of honor 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

¶ How curious would you say that your organization is?  
Curiosity kills cats.  Good questionê 

We donõt allow it. letõs explore that. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

¶ Do you base hiring decisions in part on how they fit the culture?  
No, that psychobabble  Personal fit is as important 

is nonsense.  as professional fit. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
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Simple Summary - Culture  
Key take -aways you should get out of this section:  

¶ Choose to consciously manage your organizational culture, and 

ensure that it supports the mission you are pursuing. 

¶ Use tools to assess and define the culture you have, and the 

culture you want. 

¶ Your culture will trump your strategy any time the two come into 

conflict. In the short term, fit your strategy to your culture. In the 

long term, work to develop and maintain the culture that supports 

your mission. 

¶ Culture can be defined according to the Competing Values 

Framework. This four-quadrant chart plots organizational culture 

according to internal versus external focus, and 

flexibility/adaptability against stability/control. The four types of 

cultures are called hierarchical, clan, market, and adhocracy. 

¶ An adhocracy culture is the most innovative, particularly for 

breakthrough radical innovation. A market culture may have 

strengths in incremental and evolutionary innovations. A clan 

culture can also support innovation. A hierarchical culture tends to 

inhibit innovation.  

¶ Fear is the enemy of innovation. Drive fear out of your 

organization. Balance an environment that is safe for accepting 

appropriate risks, while maintaining accountability for behaviors 

and results. 

¶ You donõt have to celebrate failure, but you do have to celebrate 

thoughtful risk -accepting behaviors, strong efforts to do 

something extraordinary, and the knowledge gained in the 

organization even when failure occurs. 

¶ Characteristics of a culture that supports innovation are failure 

tolerance, effective communication (both internal and external), 

risk acceptance, healthy conflict, curiosity, and humility. 

¶ Cultural fit should be an important part of any hiring decision. You 

need to be careful in termination decisions, and anticipate their 

impact on those who remain in the organization. On one hand, 

removing poor performers demonstrates that you value the strong 
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performers, and you donõt want to saddle them with a detrimental 

teammate. On the other hand, seeing people terminated may 

make remaining employees more risk-averse and fearful, eroding 

innovation performance. 

¶ Leverage sub-cultures within the organization, with the h elp of 

òdiplomatsó who can work within both the subculture of a group 

and the broader culture of the organization.  
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Magic Words  

In their book Think Like a Freak, journalist Stephen Dubner and economist 

Steven Levitt provide us with the three most importa nt words that few people 

use enough. They are rarely heard in board rooms, meeting rooms, or 

classrooms. They are never heard in political debates.  

As Dubner describes in an interview with Wharton management professor 

Adam Grant, òA really basic rule of thumb or a basic MO that happens very 

frequently now is a firm will say, ôWe need to come up with a plan or a solution. 

Letõs get our top 20 people together in a room for an hourõ ñ thatõs 20 person 

hours ñ ôand letõs come up with the best one, the best idea, and then put all 

our resources into that and go.õ What are the odds? If this were science, what 

are the odds that that would bear a good result?  Almost none.ó 

Almost none. 

Yet we do that all the time? Why? 

In a word: fear. 

One of the biggest anti -innovation phobias we have is the fear of three 

magic words: òI donõt know.ó Even though these three magic words can help 

us break free of the status quo, people fear saying them. Worse, people ridicule 

those who do dare to speak them. Yet they may be the most important words 

to help us actually make real progress in this world. 

Levitt and Dubner demonstrate how we are usually over-confident about 

what we think we know. They recommend that a healthy dose of òI donõt knowó 

can be of real benefit.  

This is not new wisdom. When asked why the Oracle of Delphi declared 

him to be the wisest man in Greece, Socrates replied, òbecause I admit  that I 

know nothing.ó 

Thomas Fuller, a 17th century English writer, noted that òA man is never 

nearer to ruin than when he trusts too much to his own wisdom.ó  

Ben Franklin, speaking about ratification of the newly drafted US 

Constitution, said òMost men, indeedê think themselves in possession of all 

truth, and that wherever others differ from them, it is so far error ê I cannot 
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help expressing a wish that every member of the conventionêwould, with me, 

on this occasion, doubt a little of his own infallibility.ó 

Robert J. Sternberg, a prominent researcher and theorist of human 

intelligence, wrote an entire book called Why Smart People Can Be So Stupid. 

Jokes about people being stupid when they think they are being smart 

abound. Check out the musings of medieval barber Theodoric of York:  

 

òYou know, medicine is not an exact science, but we are 

learning all the time. Why, just fifty years ago, they thought a 

disease like your daughter's was caused by demonic 

possession or witchcraft [crowd chuckles]. But nowadays we 

know that Isabelle is suffering from an imbalance of bodily 

humors, perhaps caused by a toad or a small dwarf living in 

her stomachêó 

 

If thereõs a small dwarf in my stomach, I want it out. 

There is a great saying that captures the danger of failing to admit our 

ignorance. òIt isn't what we don't know that gives us trouble. It's what we know 

that just ain't so.ó106 

 òI donõt knowó is liberating. You donõt have to know everything, all the 

time. None of us do, anyway. Hearing someone else say those words frees us 

to say them ourselves. Those that act as if they know it all are generally thought 

of as being full of horse droppings  by the rest of.107 

                                                      
106 This aphorism has been variously attributed to Will Rogers, Mark Twain, 

and Josh Billings, and I really donõt know which one came up with it.  At some 

point, Iõm sure the internet will start saying that it came from a slew of others 

as well.  I donõt know the truth of who expressed it first, but I do know the 

truth of the saying itself.    

107 Unfortunately, this is not always true, especially if they speak their horse 

pucks with enough confidence.   

https://www.nbc.com/saturday-night-live/video/theodoric-of-york/n8661
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òI donõt knowó is empowering. It allows us to challenge conventional 

wisdom, which, in turn, allows us to learn, grow, and get better at things.  

òI donõt knowó is enabling. It allows our ears to truly hear, without 

distorting what our customers, clients, stakeholders, and markets are telling us. 

It eliminates our inclination toward confirmation bia s, because there is no òI 

knowó to confirm. 

òI donõt knowó is necessary. It allows organizations to develop and maintain 

powerful innovation engines.  

But fear keeps us from ever admitting that we donõt know. 

Fear: The Anti -Innovator  

Fear is one of the most basic human emotions.108 It has contributed 

significantly to mankindõs survival. Without it, our ancestors would have all 

been eaten in the Stone Age. 

 

Cronk: òHey, didnõt that saber-toothed cat just eat Grog?ó  

Thag: òYeah, but look how cute it isêhere, kitty, kittyêó 

 

So fear can be a good thing. Fear helped drive us together into social 

clusters through a strength-in-numbers survival strategy. And when groups of 

people get together, culture develops.  

So fear helped us form culture.109 Itõs no wonder that fear is so much a part 

of so many corporate cultures. Itõs no wonder that the FUD factor110 is a part 

of sales training. 

                                                      
108 Or at least it appears on most of the theoretical lists of basic emotions.  

See Andrew Ortony and Terence J. Turner, òWhat's Basic About Basic 

Emotions?ó Psychological Review, July 1990.   

109 Brad Barbera, òFear Helped Us Form Culture,ó No Peer-Reviewed Journal 

Anywhere, Pure Speculation Press, 2015.   

110 FUD=Fear, Uncertainty, and Doubt. Check out this video to see how sales 

people leverage FUD to sell you their stuff.   

http://www.communicationcache.com/uploads/1/0/8/8/10887248/whats_basic_about_basic_emotions.pdf
http://www.communicationcache.com/uploads/1/0/8/8/10887248/whats_basic_about_basic_emotions.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ig5pYmqY5Ig
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But so what? Does culture really matter? 

Yes, it matters.  

Fear is not usually an emotion that drives creativity and innovation.111 New 

and different, to many, is synonymous with dangerous and deadly.112 An 

organization with a culture formed out of fear and fed by fear is unlikely to be 

the most innovative of places. 

The saying òculture eats strategy for breakfastó was recently popularized 

by Mark Fields of Ford Motor Company,113 where a framed version of that 

saying hangs in the companyõs "War Room." The point here is not that you 

donõt need a strategy (you do), but rather that you need to have a strategy that 

can be supported by your culture. If your culture and your strategy are at odds, 

strategy is going to lose every time. 

There is a chicken-and-egg issue here. Should your strategy be fit to your 

culture, or should your culture be fit to your strategy? The answer isêyes. 

Culture and strategy are like earth and water. In the short term, the earth 

will dictate where the water flows. Over time, though, the water will wear away 

the earth and shape it to conform to the direction it wants to flow.  

In the short term, you absolutely must fit your strategy to your culture. A 

strategic plan that goes against the culture will g et pushed aside. If, however, 

that culture is not conducive to the long -term survival of the organization, the 

culture needs to be strategically changed. That takes a great deal of time and 

energy, but it can be done. 

                                                      
111 Matthijs Baas, Carsten K. W. De Dreu, Bernard A. Nijstad, òA meta-analysis 

of 25 years of mood-creativity research: Hedonic tone, activation, or 

regulatory focus?ó Psychological Bulletin, November 2008.   

112 Expressed beautifully in the opening of this trailer for the movie The 

Croods.   

113 Fields attributes the quote to Peter Drucker, and itõs all over the internet 

with Druckerõs picture next to it, but I canõt find a solid source for the original 

quote. So Fields gets the credit for now.   

http://psycnet.apa.org/index.cfm?fa=search.displayRecord&uid=2008-14745-001
http://psycnet.apa.org/index.cfm?fa=search.displayRecord&uid=2008-14745-001
http://psycnet.apa.org/index.cfm?fa=search.displayRecord&uid=2008-14745-001
http://www.anyclip.com/movies/the-croods/
http://www.anyclip.com/movies/the-croods/
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So if innovation is to be part of your  strategy, and part of your means of 

achieving your mission, then you absolutely, positively, must have a culture 

that can support it.  

What is Culture?  

But what is culture? Professor Geert Hofstede, one of the leading 

researchers and theorists on the subject, defines culture as òthe collective 

programming of the mind , distinguishing the members of one group from 

others.ó Itõs òthe way we do things around here.ó You can think of it like the 

operating system on a gaming machine. All the different strategies and tactics, 

programs and processes you try to implement are like the games. If you try to 

play a PlayStation game on an Xbox machine, itõs just not going to work, no 

matter how great the game may be. 

Unfortunately, most organizations are not consciously managing their 

cultures. Few are even aware of what their culture is. As a result, many 

otherwise worthwhile efforts fail because of a mismatch between the culture 

and the program. And usually itõs the program that gets blamed. But thatõs just 

like saying the PlayStation game stinks because it didnõt work on the Xbox or 

Wii. 

So even though following evidence-based practices can make your 

organization more innovative, you wonõt necessarily succeed by just tacking 

on some innovation program that doesnõt actually fit within your culture.  

 

Types of Culture  

How do you know what kind of culture you have?  There are at least a dozen 

different ways of measuring and defining an organizational culture.  I 

recommend using a simple tool called the òOrganizational Culture Assessment 

Instrument,ó originally developed b y Kim Cameron and Robert Quinn. Itõs 

simple, validated, and effective. With just a handful of questions, you can 

determine which of four types describes your organizationõs culture, based on 

the Competing Values Framework. 
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The Competing Values 

Framework (CVF) plots 

cultures against two axes. 

Each axis represents an 

aspect of organizational 

culture. On the vertical axis, 

you plot how an 

organization is managed 

and structured. On the 

horizontal axis, you plot 

where an organization 

focuses its attention. The 

opposing directions of the 

axes represent competing values ð thus, the name òCompeting Values 

Framework.ó Clever, huh? 

The management/structure axis runs from the value of stability and control 

on the lower end, to flexibility and discretion on the upper end.  The focus axis 

runs from internal focus and integration on the left to external focus and 

differentiation on the right.  

Notice that those are all valid values to possess. This is not a plot of good 

vs. evil and smart vs. stupid, when you know which end of the spectrum you 

want to be on.  

Every organization needs to embrace each of the competing values to 

some degree. Innovation requires both flexibility and control. 114 There must be 

some level of control and stability, or the organization canõt even be called an 

organization. Driving an idea to reality requires execution processes to guide 

and coordinate efforts effectively and efficiently. At the same time, t here must 

be some degree of flexibility and discretion ð even machine parts have 

                                                      
114 Michael Song and Yan Chen, òOrganizational Attributes, Market Growth, 

and Product Innovation,ó Journal of Product Innovation Management, 

November 2014.   

Figure 16: The Competing Values Framework for 

defining an organization's cul ture 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/jpim.12185/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/jpim.12185/abstract
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tolerances built into them, and human beings, no matter how well trained and 

closely supervised, are not machine parts. Sorry, Fredrick òSpeedyó Taylor. 

Both internal and external focuses are required for effective innovation. 

There must be some internal focus to keep any team of individuals rowing in 

the same direction. There must also be some external focus to keep the team 

from rowing over a waterfall. 

Different organizations will have different levels of concentration on each 

of these four values. Those differing intensities are what allow the CVF to 

distinguish four types of cultures. Those four types are displayed in Figure 17. 

Again, notice that these are not ranked on a good-to-evil scale. All of these 

cultural types have pros and cons. All of them work well at some times and in 

some places, and not so well at other times or in other places.  

Figure 17: The Four Cultural Types defined by the Competing Values Framework 

http://lcweb2.loc.gov:8081/ammem/amrlhtml/intaylor.html
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The names of each cultural type are probably readily understandable, 

except maybe for that one in the upper right.  What the heck is an òadhocracy?ó 

Iõll let Cameron and Quinn explain for themselves. 

òThe root of the word adhocracy is ad hoc,ó they say in their book 

Diagnosing and Changing Organizational Culture, òimplying something 

temporary, specialized, and dynamic. Adhocracies êhave been characterized 

as ôtents rather than palacesõ in that they can reconfigure themselves rapidly 

when new circumstances arise. A major goal of an adhocracy is to foster 

adaptability, flexibility, and creativity where uncertainty, ambiguity, and 

information overload are typicalêIt is an organizational form that is most 

responsive to the hyper-turbulent, ever-accelerating conditions that 

increasingly typify the organizational world of the twenty -first century.ó 

Got any guesses on which organizational culture best supports innovation?  

Culture of Innovation  

Recent research has demonstrated that an adhocracy culture best supports 

innovation,115 and is most correlated with positive innovation outcomes such 

as sales from new products, profitability of new products, time -to-market, and 

similar metrics.116 But things may not actually be quite that clear. Earlier 

research had demonstrated that a market-oriented culture produced the best 

innovation outcomes.117 

But, perhaps surprisingly, this makes sense. Both the adhocracy culture and 

the market culture have an external, differentiation focus. That external focus 

                                                      
115 Thorsten B¿schgens, Andreas Bausch and David B. Balkin, òOrganizational 

Culture and Innovation: A Meta-Analytic Review,ó Journal of Product 

Innovation Management, July 2013.   

116 For more on innovation metrics, go to the sections on òInnovation for Fun 

and Profitó and òInnovation for Fun and Not -for-Profit.ó   

117 Rohit Deshpandé and John U. Farley, "Organizational Culture, Market 

Orientation, Innovativeness and Firm Performance: An International Research 

Odyssey," International Journal of Research in Marketing, March 2004.   

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/jpim.12021/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/jpim.12021/abstract
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0167811603000612
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0167811603000612
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0167811603000612
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gives an organization insight into the problems out there in the world, and into 

the solutions that the world will value.  

For an adhocracy, the flexibility and adaptability enable creative and 

collaborative exploration of novel solutions. For a market culture, the stability 

and control enable efficient execution of the solutions devised. The former is 

more likely to support radical or breakthrough innovations, while the latter 

may better support incremental or evolutionary innovations.  

Because of the flexibility and adaptability factors, the clan culture can also 

have positive impact on innovation outcomes,118 though significantly less so 

than with adhocracies. Their lack of external focus may put them in a 

reactionary position, but if they do need to react to changing circumstances, 

they are able to do so efficiently. 

Hierarchical cultures, not surprisingly, tend to have negative impact on 

innovation outc omes.119 Command-and-control not only fails to promote 

innovation well, but actually inhibits an organizationõs ability to innovate. 

Focusing internally narrows the field of vision on problems and solutions, and 

the high degree of structure and control inhibits the ability to adapt to change.  

Look, if you are a command-and-control sort of person, donõt shoot the 

messenger here. I know the message is hard to hear. If it helps, you may be 

comforted to know that some objectives are still best served by a hierarchy. 

Such a culture can be incredibly efficient at producing volumes of the same 

thing repeatedly . Itõs just not, on average, going to be very innovative 

compared to the other types of culture.  

Now, if you doubt that an organi zation can operate effectively without 

structured, hierarchical controls. Iõd suggest you consider a couple of counter-

examples that prove itõs at least possible.  

Look at Haier, a Chinese home-appliance manufacturer. In the mid-1980s, 

their predecessor, the Qingdao Refrigerator Co., was near bankruptcy. As part 

                                                      
118 Büschgens, et. al.   

119 Ibid.   
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of the turn -around effort, incoming CEO Zhang Ruimin established a radically 

flexible organizational structure. The overall organization essentially consists 

of thousands of small business units, some as small as a single individual.120 

Each has its own culture and systems. Each is its own profit center, bearing the 

fully-loaded costs of all of its operations. Even functions that are normally 

centralized, like finance or human resources, operate as individual profit 

centers, selling their services to the other business units. Talk about 

accountability!  To make it, everyone needs to constantly deliver value. 

Did it turn things around?  Well, they are now the worldõs largest home-

appliance company, with a most recent twelve-month EBITDA of $3.5 Billion.121 

Yes, I would call that a successful turn-around. 

Alternatively, look at the example of W. L. Gore & Associates, whose 

structureless organization was made famous by a Harvard Business Review case 

study in 2012. Gore, best known among consumers for the Gore-Tex® material 

in their winter coats and gloves, is a leading manufacturer of electronics, 

medical devices, sealants, and all sorts of other high-tech materials and 

applications. They have a team-based, flat, interconnected organization that 

fosters personal initiative. They have no traditional organizational charts. They 

do not have a defined chain of command. What they do have is $3.2 Billion in 

annual revenue and a place on the 2015 Forbes list of largest private 

companies.122 But this is not some whacky new-aged attempt to try out a 

creative org structure. They have been doing this since Bill Gore founded the 

company in 1958. When Eisenhower was the POTUS. A decade before hippies 

danced to music on that farm in Woodstock , New York. 

                                                      
120 Martin Reeves, Claire Love and Philipp Tillmanns, òYour Strategy Needs a 

Strategy,ó Harvard Business Review, September 2012.   

121 According to Morningstar Financials in September of 2015.   

122 And a place on the Forbes 2015 list of Americaõs Best Employers at the 

same time.   

https://hbr.org/2012/09/your-strategy-needs-a-strategy
https://hbr.org/2012/09/your-strategy-needs-a-strategy
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Now, before commanding and controlling that your organization adopts 

an adhocratic123 culture, be aware that the national/local culture has an impact, 

too. Your corporate culture should have alignment with the local culture 

(unless, perhaps, you are able to ð and want to ð pick out the oddballs in your 

area that donõt fit the local culture). If you internationalize your innovation 

operations, you will have to pay strong attention to the local culture, and take 

steps to align your local corporate culture with it. 124 

So, what do you think is the least common organization culture type of the 

thousands that Cameron and Quinn have evaluated? 

If you guessed òadhocracy,ó you win the prize, and get to continue in the 

Innovation Games. If you guessed anything else, we have some lovely parting 

gifts for you.  

Okay, even if you guessed wrong, donõt go away. We can still help you out 

if you want to pursue innovation.  

Youõve seen how an external focus is key to developing innovative 

solutions, while flexibility and adaptability help organizations to adjust to a 

changing marketplace. Are there any other particulars of a culture that support 

innovation? What else separates the successful innovators from the not-so-

muches? 

Culture of Innovation Characteristics  

The PDMAõs CPAS study125 identified important cultural components t hat 

separated the innovation winners from the innovation mediocrities:   

                                                      
123 I just made that word up, but I think it works.   

124 Martin Eisend*, Heiner Evanschitzky and David I. Gilliland, òThe Influence 

of Organizational and National Culture on New Product Performance,ó 

Journal of Product Innovation Management, published online May 4, 2015 

(Online version published before inclusion in a physical issue).   

125 Stephen K. Markham and Hyunjung Lee, òProduct Development and 

Management Associationõs 2012 Comparative Performance Assessment 

Study,ó Journal of Product Innovation Management, May 2013.   

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/jpim.12268/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/jpim.12268/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/jpim.12025/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/jpim.12025/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/jpim.12025/abstract
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¶ Failure is understood to be a natural part of the innovation process;  

¶ Innovation values are effectively communicated, both internally and 

externally;  

¶ Risk-taking is valued for career development; 

¶ Constructive conflict that occurs within the innovation process is 

accepted. 

 

Two other characteristics demonstrated to enhance innovation capabilities 

in individuals are curiosity and humility. A culture that values those elements 

will attr act people with those characteristics, and help them to thrive. 

Letõs take a moment to understand these points a little better.  

Failure  Tolerance  

Letõs face it: nobody enjoys failure. It hurts. Managerial behaviors that 

promote fear just make that pain all  the worse. Such behavior is what I call 

Homer Simpson management, which tells the organization, òYou tried your 

best and failed miserably. The lesson is ð never try.ó 

Itõs a clich® thrown around by innovation pundits that 90% of innovation 

efforts result in failure. While the research doesnõt back this up (accurately 

measured new product failure rates are consistently found to be roughly 

between 35% and 45%),126 it still shows that if you donõt have a backbone for 

failure, youõre not going to be an innovator. 

                                                      
126 There are many reasons for the disparity in conventional wisdom and 

researched results.  One lies in the definitions used to do the measurements, 

which only involve marketplace-launched innovations, so all those projects 

that get resources applied and hard work done but end up not being 

launched are not counted as failures.  But thatõs not the only reason.  Steve 

Markham and George Castellion in òNew Product Failure Rates: Influence of 

Argumentum ad Populum and Self-Interestó (published in Journal of Product 

Innovation Management, October 2012) show how much human psychology 

plays a role in perpetuating the myth  of massive failure rates.   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NwVNuyfhF0Q
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1540-5885.2012.01009.x/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1540-5885.2012.01009.x/abstract
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Why do we waste so much time trying to avoid mistakes instead of 

learning from them? Weõd be so much better off if we could find a way to 

extract value from our failures, rather than let them extract value from us. Itõs 

like Lucille Ball said when asked about how her groundbreaking TV show I Love 

Lucy came into being: òWe [she and her husband, Desi Arnaz] decided that 

instead of divorce lawyers profiting from our mi stakes, we'd profit from them.ó 

Mistakes are going to happen in an unpredictable world. Taking on risk, 

by definition, means that failure is a possibility. You and your organization 

must be prepared to fail. The biggest failure of all is the failure to fai l well.  

Now, as I discuss failure with you, it is important to distinguish between 

two types of failure. There is ògood failure,ó and there is òbad failure.ó You can 

tell the difference by looking at how risk is treated before and after the effort 

that fails. 

Good failure comes from daring 

greatly. As Brené Brown puts it on the 

cover of her book Rising Strong, òIf we 

are brave enough, often enough, we 

will fall.ó When you stand up to 

innovate, you do so knowing that a fall 

is possible. The attitude before a good 

failure is one of recognizing risk, taking 

appropriate precautions, considering 

the potential consequences, and then 

courageously accepting the challenge. 

If the effort fails, good failure involves 

extracting value from the effort 

anyway, by learning something that will lead to future success in the process.  

Bad failure comes from carelessness or stupidity. Bad failure starts with an 

attitude of nonchalance. òWhatever, letõs get this over with.ó No courage is 

required, because no consequences are considered. After the failure, there is 

not only no effort to learn, but there is often great effort to hide. That is bad 

failure. 

Figure 18: My son's t-shirt would 

suggest a third category: "epic failure." 
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The problem in many organizations is that they treat both types of failure 

the same way ð with systematic punishment. Those who try and fail are 

relegated to professional gulags, while those who play it safe are given Lucite 

awards and 4.9-star performance appraisals. When organizations 

systematically punish both forms of failure equally, risk acceptance and 

employee effort are stymied. 

The best innovation organizations find ways to reward ògood failures.ó  

I used to be an advocate of celebrating failure, but Iõve changed my mind. 

Failure stinks. Failure hurts. Celebrating it seems like a denial of those basic 

facts. However, celebrating strong effort against the odds, celebrating new 

knowledge, and celebrating the behaviors that the organization values are all 

things that I continue to strongly advocate. People should know that the 

behavior of trying, failing, and getting up to tr y again is not only acceptable, 

but encouraged.127  

This does not mean that you give up on holding people accountable for 

their actions. I am saying that you need to fully embrace accountability, which 

means doing the difficult  work of understanding what happened, and handling 

it effectively, as opposed to resorting to some thoughtless zero -tolerance 

                                                      
127 If anyone needs some motivation on this point, hand them Teddy 

Rooseveltõs famous òMan in the Arenaó passage (with apologies to modern 

gender sensitivities ð he wrote this over a hundred years ago, so please 

forgive him): òIt is not the critic who counts; not the man who points out how 

the strong man stumbles, or where the doer of deeds could have done them 

better. The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face 

is marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly; who errs, who 

comes short again and again, because there is no effort without error and 

shortcoming; but who does actually strive to do the deeds; who knows great 

enthusiasms, the great devotions; who spends himself in a worthy cause; who 

at the best knows in the end the triumph of high achievement, and who at 

the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly, so that his place shall 

never be with those cold and timid souls who neither know victory nor 

defeat.ó Bully.   
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policy that makes reward-and-punishment decisions easy, but counter-

productive.  

Communication  

Both internal and external communication are critical in all forms: spoken 

words, written notices, and, most importantly, observed actions. 

Everything said and done among a group of people contributes to the 

perception of what that group stands for, what constitutes acceptable 

behavior, and what expectations are to be for members of the group.   

Just as we discussed in the chapter on mission,128 actions will speak jet-

engine decibels louder than your words. At times, you may have to explain 

those actions to ensure a common understanding of your reasons, 

motivations, and desired outcomes. If you donõt explain the meaning of your 

actions effectively, people will assign them their own meanings. You donõt want 

those meanings to be wrong. 

There is a simple trick that will help you to convey the meaning that you 

want people to understand with the actions that you take.  Itõs based on 

neurological science and psychology. 

Itõs called ð get ready for it ð honesty.129 

It goes by other names, too, such as authenticity, sincerity, being real, truth. 

Look, I donõt mean to be preachy or holier-than-thou. Iõm just calling out the 

need for organizations to deal with reality. Real reality. You donõt have to be a 

saint to honestly face a situation, and get those around you to do the same.  

                                                      
128 To go to the chapter on mission, click here.    

129 If you are not one of the nearly ten million people to watch it already, I 

recommend checking out Julian Treasureõs TED talk òHow to speak so that 

people want to listen.ó HAIL to thee.   

https://www.ted.com/talks/julian_treasure_how_to_speak_so_that_people_want_to_listen?language=en
https://www.ted.com/talks/julian_treasure_how_to_speak_so_that_people_want_to_listen?language=en
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You do need courage, especially in organizations with a hide-and-seek sort 

of culture.130 The risk is reduced (and the courage requirement decreased) 

when the culture is one of open, candid collaboration. 

Some people are really good at BSing,131 but no one is perfect at it. 132 

Human beings all have evolutionarily honed BS-detectors, and some people 

are exceptionally good at sniffing it ou t. In the ever-expanding information 

age, the ability for someone, somewhere to detect your BS and tell the world 

about it is accelerating exponentially.  

Innovation is difficult  work. When things are difficult, the truth about 

people tends to be uncovered even more quickly. As General Dwight 

Eisenhower said about the European theater of World War II, òThis is a long 

tough road we have to travel. The men that can do things are going to be 

sought out just as surely as the sun rises in the morning. Fake reputations, 

habits of glib and clever speech, and glittering surface performance are going 

to be discovered.ó133 So donõt fake it with glib and clever speech. 

Staying honest, aligning your actions with the organizational mission, 

living the values of the culture you desireê that works better than extensive 

lie-telling, and it saves you from having to remember all of your own 

distortions. 

Forget the spin. How many people believe the word òopportunityó 

anymore? When someone says to me, òBrad, I have an opportunity for you êó 

                                                      
130 No, thatõs not part of the competing values framework, but you probably 

know what I mean.   

131 See Princeton University philosophy professor Harry Frankfurt, òOn 

Bullshit.ó The information age increases the BS potential. My experience of 

seeking quote verifications for this book proved that.   

132 Paul Ekman, Telling Lies: Clues to Deceit in the Marketplace, Politics, and 

Marriage, W. W. Norton & Company, 2009.   

133 Letter to Vernon Prichard dated August 27, 1942, published in The Papers 

of Dwight David Eisenhower edited by Alfred Dupont Chandler,  Johns 

Hopkins Press, 1970.   

http://www.stoa.org.uk/topics/bullshit/pdf/on-bullshit.pdf
http://www.stoa.org.uk/topics/bullshit/pdf/on-bullshit.pdf
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I know immediately that I must be  in the wrong place at the wrong time, and 

my life is about to get painful.  

If it really is an exciting prospect, then be excited. If itõs really a life-

threatening challenge, then express that. Remember the Shackleton ad?134 

Thatõs the kind of honesty Iõm talking about. Such honesty will draw the right 

kind of people to you, in abundance.  

Eloquence is great, but eloquent BS will lose to bumbling honesty most of 

the time. 

Note that you can maintain confidentiality and still be honest. Honesty 

does not mean public declaration of detailed strategic plans or revelation of 

trade secret intellectual property. It simply means genuinely aligning what you 

say with what you do. And it works especially well for innovation, where trust 

is a critical component of creative collaboration  and execution. 

Risk Acceptance 

What is risk? Letõs not get overly complicated here. Taking a risk is simply 

making a decision to do something that has a chance of failing. 

There are ways to quantify and evaluate risk that are beyond the scope of 

this book. For now, itõs sufficient to make just a couple of points. 

First, keep in mind that all risk is personal risk. Whether you go through a 

complicated and rigorous mathematical evaluation of an investment decision, 

ultimately an emotional and personal transaction takes place. If everyone were 

rational, Las Vegas wouldnõt exist. The math says you canõt beat the house, and 

the real wealth that is accumulated in that desert is by the owners of the 

houses. Everyone knows that. But people keep on tossing their chips on the 

green velvet. 

Innovation requires taking some smart risks. Some of those risks will be of 

the standard business decision variety: should we invest in this equipment? 

Should we use supplier A, supplier B, or both? Should we do this ourselves or 

get outside help? These seem to be the more straightforward, rational 

                                                      
134 The Shackleton ad appears in the òMissionó chapter.   
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decisions we must make, but when professional reputations are impacted, 

when raises and promotions are at stake, when business relationships come 

into play, even these become personally risky. 

Other risks are more obviously personal: Should I make this design 

suggestion in front of the whole team?  Should I tell the executive team about 

the latest hiccup or hope that we can fix it  before they find out ? Should I 

commit to getting that task done by that date, considering all the other stuff I 

have to get done? 

The biggest problem when assessing personal risk is that we humans are 

fundamentally irrational creatures. We have a host of òcognitive biasesó135 that 

impact our decisions in ways we donõt even know about. We are biased toward 

the status quo.136 We are also biased to avoid loss, even when potential gains 

rationally outweigh the potential loss. 137 No wonder innovation is hard.   

Understanding these biases and working with your team to overcome 

them is critically important.  Providing personal safety to support thoughtful 

risk acceptance, while still holding people accountable, is an important 

balancing act for innovation managers. 

Conflict  

By far, the most successful teams that I have ever worked with had a 

significant amount of conflict bet ween members. The opposite has also been 

true: some of the most disappointing results came from teams that agreed on 

virtually everything. 

Itõs the difference between the Bay of Pigs invasion and the Cuban missile 

crisis. 

                                                      
135 For more on cognitive biases, go to the òCognitive Biasesó section.   

136 William Samuelson and Richard Zeckhauser, òStatus Quo Bias in Decision 

Making,ó Journal of Risk and Uncertainty, March 1988.   

137 Richard Thaler, òToward a Positive Theory of Consumer Choice,ó Journal of 

Economic Behaviour and Organization, March 1980.   

http://www.hks.harvard.edu/fs/rzeckhau/SQBDM.pdf
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/fs/rzeckhau/SQBDM.pdf
http://www.eief.it/butler/files/2009/11/thaler80.pdf
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In case you arenõt up on your 20th century American history, The Bay of 

Pigs invasion and the Cuban missile crisis were two major events that occurred 

during the presidency of John F. Kennedy. They make a wonderful pair to learn 

from, because they involved the same group of people, working together to 

make decisions that impacted world security at the height of the Cold War.  

One, the Bay of Pigs Invasion, has gone down in history as one of the most 

bone-headed and poorly managed decisions in history. Within just eighteen 

months, though, the  team recovered to set a benchmark in effective team 

collaboration under severe stress during the Cuban missile crisis. 

Without going into historic al detail, the Bay of Pigs invasion was a botched 

mess. It is the premier example of the dangers of ògroupthink,ó in which team 

members, for any variety of reasons, never bother to challenge or confront 

each other. They fail to express different viewpoints. They defer excessively to 

the will of the team o r to prominent team members . Everyone gets along, and 

every team meeting goes smoothlyêuntil you embarrass yourselves before the 

entire world. 

The team regrouped from that catastrophe, and instituted procedures, 

behavioral norms, and expectations that mitig ated the possibility of 

groupthink.  Under extreme duress, the team managed to make the decisions 

that diffused a situation as close as the world has yet come to World War III. 

Team conflict was the key. Respectful but passionate debate, conscious 

review of multiple scenarios and alternatives, creation of sub-teams 

intentionally chosen to have conflicting opinions, selective exclusion of the 

ultimate decision-maker to avoid biasing the direction of debate , all 

contributed to rapid but well -thought out decisions, even when the 

consequences could not have been higher. 

Of course, unhealthy conflict does not lead to effective decision outcomes, 

either. Donõt make arguments personal. Donõt make arguments about òIõm 

right and youõre wrong.ó If emotions heat up like an Easy-Bake Oven, take a 

break, drink an iced green tea, and revisit the issue later. Anger can lead to 
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risky and destructive decisions,138 so avoid letting conflict, which is naturally 

unsettling, to devolve into being infuriating. 139 If you are uncertain as to how 

to argue effectively, consider taking a course of ten lessons at the Argument 

Clinic. Just make sure you go to the right room. 

Bring such healthy conflict to your innovation teams.  It is one of the best 

of all evidence-based practices. Dare I call it a òbest practice?ó 

Curiosity  

Remember at the beginning of this chapter, discussing the power of the 

words òI donõt know?ó Well, òI donõt knowó is necessary ð but not entirely 

sufficient. òI donõt knowó gets us only halfway there. 

Theodoric of York once again can help us understand a critical component 

of an innovation culture. After being confronted by a g rieving mother of one 

of his patients, Theodoric considers a possible futureê 

 

òPerhaps I've been wrong to blindly follow the medical 

traditions and superstitions of past centuries. Maybe we 

barbers should test these assumptions analytically, through 

experimentation and a ôscientific method.õ Maybe this 

scientific method could be extended to other fields of 

learning: the natural sciences, art, architecture, navigation. 

Perhaps I could lead the way to a new age, an age of rebirth, 

a ôRenaissance!õ [thinks for a minute] Naaaaaahhh!ó 

 

Oooooo, he was so close for a second there. If only he had followed up his 

òI donõt knowó moment with the other critical piece of innovative inquiry. 

                                                      
138 Marc L. Resnick, òThe Effect of Affect: Decision-Making in the Emotional 

Context of Health Care,ó Symposium on Human Factors and Ergonomics in 

Health Care, Human Factors and Ergonomics Society, Baltimore, MD, 2012.   

139 For more about how to effectively manage conflict and keep it healthy, go 

to the òMarriage Counselingó section of the Team chapter.   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kQFKtI6gn9Y
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kQFKtI6gn9Y
https://www.nbc.com/saturday-night-live/video/theodoric-of-york/n8661
http://www.hfes.org/web/HFESMeetings/HCS2012/Resnick-ProviderSafety-poster-1.19.pdf
http://www.hfes.org/web/HFESMeetings/HCS2012/Resnick-ProviderSafety-poster-1.19.pdf
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And what is that piece? 

I was fortunate enough to take a managerial accounting class from 

Professor Roman Weil at the University of Chicago. The most important and 

most memorable lesson that he taught me had nothing to do with Generally 

Accepted Accounting Principles (GAAP).140 

In his class, he liked to have class participation. He kept you awake through 

the drudgery of double -entry bookkeeping by having the constant threat of 

being called upon to answer a question for the whole class. And thatõs where 

the life lesson came in. 

He told us in the introduction  to the class, in minute one of day one, that 

if he called on you, there were two, and only two, acceptable answers: either 

the correct answer, or òI donõt know, but Iõll find out.ó If you were called upon 

and provided the correct answer, you breathed a sigh of relief. If you ever gave 

the wrong answer, your ego received a jab to the nose from Dr. Weilõs quick 

wit, and you immediately launched into a relentless search for the right answer. 

You were never let off the hook. 

The search for the correct answer took place while the rest of the class 

went on. Mind you, this was in the days before smart phones and the Google. 

Few of us even owned laptops, and we generally didnõt bring them to class if 

we did. We had to scour through pages of text in a book, our own illegibly 

scribbled notes, or whatever such archaic resources we had to get the answer. 

Once found, weõd raise our hands until he called on us again, then weõd have 

to remind the class what the question was, and then announce the correct 

                                                      
140 The only thing that I remember about GAAP is that R&D expenditures are 

counted as expenses, not investments. That, philosophically, is wronger than 

a llama in lederhosen. Spending on innovation is an investment. Economic 

Value Added accounting gets it right, where innovation expenses like R&D 

are capitalized (see Galen R. Hatfield, òR&D in an EVA World: As a Valuable 

Financial Metric, Economic Value Added Reinforces the Role of R&D as an 

Investment in the Future of the Corporation,ó Research-Technology 

Management Journal, January, 2002.   

http://business.highbeam.com/1015/article-1G1-82353652/rd-eva-world-valuable-financial-metric-economic-value
http://business.highbeam.com/1015/article-1G1-82353652/rd-eva-world-valuable-financial-metric-economic-value
http://business.highbeam.com/1015/article-1G1-82353652/rd-eva-world-valuable-financial-metric-economic-value
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answer to the question. If we were wrong, the whole process began anew, 

including another Weil wit -jab to the intellectual ego.  

This was not a lesson about accounting. This was not a lesson about paying 

attention in class. This was a lesson in innovation. 

Innovation is all about òI donõt know, but Iõll find out.ó  

There is no better way to capture the attitude of curiosity necessary for 

innovation. That attitude needs to be a determined part of any individual 

innovator. That attitude needs to be a pervasive part of an organizational 

culture of innovation.  

Humility  

To be able to live òI donõt know, but Iõll find outó requires genuine 

humility.141  

That does not mean false modesty. Genuine humility means an honest 

assessment of your skills, capabilities, and knowledge. It means recognizing 

not only  what you lack, but also what you possess. 

The power of humility to innovation can be illustrated in the rise of a new 

game: freestyle chess. Ever since computers surpassed even the greatest 

human chess players, chess programs have been leveraged to learn and 

understand the game better than ever before. In freestyle chess, human players 

are free to use computer programs to assist them in making their moves, 

leading to what chess enthusiasts have called the most beautiful games ever 

played. 

You might expect that , out of the gate, the best freestyle chess players 

would have been the highest-rated human players assisted by the highest-

rated chess programs. Thatõs not how it turned out, however.142 The best 

                                                      
141 Don Emerson Davis, Jr., and Joshua N. Hook, òMeasuring Humility and Its 

Positive Effects,ó Association for Psychological Science Observer, October 

2013.   

142 Tyler Cowen, Average is Over: Powering America Beyond the Age of the 

Great Stagnation, Dutton Penguin Books,2013.   

http://www.psychologicalscience.org/index.php/publications/observer/2013/october-13/measuring-humility-and-its-positive-effects.html
http://www.psychologicalscience.org/index.php/publications/observer/2013/october-13/measuring-humility-and-its-positive-effects.html
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freestyle players were strong on their own, but not the best. They did have a 

characteristic that the highest-rated players lacked: a large dose of humility in 

their psyche. The humble Davids were able to defeat the more confident 

Goliaths, even though both had access to the same software. 

The humbler humans were less likely to override computer suggestions, 

while still being able to add  an element of creative human judgment that the 

computers lacked. The higher-rated, but more arrog ant players would believe 

that their skills and intuition were stronger than the software êuntil, of course, 

defeat proved them wrong.  

These winning freestyle players demonstrated powerful innovation skills 

that can be helpful to anyone looking to improve t heir organizationõs 

innovation capabilities: 

 

¶ They are able to accept expert input that may or may not agree with 

their own thoughts.  They make good decisions based on all of the 

inputs, not just on those that confirm their own bias .143  

¶ They can direct the experts to look down particular paths, before 

selecting the one they believe to be best. The best innovators know 

both how to focus the analysis and when to stop the analysis and make 

the move. 

¶ They seek out multiple opinions, knowing that the points where expert 

opinions diverge present the real opportunities for brilliance.  Those 

are the places that the insightful innovators can contribute the most 

with their own expertise and judgment.  Strong innovation leaders will 

encourage healthy disagreement in their team of experts.  

 

To be able to live òI donõt know, but Iõll find outó builds on risk 

acceptance144 and requires tolerance of failure. First, admitting you donõt know 

                                                      
143 For more on cognitive biases, go to the òCognitive Biasesó section.   

144 For more on risk acceptance, go to the òRisk Acceptanceó section.   
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will feel to many like an admission of failure. Second, there is the risk required 

to go òfind out.ó Finding something out is not always as easy as googling a few 

keywords on your smartphone. The most potentially rewarding òfinding outó is 

the kind that requires exploration into ne w areas, creating new knowledge. But, 

like all explorers sailing into the unknown, it is also the riskiest. 

As the saying goes, òGood judgement is born of wisdom. Wisdom is born 

of experience. Experience is born of bad judgment.ó145 

If you arenõt willing to make a mistake, then you arenõt willing to innovate. 

And that would be the biggest mistake you could make.  There is power in 

ignorance, for both progress and retreat. Retreat comes when you stop at òI 

donõt know.ó Progress comes when you follow-up òI donõt knowó with òbut Iõll 

find out.ó 

Cultural Change  

Okay, so we know what kind of culture we need to have if we want to 

support innovation.  Now, how do we get there? 

First, recognize that changing a culture is a challenging undertaking that 

requires non-stop effort and vigilance. There are things you can do to change 

your culture to better support innovation, but expect the effort to be a 

marathon, not a sprint. It may even be more like the Badwater Ultramarathon 

than just a marathon. If innovation is what you want, though, you have no 

choice but to create and nurture a culture that supports it . 

Second, there are things you can do to create subcultures within your 

organization. This has some nice advantages, but it also has some unique 

challenges that weõll need to address. 

Letõs start with addressing the overall organizational culture. 

There are almost as many approaches to cultural change as there are to 

defining culture  in the first place. Fortunately, most of these approaches have 

                                                      
145 Variations on this aphorism have been attributed to everyone from Will 

Rodgers to Simon Bolivar to Omar Bradley to Christian Slater.  My apologies 

to whoever first stated this brilliance for lacking a citation.    

http://www.badwater.com/event/badwater-135/
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several common themes on which they agree. Rather than present a single 

prescriptive method, Iõll just touch on those areas of agreement. 

 

1) Leaders must consciously define and buy into the c ulture they want.  

Even those experts who advocate a bottom-up approach to culture change 

recognize that without top -level support, such efforts will be wasted. 

Management must not limit cultural support to lip service, either. It must be 

lived. The entire collection of organizational eyes will be on the leadership, and 

any perceived deviations of the walk from the talk will halt any progress. 

Consistent adherence to the new desired norms is critical. Most people do 

not like change, and they will be looking  for any rays of hope that change wonõt 

be necessary. Youõll be dealing with the psychology of the slot machine. 

Why do people keep pumping change into slot machines until they go 

broke? Because the slot machine pays off every once in a while. That reward, 

coming at irregular, unpredictable intervals, is psychologically addicting. One 

successful pull at the one-armed bandit ð even with a tiny payoff ð outweighs 

twenty pulls that lose.  

The same will be true for any inconsistencies in cultural change 

management. Every little reward someone experiences for doing things the old 

way will reinforce sticking to the old ways , and will do so far more than many 

little òpunishmentsó intended to encourage new behaviors. 

Also remember that to plan the route to where you  want to go, you have 

to know where you are now. Evaluate not only what the culture needs to be in 

the future, but also what it is in the present.  Decide exactly what needs to 

change, and what wonõt change. Prioritize the changes, because they wonõt 

take hold all at once. 

 

2) Cultural change takes a long -term, sustained effort, not a one -time  

declaration.  

Jerry Levin, the CEO of Time-Warner before their merger with AOL, decided 

that a change of culture was necessary in his company. He made a 45-minute 

video of himself outlining the new culture that was necessary, distributed it to 
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the employees, and overnight, the organization became exactly what he 

wanted.  

Oh wait. Scratch that. Actually, nothing changed.  

There was no follow-up, there was no effort to bu ild support, there was no 

change management. Not surprisingly, there was no effect, either.146 

In addition to monitoring their own behaviors, leaders must recognize the 

appropriate behaviors of others throughout the organization . That recognition 

must be done visibly and extensively. Staff needs to be influenced to adjust 

their behaviors to the changes, not just told to change.  Think about it ð it is 

self-contradictory to try to move from a command -and-control culture by 

commanding and controlling the change!  

Find influential staff members, and secure their buy-in. Such people will 

often be even more influential than the highest -level managers will be in 

creating and sustaining the change. 

Cultural change does not happen overnight. Nor in a fortnight. Not to 

scare you or anything, but honestly, it is not a process that is ever truly finished. 

It must be constantly monitored, assessed, re-evaluated, and nurtured. It is not 

a program, but a way of living in the organization. Change programs are the 

means, not the ends themselves. 

 

3) Hire slowly.  

Make sure that the right people who can effectively fit in the culture you 

want are on your team. Treat each hiring decision as an adoption into a family 

rather than just as an economic transaction. Involve peers in the hiring process, 

as they have a stake in knowing with whom theyõll be working. This will hasten 

the onboarding process as well, since peers will have already accepted new 

hires before they arrive. 

You must be committed to the culture you want. Hiring people who donõt 

naturally fit the existing culture will arouse the corporate antibodies , which will 

                                                      
146 Jerome H. Want, Corporate Culture: Illuminating the Black Hole, Macmillan, 

2007.   
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then try to drive out the intruder.  If you allow those antibodies to defeat your 

newly hired change agent, you will strengthen that immune response system, 

much like a vaccine does in children. This can potentially wreck your external 

reputation, making it that much more diffi cult to get the change agents you 

want. You must provide ongoing support for them, including hiring more 

people that fit the desired culture.  

Do not expect that hiring just one person, regardless of what level they 

may be, will deliver a magical transformation of the culture. You need a chain 

reaction, and chain reactions require critical mass. 

 

4) Fire slowlyêor maybe quickly.  

No matter how good the hiring process is, some who do not fit will make 

it through the screening process. It is important to remove such forces from 

the organization, so as not to allow them to infect others who do fit.  

There is disagreement, however, among experts as to whether to fire 

quickly or slowly. There are two opposing forces: keeping a bad fit on board 

too long can erode team performance and drive good performers away; firing 

too quickly can erode individualsõ senses of security, eroding risk acceptance 

and hindering innovation performance ð and good performers leave out of 

fear for their jobs.  

Personally, I recommend erring on the side of firing slowly, while paying 

close attention to team dynamics. However, there have been many vocal and 

valid opinions Iõve heard expressed to the contrary. Use your best judgement 

based on the impact you want to have for your team , and on ensuring progress 

toward the culture you want. 

 

5) Communicate, communicate, communicate. When youõre done, 

communicate some more.  

Keep your communication simple ð clear, complete, consistent and 

concise. Follow a simple communication model  that helps everyone who gets 
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your message to know unambiguously what you expect of them.147 And 

remember, be real. Or authentic, honest, genuine, etc. However you want to 

describe it, just be it. 

Communication is an ongoing process. It is a dialogue, not a monologue, 

involving at least as much listening as speaking.148 Words are only a small 

fraction of communication as well. Tone and behavior will drive your message 

far more than words alone. And, like everything in the change process, 

communication must be an ongoing behavior, not a one -and-done event. 

 

6) Establish new rituals and ceremonies.  Real ones. 

Not like the corporate award program I once experienced. I worked on a 

major project that had dozens of people making significant contributions. The 

team won a corporate award, but the rules limited the recipients to just  five 

people. The managers got it, the rest of us didnõt. That was hard enough to 

take, but the following year made it worse ð when I did win an award. I had 

been transferred to a small team just a few weeks before award time. The two 

guys who had worked all year on a big breakthrough earned the team an 

award. Even though I had contributed bubkus to the effort, I was given the 

same recognition they got.  

That is exactly the wrong way to create recognition and ritual. Unless, of 

course, you want a cynical culture. 

Effective rituals must be sincere. Effective rituals must be perceived as a 

fluid part of the behavioral norms.  Effective rituals must support the culture. If 

you have a cultural objective of team cohesion, the rituals should be team 

oriented. Encourage team members to evaluate and reward (or sanction) each 

other based on conformance to the values and beliefs of the team ð NOT based 

                                                      
147 For more on a simple communication model, go to the  òCLEAR 

Communicationó section.   

148 In addition to his òHow to Speak so People Listenó talk, Julian Treasure 

covers the topic of listening in another excellent TED talk:ó 5 Ways to Listen 

Better.   

https://www.ted.com/talks/julian_treasure_5_ways_to_listen_better?language=en
https://www.ted.com/talks/julian_treasure_5_ways_to_listen_better?language=en
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on particular outcomes. Celebrating outcomes is okay, but rewarding 

outcomes alone will lead to their pursuit by any mea ns necessary, including 

those that violate desirable cultural norms. 

 

Defining and engendering a strong and effective corporate culture is the 

hardest effort that an innovation leader can undertake. It will also prove to be 

the most durable and rewarding. 

Subcultures  

Within a single organization, different cultural environments can and 

should exist as circumstances require. We simply need to adapt to the 

requirements of the moment.  

As an individual, you may be thinking that rapidly changing between sub -

cultures is impossible. Thatõs not how humans work. Youõd be wrong. 

Think of this example: I can go to my church on Sunday morning, adapting 

to the cultural norms without much effort . I dress in appropriate attire, greet 

others pleasantly and calmly, and sit attentively during readings and  sermons. 

After the services end, I can calmly and politely remind the friends who also 

attended services that I will be visiting with them in just a few hours, to support 

our football team in their latest g ridiron adventure . 

I then head home, throw on some beat-up jeans and the replica jersey of 

my favorite player, run over to my buddyõs back yard, pop open a can of beer, 

spill some as I yell at the TV announcer for clearly being an idiot if he thinks 

my teamõs defense really misses that sorry excuse for a linebacker that we got 

rid of last year, all while using colorful expletives to articulate my point and 

chewing a bite of hot dog freshly pulled off the grill.  

Same day, same guys around me, totally different sub-culture, tot ally 

different norms of acceptable behavior . Yet we transition between them 

seamlessly, without conscious thought. 

The same is true in our organizations. We can go from an executive 

presentation to a water-cooler discussion with teammates met in the hallway, 

and we adjust to these sub-cultures without thinking about it.  
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There are three different situations that lead to the rise of sub-cultures. 

These situations can be defined by how the people involved are momentarily 

separated from the rest of the world . These separations can occur in space, in 

time, or in context. 

A group separated in space is defined by geographic boundaries. These 

boundaries can be on a global scale, such as the Singapore office of a company 

headquartered in New York City. They can also be extremely local, like the team 

that works on the third floor being isolated from the team on the fourth floor.  

Donõt underestimate the cultural barriers that can crop up from seemingly 

insignificant physical barriers. 

A group separated in time is defined, obviously, by when they are 

gathered. The same team operating during a time of crisis will need to operate 

under different behavioral norms than a team casually celebrating an 

important accomplishment.  

A group separated by context is defined by their social or professional 

expectations. For example, a marketing department will have a different sub-

culture than an accounting department, and they will both be different than 

an engineering department. In a non-profit, those responsible for fund raising 

will have a different sub-culture than those responsible for service delivery. 

In the hypothetical church/football example, all three separations are in 

play. The church is a different space than the backyard barbeque; the morning 

church time is different than  the afternoon game time; and the context of 

being gathered as worshipers is different than the context of being gathered 

together as football fans. 

You have to be conscious of these subcultures, as well as being conscious 

of the overall culture. Use the separations to your advantage. 

For example, the armed forces are probably the first thing you think of 

when coming up with an example of a Hierarchy (although that may no longer 

be as true as it used to be). However, when engaged in strategic planning, or 

conducting an After Action Review (a critical innovation tool weõll visit later), it 

is more beneficial to have a climate of open collaboration. Creating separations 

in time, space, or context can make this happen. As former Chairman of the 
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Joint Chiefs of Staff and Secretary of State Colin Powell said, "When we are 

debating an issue, loyalty means giving me your honest opinion, whether you 

think I'll like it or not.  Disagreement, at this stage, stimulates me.ó149 

Then, when facing combat or some other job to be executed immediately, 

the situation is different. A clear chain of command, from the Commander -in-

Chief down to the lowest -ranked enlisted man, governs every action. Boot 

camp training is designed to ensure that every soldier is going to immediately 

follow orders and do their  duty even under fire. As Powell goes on to say, 

òOnce a decision has been made, the debate ends. From that point on, loyalty 

means executing the decision as if it were your own.ó150 

Innovation is no different.  As weõve seen, some cultures serve innovation 

efforts better than others.  If you are in a Hierarchy organization, but want to 

support innovation efforts immediately, you can do so by creating an 

innovation -supporting sub-culture. To do so, you must create a wall between 

the overall organization culture and the innovation team subculture.  

Perhaps you could create a separation in space by locating an innovation 

team off -site from the rest of the organization , as in the Lockheed Skunk Works 

model. Perhaps you could create a separation in time by designating certain 

hours as innovation hours and the rest as execution hours. Perhaps you could 

create a separation in context by designating one group to be responsible for 

innovation  full-time, while other parts of the organization remain devoted to 

execution.151 However you create the separation, allow the boundaries to 

provide protection to the innovative sub -culture, so that it does not get 

overrun by the overall organizational culture. 

                                                      
149 Colin L. Powell and Joseph E. Persico, My American Journey, Random 

House LLC, 1996.   

150 Ibid.   

151 Warning: this particular means of separation can lead to an in-group/out -

group bias that may not be good for the organization!   
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Of course, you must also beware of 

the potential downsides of sub-

cultures. They can divide people that 

need to work together as a team. They 

can create animosity between teams, 

or between a team and the mother 

ship. 

To manage these downsides, find 

people who can play the role of 

diplomat well.  These people are the 

chameleons of your organization, able 

to blend into a variety of environments. 

Itõs not that they change themselves, or 

merely agree with whomever they are 

speaking They simply adjust their 

communication to fit a consistent 

message to the ears of the audience. Whether you call them diplomats or 

chameleons, they play a critical role in helping to maintain an innovation 

subculture within an overall culture not -so-supportive of innovation.  

What is a diplomat? Iõve always loved these definitions: òDiplomacy is the 

art of letting other people have your way,ó152 and, òA diplomat is a person who 

can tell you to go to hell in such a way t hat you actually look forward to the 

trip.ó153 Such skills come in handy when working on an innovation project.  

These critical people need to be adept at identifying and understanding 

various cultures, and help those cultures work together effectively.  The role 

does not need to be played by a single person, but it does need to be played 

if potential cultural clashes are going to get in the way of progress.  

                                                      
152 Daniele Varè, The Laughing Diplomat, Murray, 1938.   

153 Caskie Stinett, Out of the Red, Random House, 1960.   

Figure 19: Organizational chameleons 

are the diplomats that help innovation 

teams fit into their  surroundings. They 

are needed both in the broad 

organization and on individual teams. 
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Consider the case of General Dwight D. Eisenhower being selected as the 

Supreme Commander of the Allied Forces in Europe. He was not selected 

because of his proven strategic abilities, nor for a history of combat success. 

Prior to World War II, his had a rather undistinguished military career. But in 

that career, he demonstrated skills in organization and diplomacy that were 

absolutely critical for the task at hand. He had to manage differences between 

national cultures and powerful personalities, often with dramatically opposing 

perspectives, including such people as Roosevelt, Churchill, Patton, 

Montgomery, DeGaulle, and Marshall. 

Had the invasion failed ð and the odds of failure were high enough that 

Eisenhower had prepared a speech in advance to take responsibility for it ð the 

last 70 years of world history would likely have been very different. Never 

underestimate the role of a diplomat to the success of an undertaking.  

So embrace ignorance, encourage exploration, and consciously manage 

your culture (or sub-cultures) to support innovation efforts.  Donõt let your 

strategy get devoured for breakfast, lunch, dinner, or midnight snack by your 

culture. Your culture should be a pillar, not a pillager, supporting the hard work 

you are doing to accomplish your mission. 

 

Simple Study Guide - Cultur e 
 

¶ What is the Competing Values Framework (CVF)? 

¶ What are the four types of organizational cultures according to the 

CVF? 

¶ Which comes first ð strategy or culture? 

¶ What types of culture fit best with an innovation strategy?  

¶ What are characteristics of an innovation culture? 

¶ What six things are required for establishing and maintaining a 

desired culture? 

¶ What role is most critical for a sub-culture? 
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Where do you want to go from here?  

Full Table of Contents  

Control  Creation  Conversion  

Mission  Voice of the 

Customer  

 
The Mental Game of 

Innovation  

 
Ideation  

Innovation Teams  

Culture  Project Management  

Strategy  For-Profit Metrics  

Portfolio 

Management  
Nonprofit Metrics  

Managing Organizational Change  

Send Feedback, Comments, Questions, Comedy Materialê 

Or just turn the page to keep readingê
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To Do or Not to Do, That is the Question  (Strategy )  
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Simple Self -Assessment - Strategy  
Rate yourself on the following questions. To benchmark 

yourself against others , complete the online survey here . 

 

¶ Does your organization have a strategic plan that everyone 

understands?  
Um, there used to be a binder  It guides our 

around here somewhere... every action. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

¶ Does everyone share a common understanding of the strategic 

plan?  
We argue about Our ducks 

it constantly are in a row. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

¶ How many words does it take to lay out the basics of your 

strategic plan?  
More than you  Just enough to 

have in this book. share in the elevator. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

¶ Does the strategic plan clearly link resources and objectives to the 

mission? 
Are they supposed  

to go together?  Like a solid chain 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

¶ Does your innovation strategy support the overall org anization 

strategy?  
Like a straw house  Like a brick house 

built on sand. built on bedrock.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

 

 

http://www.3point14innovation.com/#!kis---strategy-self-assessment/c166e


106 CONTROL SYSTEM: STRATEGY 

 

  
Go to Table 

of Contents  

¶ Does your innovation strategy have technology and marketing 

components? 
Components? Of course! 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

¶ Does your organizatio n use a variety of tools to guide strategic 

planning?  
We only use  You should see the 

hammers. size of our toolbox!  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

¶ Does your strategy include behavioral norms and expectations?  
That doesnõt belong  

in a strategic plan. Yes, definitely. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

¶ Has your organization thought through contingency plans?  
No need. Everything  We are ready 

will go perfectly.  for anything. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

¶ How open is your innovation approach?  
Closed and locked  As open as the 

like a bank vault door.  great outdoors.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
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Simple Summary - Strategy  
Key take -aways you should get out of this section:  

¶ Strategy is a leaderõs plan for the use of available resources to 

achieve a specific objective that supports a higher mission. 

¶ The greatest value of a strategic plan is the planning process itself. 

Done well, the process will uncover critical information, identify 

possible futures, and prepare contingencies for those possibilities. 

¶ An organizational strategy should have an innovation component, 

and an innovation strategy should strongly support the overall 

strategy. 

¶ There are four types of innovation strategies organizations can 

follow: prospector (first-to-market with breakthrough offerings), 

analyzer (fast-follower, adaptive to changing conditions), defender 

(striving for high efficiency and low cost operations), and reactor 

(basically operating without a plan).  

¶ The SWOT analysis (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and 

threats) is a simple means of summarizing the critical information 

that should be considered in developing strategic plans. 

¶ Michael Porterõs five forces (supplier power, customer power, 

threats from substitutes, threats from new entrants, competitive 

rivalry) should be analyzed within the context of environmental 

conditions, such as general economic forecasts, broad changes in 

technology, social trends and emerging concerns, changing 

demographics, the political environment, and the legal or 

regulatory framework in which you operate.   

¶ You must know where your products fall in the product life cycle. 

New-to-the-world technologies should receive different kinds of 

investment than mature technologies ripe for replacement.  

¶ Competing where everyone else is competing leads to everyone 

getting beaten up. Use tools like the blue ocean strategy canvas, 

the innovation radar, and the ten types of innovation to expand 

your thinking, and to discover new arenas for serving customers 

without having to slog through a fight.  

¶ In order to plan effectively for the future, c reate a roadmap that 

identifies the routes required to achieve your future vision. The 
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roadmap will not only help guide what you need to do today to 

achieve a goal for tomorrow, but it will help identify how realistic 

your objectives are, what gaps exist in your plan, and what hurdles 

need to be overcome. 

¶ Capture your strategy simply. Use the one-page simple strategic 

plan document to provide a common language, guidelines for 

behavior, and metrics for success. This simple communication tool 

will then serve as a guide to decision-making for the organization 

to follow. It sets the boundaries within which innovators can 

explore and operate. 

¶ Use multiple metrics of success to maximize overall performance. 

¶ Open innovation leverages the involvement of external parties ð 

customers, suppliers, experts, people from other fields entirely ð to 

identify and execute the highest value innovations. Open 

innovation is not like an on/off switch. Itõs not a matter of being 

either open or closed. Open innovation falls on a cont inuum. You 

need to understand the costs and benefits to opening your 

innovation efforts, and determine just how open you can and 

should be. 

¶ Once the strategic planning is done, you need to communicate it 

effectively to all that are involved in its executio n. Simply. Then 

communicate it some more. Ensure that the plan is commonly 

understood by all, and considered by all in their day-to-day 

decisions. 
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Planning is Everything  

As touched on in the chapter on culture,154 perhaps the greatest example 

of strategic planning in military history,  code-named Operation Overlord, was 

the invasion of Normandy  on D-Day, June 6, 1944. It involved coordinating not 

just multiple military branches, but multiple military branches of multiple 

countries. It involved the coordination of efforts of powerful and opinionated 

personalities. It included the use of a general respected as òthe bestó by the 

German army,155 George Patton, as a mere decoy. It involved precision at a 

time when equipment and munitions were far less precise than they are today. 

It involved over a year of planning and deception that could be overturned by 

the fickleness of Mother Nature, and the winds and weather she would send 

through the English Channel on the day of execution. 

For all the complexity of the actual work to be done, the strategic outline 

was really quite simple. Itõs an excellent example of being simple without being 

simplistic.156 The idea was to find suitable beaches in natural harbors, amass 

the men and equipment necessary for an effective landing force, prevent 

defensive reinforcements by attacking key bridges and roads between the 

                                                      
154 For more on culture, go to the òCultureó chapter.   

155 At least according to Old Blood and Guts: Chasing Bandits and Nazis with 

General George S. Patton (by Providence Research, Wikimedia Foundation, 

U.S. Senate, Office of the Federal Register), in which a variety of German 

leaders are quoted with similar statements to the one by Field Marshal Gerd 

von Rundstedt: òPatton, he is your best.ó A variety of other books suggest 

that such respect and admiration on the part of the Germans for Patton was 

not, however, the case.  This is a book about innovation, though, not World 

War II generals, so I wonõt get into that debate.  Suffice it to say that Patton 

had a good deal of demonstrated success on the battlefield  (more than most 

prior to D -Day), but he was held behind as a decoy, which was a pretty bold 

strategic move.  And George C. Scottõs Patton movie speech remains one of 

the great scenes in movie history.   

156 For more on the definition of simple, go to the òWhy Simple?ó section.   

http://www.dailymotion.com/video/x156uvg_patton-s-opening-speech-to-the-troops-george-c-scott_shortfilms
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landing site and other German troops, then establish a beachhead through 

which supplies for a sustained offensive could flow. That took about fifty words 

to state. Like a good mission statement, you should be able to capture the 

essence of your strategy in just a few words that all can remember. It doesnõt 

take a 379-slide PowerPoint deck to do it.  

A simple strategy can help make the complex manageable. Weõll revisit 

that point when we talk about  portfolio management 157 and project 

management.158  

Donõt get me wrong, preparing for complexity is good.  Knowing how to 

make all the moving parts fit together is critically important.  But just as a simple 

mission statement provides a foundation for an organization, a simple 

strategic plan provides the framework on which to build al l the activities of that 

organization. Remember, simple is not about avoiding complexity, but about 

making the complex clear and understandable. 

What is Strategy?  

When it comes to strategy, much of the discussion has to do with the 

military. You are as likely to hear the statement òWe are going to outflank them 

and seize the high groundó in a corporate boardroom as at the Pentagon. 

However, donõt take that as a sign that strategery159 is of necessity about 

adversarial conflict. It isnõt.160 

                                                      
157 For more on portfolio management, go to the òPortfolio Managementó 

chapter.   

158 For more on project management, go to the òProject Managementó 

chapter.   

159 Yes, I am well aware that this is a made-up word to poke fun at former 

POTUS George W. Bush.  But itõs such a good word, I canõt pass it up.   

160 This point is well-articulated in a Harvard Business Review blog post by 

Frank V. Cespedes, òStop Using Battle Metaphors in Your Company Strategy,ó 

December 19, 2014. While there is much to learn about effective strategies 

https://hbr.org/2014/12/stop-using-battle-metaphors-in-your-company-strategy
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Military history has some important characteristics that make it easy to 

reference. Great individual leaders, and, for that matter, blunderers, emerge. 

Their decision processes are often well-documented, and the actions taken are 

recorded in detail for posterity.  What works and what doesnõt can be and have 

been analyzed from a wide variety of perspectives. Lessons from those analyses 

are available for all to see, even if learning from history is not a human forte. 

However, key differences between military strategy and organizational 

strategy include the fact that not all organizations have òenemies.ó This is 

especially true for non-profits. Think about it. Letõs say you are running a non-

profit to feed the poor.  Unless you are doing so in Somalia, it is unlikely that 

you have opposing organizations actively trying to prevent you from feeding 

the poor. While you could say that poverty itself is the enemy, itõs not one that 

is consciously plotting against you. Lyndon Johnsonõs War on Poverty is not 

the same as Napoleonõs War on Europe.  

Still, much can be learned from the millennia of thought that have been 

put into military strategy, and the millennia of experience we have in seeing 

which strategies work and which ones end up in a bad checkmate. 

The Difference between Mission, Strategy, and Tactics  

Before proceeding further, perhaps some definit ions are in order. It is easy 

to confuse mission,161 strategy, and tactics. In many cases, they seem to be 

used interchangeably. Thatõs because the difference between the three is 

largely a matter of viewpoint.  One womanõs mission is another manõs strategy, 

which in turn is another womanõs tactics.  

In general, the mission for a group is the big objecti ve that they want to 

achieve. Strategy is the broad plan of how the mission  is to be achieved. Tactics 

are the more specific actions taken to execute the strategy. The thing is, 

                                                      

from military history, it is equally important to understand that there are 

important differences as well.   

161 For more on the topic of mission, go to the òMissionó chapter.   
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depending on the size and scope of the group, the strategy for one team may 

be the mission of another.  

Take the D-Day example. For Eisenhower, the mission was to defeat 

Germany, the strategy was to do so by establishing multiple fronts to 

overstretch the capacity of the German army, and Operation Overlord was a 

tactic to establish one of those fronts. 

On D-Day, commanders of armies had the mission to establish a 

beachhead at their particular point of attack, such as Omaha beach. Their 

strategy was to leverage air and sea superiority and the element of surprise to 

overwhelm entrenched German defensive positions. The tactics used included 

shelling German bunkers with 14-inch artillery fired from the decks of 

battleships stationed outside the range of German artillery. 

For a particular group of infantrymen, their mission may have been to 

capture a particular machine-gun nest. Their strategy may have been to soften 

the defenses with mobile artillery fire and a constant hail of covering fire from 

the front, while soldiers with grenades and bayonets sneak up from the flanks. 

The tactics could have been to crawl from one safe spot to another, rather than 

run and risk being spotted.  

So the difference between mission, strategy, and tactics is often a matter 

of perspective. And thatõs not just my viewpoint. The great military historian 

and theorist B. H. Liddell Hart referred to ògrand strategyó and òpure strategyó 

to distinguish between the overall purposes of a nation (grand strategy) and 

the specific military plans of a general trying to deliver against those purposes 

(pure strategy). The grand strategy is a higher-level viewpoint than the pure 

military strategy. To the warrior contemplating pure strategy, the grand 

strategy is the mission. To the politician contemplating grand strategy, the 

pure strategy is a tactic. 

This is why I started by talking about mission.162 Defining the mission for 

your group will establish the boundaries for your strategies and tactics. It will 

                                                      
162 For more on the topic of mission, go to the òMissionó chapter. Didnõt I just 

say that?   



 KEEP INNOVATION SIMPLE 113 

 

 
Go to Table 

of Contents  

also serve as the collective conscience of the organization to keep it  moving 

through inevitabl e struggles. To paraphrase Viktor Frankl, those who have a 

òwhyó can bear with almost any òhow.ó163 

The mission is the òwhy.ó The strategic plan is the òwhat.ó The specific 

tactics are the òhow.ó 

Defining Strategy  

So how, then, should we define strategy specifically?  

Liddell Hart defines strategy as: òthe practical adaptation of the means 

placed at a generalõs disposal to the attainment of the objective in view.ó164  

This is a powerful and simple statement. It considers the planning (or 

òpractical applicationó) for use of limited resources (or òmeans placed at the 

generalõs disposaló) and focuses on achieving the mission (or òobjectiveó). 

Generalizing ògeneraló165 beyond a military leader to mean a leader of any 

group pursuing a mission, this is a great place to start understanding the 

nature of strategy. 

To get clearly into the business realm, we have to check out Michael Porter, 

the godfather of business strategy. He says, òCompetitive strategy is about 

                                                      
163 òA man who becomes conscious of the responsibility he bears toward a 

human being who affectionately waits for him, or to an unfinished work, will 

never be able to throw away his life. He knows the ôwhyõ for his existence, and 

will be able to bear almost any ôhow.õó  Viktor Frankl, Manõs Search for 

Meaning, Rider Publishing, 2011.  Considering this philosophy got him 

through Auschwitz, it should at least help a team get through some business 

challenges.   

164 Sir B. H. Liddell Hart, Strategy, Second Revised Edition, Faber and Faber Ltd., 

1967.   

165 You gotta love how English can use the same word to have completely 

different meanings.   
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being different.  It means deliberately choosing a different set of activities to 

deliver a unique mix of value.ó166 

Differentiation and value. Sounds a lot like innovation 167 to me. 

Leveraging another definition found in the academic literature, òBusiness 

strategy is the pattern or plan that integrates a firmõs major objectives and 

action sequences into a cohesive whole.ó168 

Putting those three definitions together provides the basis for 

understanding strategy as it will be discussed in this book: 

 

Strategy is a leaderõs plan for the use of available resources to 

uniquely create value that supports a higher mission. 

 

Thatõs a simple definition, but it carries a good deal of nuance. Letõs unpack 

it in some detail to ensure clarity of meaning.  

Strategy is: 

¶ a leaderõs  

¶ plan  

¶ for the use of available resources  

¶ to uniquely  

¶ create value  

¶ that supports a higher mission. 

 

Leadership. Why òa leader?ó Setting a strategy requires a decision, and 

ultimately, all decisions are made by an individual. Even group decisions are 

                                                      
166 Michael Porter, òWhat is Strategy,ó Harvard Business Review, November 

1996.   

167 For more on how I define the term innovation, go to the òWhat the #&%! 

Is Innovation, Anywayó section.   

168 Henry Mintzberg, Joseph B. Lampel, James Brian Quinn, and Sumantra 

Ghoshal, The Strategy Process: Concepts, Contexts, Cases, Fourth Edition, 

Prentice-Hall, 2002.   

https://hbr.org/1996/11/what-is-strategy
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just a collection of individual decisions to support a common choice.  Yes, 

teams, teamwork, and collaboration169 are absolutely important. Focusing the 

strategy decision on an individual is not a call for dictatorial power.  It is rather 

a call for accountability. If everyone is responsible for the decision, then no one 

is.170 

Plan. In the end, a strategy is a plan, and strategery171 is the act of creating 

that plan. As discussed with regards to project planning ,172 life almost never 

goes according to plan. So why bother? You should bother b ecause the 

planning process prepares you for the inevitable plan derailment. The 

analytical process is about learning, foreseeing possibilities, and considering 

alternatives. Later, when in the heat of the fray, you can react quickly, 

leveraging that foresight, rather than having to figure everything out all over 

again. 

Limited resources. Truly being in touch with the resources available is an 

underappreciated challenge. Itõs easy to both over- and under-estimate the 

resources available. Time, money, and brain capacity are all finite things if you 

have not yet achieved complete oneness with the universe.  

There is never enough of any of it to go around. A good strategic plan 

does not pretend to have infinite resources. You must maximize what you can 

get out of what you have, of course, just donõt assume that you can feed 5000 

with a loaf of bread and a couple of fish.  First of all, itõs been done, so it really 

                                                      
169 For more on innovation teams, go to the òTeamsó chapter.   

170 That is NOT an endorsement for command-and-control leadership of 

innovation teams.  That should be obvious from the rest of the text, but just 

in case someone is suffering from a regrettable cognitive bias that led to 

reading such an endorsement into that sentence, I want to make explicitly 

clear that they ainõt reading me right.   

171 There I go again with the òstrategeryó thing.  Last time, I promise.   

172 For more about managing innovation projects, go to the òProject 

Managementó chapter.   
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isnõt innovative, even if you could do it.  

Second, unless youõve got access to 

the hotline to heaven, you may find 

the execution falls a little short.173 

Now, part of your plan could 

include securing future resources to 

get to where you want to go, and 

thatõs fine. But again, even that has to 

be grounded in  the reality of what 

current resources you have to be able 

to get what you want.  You canõt expect 

to hire the talent you will need if you 

donõt have a way to compensate for that talent. You wonõt have the production 

capabilities you will need if you donõt have a way to invest in either 

infrastructure or partnerships.  

Frequently, though, we also miss the opportunities to fully leverage the 

resources that we have. Faced with a sulfuric acid leak? Fill it with chocolate! 174 

Need to storm a castle guarded by sixty men to save your one true love from 

the clutches of an evil prince? Donõt forget to tell your project planner about 

the wheelbarrow and the holocaust cloak.175 

Okay, joking aside, we really do miss out on opportunities because we fail 

to see the possibilities of how things could come together.  We have a cognitive 

                                                      
173 Okay, I realize that this reference is a little risky, with the potential to 

offend Christians, members of other religions, and atheists alike.  But hey, as 

Steve Martin said, comedy is not pretty.   

174 Performed on the pilot episode of MacGyver, and later proved plausible 

on Mythbusters.   

175 One of the many brilliant scenes from the most quotable movie of all time , 

The Princess Bride. Next time you see someone go off to do something, shout 

out to them òHave fun storming the castle!ó in your best Miracle Max voice.   

"Hello, I'd like to place an order for 

delivery, please..." 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yokQ0_8__ts
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yokQ0_8__ts
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mental bias176 that tells us òthis is the way to do things,ó because thatõs the way 

weõve always done them. When we donõt have the resources weõve always used 

to get things done, we tend to say òoh well, we canõt do it,ó rather than seek 

out ways that we can. 

So donõt underestimate the challenge of knowing what your available 

resources can get done. And, for that matter, donõt overestimate it, either.  

Unique. Every individual is different. Every organization is different. Every 

customer is different. The only way to have an advantage is to leverage those 

differences. As the classic Wendyõs commercial said, having no choice is no fun. 

There is no reason for anyone to take what you have to give if itõs just like what 

everyone else has to give.  

Moreover, even if you choose to imitate what others are doing, you canõt 

really be exactly the same as others, anyway. You and your organization are 

going to have different sets of skills, capabilities, and resources available. You 

have to do things diffe rently. So why not take advantage of your differences, 

leverage your particular strengths,177 and deliver unique, differentiated value 

to the world?  

Value Creation. Creating value for someone, somewhere, is the ultimate 

reason for organizations to exist. Creating value ð even potential value ð must 

precede receiving value. The organization comes together to conceive, create, 

and deliver that value to those who value it. 

If you are a farmer, you raise food that people value. If you are a medical 

professional, you develop healing skills that people value. If you run a water 

mission charity, you provide clean water that both the people who drink it and 

the people who give time and money to your organization value. Every 

organization first and foremost creates value. It is the fundamental reason for 

being. 

                                                      
176 For more on cognitive biases, go to the Cognitive Biases section.   

177 Did you know that òstrengthsó is the longest word in the English language 

with only one vowel? Now you do.   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5CaMUfxVJVQ
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Supporting the Mission. Always focusing on the ultimate objective is the 

thing that separates good planning from bad.  Itõs what enables people to get 

around unanticipated roadblocks . Itõs what keeps the execution from failing 

due to diluted resources spread across too many distractions.  

When innovating, it isnõt enough for a team member to know what they 

are supposed to do. They need to know why they are supposed to do it. They 

need to know how their part helps to move the whole team forward.  A focused 

objective, clearly communicated, enables each member of the team to function 

better together, to adjust to inevitable changes, and to support one another 

under changing demand loads. 

There is a reason you are doing all of this planning stuff. There is a reason 

you want to accomplish a given objective. That reason is always and 

everywhere to achieve the mission of the organization. Thatõs why a clear and 

powerful mission is so important.  Know the mission well, and ensure that 

everyone involved in the planning is focused on that mission throughout the 

planning cycle. 

Organizational Strategy versus Innovation Strategy  

There are over 115,000 books listed on Amazon.com about business 

strategy. The combined weight of that collection would roughly equal that of 

the space shuttle Endeavor. Thatõs a lot of trees and ink.  

Clearly, there are already many tools available for guiding strategic 

planning. Some may be better suited for some organizations and cultures. 

Some may be effective under certain conditions and not-so-much under 

others. 

Innovation is going to have to be part of any successful strategy. Without 

it, youõll be doing the same thing as everybody else. At least you will until 

someone else comes along and does it better. Then youõll be doing it worse. 

Iõm going to assume that you have an organizational strategy in place. I 

know, I know, that may not exactly be a safe assumption. But overall strategy 

is beyond the scope of this book. If you need help there, please consult one of 

those other 115,000 books that are available. 
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For the purposes of this 

book, rather than looking at 

overall corporate strategy, 

letõs focus here on how to tie 

your innovation strategy to 

your overall strategy. On the 

corporate level, innovation 

may be one of the tactical 

pillars holding up the overall 

strategy. For the innovation 

organization, that tactical 

component becomes a strategy in itself. 

Now, hopefully the innovation organization, whatever it may look like,  was 

intimately involved in the overall strategic planning process. Much of what 

follows should be going on simultaneously, as part of that broader process. 

That may mean doing a few iterations, but as an innovator, you should be used 

to that.  

Strategies t hat Drive Innovation Success  

What aspects of an innovation strategy really drive innovation success? Is 

there one thing about a strategic plan that will ensure delivering impactful 

solutions to the marketplace? 

Yes. Kind of. If you can call it just one thing, that thing would be 

òbalance.ó178 

Of course, balance means being able to manage several things at once, so 

itõs hard to call it just one thing. For innovation practices, the things to balance 

                                                      
178 Robert G. Cooper, òNew Product Strategies: What Distinguishes the Top 

Performers?ó Journal of Product Innovation Management, September 1984.  

This theme is true not just for the strategic plan, but for its execution as well, 

in the form of portfolio management .   

Figure 20: Innovation is one of the pillars that hold 

up the strategy of any organization. Yes, any. 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1540-5885.130151/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1540-5885.130151/abstract
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are technological prowess, market orientation, product òfit,ó and finding blue 

oceans.179 

Technological prowess does not mean that you have the best computer 

coders and high-tech electronics engineers working in your organization 

(unless, or course, you are an electronic hardware or software company). It 

means that you have sophistication with the technologies that enable your 

products, in your industry. In insurance, that might mean prowess in statistical 

analysis. In pharmaceuticals, it might mean sophistication in biochemistry and 

engineering scale-up. In reducing hunger in rural Africa, it may be high skill in 

distribution without infrastructure. In novelty toys, it may be expertise in 

polymer manufacturing that makes rubber chickens look more realistic.  

Market orientation is about your ability to identify, focus on, and satisfy 

customer needs ð making relevant product solutions, building awareness of 

those solutions among your target audience, and getting the solutions to them 

in a way that they prefer. 

Product òfitó means developing products that connect to your customers 

and to your organization. That doesnõt mean you should only develop 

variations on existing products for existing customers. You can be òradicaló and 

still be connected. Google can develop driverless cars because of their 

connection to leading edge information technology. Toyota can develop 

driverless cars because of their connection to automobiles. But neither is likely 

to do very well developing rubber chickens, because there is no òfit.ó Leave that 

to Loftus International. 

In essence, you need òpermissionó from your customers to provide them 

the products that you want to provide them. They have to believe that you can 

do it. It doesnõt matter how well you actually do it ð they will have their pre-

conceived notions of you that will impact their perceptions of the products 

that you provide. When it comes to product performance, if they donõt believe, 

they wonõt perceive. 

                                                      
179 For more about Blue Ocean strategy, go to the òBlue Ocean Strategy 

Canvasó section.   

https://www.loftus.com/
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Finding òblue oceansó is a term that comes from the work of Renée 

Mauborgne and W. Chan Kim, originally presented in their book, Blue Ocean 

Strategy.180 The basic idea of Blue Ocean Strategy is to compete where others 

arenõt competing. Those waters are blue because there isnõt blood being shed 

in fighting over the same space. Such fighting is what Mauborgne and Kim call 

òred ocean strategy.ó Itõs what most organizations do. Itõs difficult for them to 

think that there might be other ways of doing business, so  they just keep 

beating each other up. 

Types of Innovation Strategy  

Much research has been done to determine what types of strategies are 

successful, and what types are, well, not so much. To do that research, you have 

to start with a way of categorizing s trategies. One long-used and useful 

strategy classification system is known as the Miles and Snow Strategy 

Typology.  

Donõt get intimidated by the academic-sounding name. Itõs really a simple 

model. They defined four strategic types out there in the busine ss world (and 

one of them is really a non-strategy strategy). Since each strategy type has a 

memorable descriptive name, the framework is very easy to use. 

The strategic types are prospector, analyzer, defender, and reactor. We 

wonõt really consider the type described as òreactor,ó since that approach 

consists of crossing your fingers and hoping everything works out. Reactors 

wait to see what happens in the world, then hope that they will be able to react 

appropriately. In reality, they almost always react inappropriately. Itõs such a 

non-strategy that the original paper didnõt bother to even list characteristics of 

reactors, although it provided great detail for the other three. Itõs a type that is 

                                                      
180 Renée Mauborgne and W. Chan Kim, Blue Ocean Strategy, Harvard 

Business Review Press, 2005.  Note, however, that Cooper identified the 

success factor of choosing òhigh potential, high growth, and non-competitive 

marketsó way back in 1984.  What Mauborgne and Kim did best in their work 

was show how organizations can and do make such choices, and they 

provided tools to help.   
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doomed to failure, especially as global change becomes more rapid and 

dramatic. 

The Prospector is the kind of 

organization that goes out and 

creates change in an industry, 

market, or community. It grows by 

developing new products, services, 

and markets, so growth can come 

in surges. It approaches problems 

with mu ltiple solutions, and flexibly 

adapts to changing environments. 

Itõs the type to take a chance and 

look for the gold nuggets before 

anyone else can claim them. With 

innovation, Prospectors use a first-

to-market approach. 

The Analyzer is the kind of organization that seeks to be efficient in stable 

parts of the business, but adaptive in changing parts of the business. It tries to 

achieve steady growth by expanding within markets with ònormaló competitive 

efforts, while monitoring and analyzing the environmen t for important 

changes that will require attention. With innovation, Analyzers use a fast-

follower approach. 

Defenders focus on stability, trying to protect a segment of the market 

from change, so that they can efficiently deliver a fixed set of products to a 

fixed set of customers. Growth is incremental, generally pursued by fighting 

for market share within established segments. As for innovation, it is primarily 

focused on internal cost reduction and efficiency. Any external 

product/service/market innova tion is done begrudgingly, and only after 

change has been absolutely proven to be necessary beyond reasonable doubt. 

Okay, so we have some strategic types defined. So what strategy is most 

successful? 

Figure 21: The Miles and Snow Strategy 

Typology, complete with cute pictures 

to help you know who they are. 
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Like so many things with innovation, it depends. In this case, it depends on 

how you define òsuccess.ó Research has demonstrated that organizations will 

define their own success measures based on their strategic type. This should 

come as no surprise. An organization is likely to base its strategy on what it 

values, and then determine whether the strategy was successful based on 

those values. Thatõs fineêuntil the organization decides it ought to value 

something that it is not set up to deliver. Thatõs the Reactor mode, and it causes 

loads of confusion. Avoid it . 

A Defender strategy will work well in an environment where change comes 

at a geologic pace, perhaps due to industry maturity or regulation. Such 

industries are most susceptible to disruptive innovation.181 

A Prospector strategy will work well in an environment of high turbulence 

and rapid change ð either in the market, technology, or both. In such situations, 

risk-taking, addressing emerging markets, and embracing new technologies is 

critical to survival.  

An Analyzer strategy is a hybrid between the Defender and the Prospector, 

so it works well in an environment of evolutionary change. This strategy can 

be very rewarding, by saving investments in high-risk projects that fail, and 

concentrating investment on more likely winners . However, that security 

comes at a price. Analyzers risk falling behind prospectors or getting disrupted 

like defenders when change happens faster than they can manage. 

A Reactor strategy generally does not work well in any environment. The 

inconsistencies and lack of clear direction make execution at best challenging, 

if not impossible.  

Now, I have yet to see a strategic plan that explicitly says, òWe will follow 

a [Prospector/Analyzer/Defender/Reactor] innovation strategy.ó If you want to 

put a strategy into one of those categories, youõll need to figure it out yourself, 

based on the stated objectives (is òfirst to market,ó mentioned?), and the 

                                                      
181 For a discussion about the term òdisruptive innovationó and what it means, 

go to the òWhat the #&#! Is Innovation, Anyway?ó section.   
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resources allocated (are they going to fundamental research, new product 

development, or cost reduction and main tenance?).  

Knowing the strategic type can help guide innovation planning. 

Understanding the willingness of the organization to accept risk, and knowing 

what defines success, will guide what objectives to prioritize, and how to 

allocate resources to various projects.  

There are a few other things you need to know from the overall strategy. 

You should be able to identify: 

Å The markets to target 

Å The resources available 

Å The role innovation is to play  

From that information, your job is to put together an innova tion strategy 

that fulfills the role, solves the problems182 of the target market, operates 

within the resource constraints, and fits with the strategic type. Piece oõ cake. 

The innovation strategy will need to have two pieces: a technology 

component and a marketing component. The technology component involves 

the decisions around what technologies will be used to solve customer 

problems, and where those technologies will be sourced (homegrown or 

brought in from outside). The ma rketing component includes decisions about 

the product lines, customers to target, and responses to competitors.183 

Guess what? Rarely are organizations set up so that the same people who 

do the marketing are also the ones who do the technology. That means that 

there needs to be strong coordination, cooperation, collaboration, and maybe 

even cohabitation184 between these folks, to ensure that the strategic plan is 

                                                      
182 For more on problem definition, go to the òDefining a Problem is Hardó 

section.   

183 Harry Nystrºm, òProduct Development Strategy: An Integration of 

Technology and Marketing,ó Journal of Product Innovation Management, 

March 1985.   

184 In an office areaêcõmon, get your mind out of the gutter.   

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1540-5885.210025/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1540-5885.210025/abstract
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carried out effectively. And that generally means some strong coordination at 

the executive levels.185 

Creating Your Strategy  

So thatõs all great. Now we have a neat little definition of strategy:  a 

leaderõs plan for the use of available resources to uniquely create value that 

supports a higher mission. And we have the requirements of an innovation 

strategy to address both the technology aspects and the marketing aspects of 

bringing new products to life.  

Now, how do you create a strategy that will deliver against your mission? 

The formal nature of the strategic plan must, like everything else covered 

in this book, be tied to the specifics of the organization.  Smaller, more 

resource-constrained firms should have a less formal, more flexible strategy. 

More formal and  rigid strategic plans in such organizations can actually impede 

the ability of the organization to innovate. 186 For this type of organization, a 

rigid strategic plan gets in the way of improvisational development, taking 

away the small-team advantage of nimbleness and responsiveness to the 

marketplace.  

Note that this does not mean that small businesses and start-ups should 

proceed without a strategy in place ð numerous studies have demonstrated 

that strategic plans enhance firm performance, both overall and with regards 

to new product development and innovation.  Planning helps to make cycle 

times faster, failure rates lower, levels of innovation higher, and returns on 

investment greater.187 Having a strategic plan is critical, but what kind of 

                                                      
185 Steven C. Wheelwright and Kim B. Clark, Revolutionizing Product 

Development, The Free Press, 1992.   

186 Song, Michael, Im, Subin, van der Bij, Hans, and Song, Lisa Z., òDoes 

Strategic Planning Enhance or Impede Innovation and Firm Performance?ó 

2011, Journal of Product Innovation Management, July 2011.   

187 These points come from several different studies from researchers in 

academic innovation research, including Abbie Griffin, Robert Cooper, Elko 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1540-5885.2011.00822.x/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1540-5885.2011.00822.x/abstract
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strategic plan you create needs to be aligned with your organizationõs 

characteristics. 

Larger, more highly resourced organizations, on the other hand, will 

benefit from a more structured, formalized strategic plan. In these 

organizations, the clarity of direction helps align broad and overlapping 

resources, keeping them focused on a common goal. It helps facilitate 

common understanding when complex communication flows could create 

confusion. 

What about mid -size organizations? Effective strategic plans will be 

somewhere in between, less formal than Microsoft or Exxon/Mobil ought to 

be, but more formal than that of a ten -person start-up. 

One last thing about creating your strategy: take some advice from the 

world of chess.  

Chess is perhaps referenced even more than war when it comes to 

strategy. If you google òstrategyó and look at the images that come up, half of 

them involve chess pieces. 

So letõs consider the advice of chess teachers Lev Alburt and Larry Parr. 

They advocate a system of analysis that starts with evaluating the position, 

creating a general plan based on the strengths and weaknesses of both you 

and your opponent, considering move options that will help you achieve your 

plan, then selecting the best option. 188 This is not unlike a sound strategic 

approach to business strategy. The final step before actually making the move, 

though, is to look at the board òwith the eyes of a beginner.ó 

How can thinking like a beginner help you make better strategic decisions? 

Well, in chess, the idea is that you look for blunders ð moves that either 

                                                      

Kleinschmidt, Mitzi Montoya -Weiss, Roger Calantone, Michaels Song, Tony 

DiBenedetto, etc. See the references cited in òDoes Strategic Planning 

Enhance or Impede Innovation and Firm Performance?ó for a long list of 

examples.   

188 Lev Alburt and Larry Parr, Secrets of the Russian Chess Masters: 

Fundamentals of the Game (Volume 1). W. W. Norton and Company, 2003.    
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immediately put you in a losing position (or even checkmate), or moves that 

utterly fail to capitalize on your opponentõs blunder.189 You see, even as you 

get better at the game, you can still get so caught up in the intricacies and 

nuances of your analysis, that you end up overlooking the simple things. So 

Alburt and Parr suggest taking one last look with fresh eyes before making the 

actual move. 

Do the same thing with your strategic plan. Look at it like a beginner. Ask 

yourself the stupid questions, and make sure that you have smart answers for 

them. Heck, even bring some beginners in to look at it and ask those questions. 

Just make sure you didnõt overlook the obvious. Many a major strategic 

mistake might have been avoided by doing such a review.190 

An Innovation Strategy Toolkit  

There are some simple (surprise!) tools that can guide you to generate an 

effective innovation strategy. For copies of the tools that follow for you to have 

as your very own, to do with as you please, go to the Pi Innovation Toolbox.191 

                                                      
189 It is said that the winner of a chess game is the one who makes the 

second-to-last mistake.   

190 The 2012 JCPenney strategic debacle ð in which new CEO Ron Johnson 

chose to do a radical change in the retail philosophy of the stores, in every 

store all at once, without test marketing first, making questionable 

assumptions about attracting new customers without alienating the  loyal 

customers ð may have benefited well from looking at the plan with the eye of 

a beginner.  Jennifer Reingold, òHow to fail in business while really, really 

trying,ó Fortune, March 20, 2014.   

191 Getting into the toolbox requires that you be a registered user of the site.  

But what if you donõt want to give me your email address?  After all, who 

knows what a guy like me will do with  it.  Since you went to the trouble of 

reading my book, Iõll give you an out: instead of signing up, you can sign in 

with the email òKeepInnovation@Simple.org,ó and the password òSimpleton.ó  

Of course, if I get your email, I can send you wonderful stuff like newsletters, 

articles, updates, and comedy jokes.  Youõre the customer, itõs your call.   

http://www.3point14innovation.com/#!the-toolbox/cht8.
http://fortune.com/2014/03/20/how-to-fail-in-business-while-really-really-trying/
http://fortune.com/2014/03/20/how-to-fail-in-business-while-really-really-trying/
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Among the tools that are offered here, you will find numerous four -

quadrant charts.192 Full confession: I love four-quadrant charts. I find them to 

be simple ways to generate powerful insights. As you read on, youõll be getting 

a steady diet of such charts. 

The most famous of these, at least in business circles, is probably the 

Boston Consulting Groupõs strategy matrix. If four-quadrant charts were 

Japanese movie monsters, this one would be Godzilla. 

In that matrix, which appears 

in virtually every B-school 

strategy class and text, the axes 

are market growth and market 

share. Plotting a business or 

product on the matrix gives you 

a sense for what you should do 

with it. If itõs in a rapidly growing 

market and has high share, itõs a 

star that deserves star treatment. 

If itõs got high share but in a 

stagnant market, itõs a cash cow 

that ought to be milked. A low 

share in a low growth market is a 

dog ð and not of the Olõ Yeller or 

Lassie variety.193 Low share in a 

                                                      
192 Iõm not the only one who likes four-quadrant charts, either.  Check out 

Alex Lowy and Phil Hood, The Power of the 2 x 2 Matrix: Using 2x2 Thinking to 

Solve Business Problems and Make Better Decisions 1st Edition, Jossey-Bass, 

2010.   

193 Being a dog lover, Iõm not fond of this classification name, but thatõs what 

BCG called it.  I would have gone with òsocks with holes in the toesó or maybe 

òtapeworm.ó  But thatõs just me.   

Figure 22: The Godzilla of four-quadrant 

charts, used in strategic planning and 

taught in strategy classes for almost half a 

century. 
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high growth area is a question mark, meaning you have lots of thinking to do 

while you play The Clashõs òShould I Stay or Should I Goó in the background. 

The reason this chart has endured since its appearance in the 1970õs is that 

it is useful. It helps get perspective on businesses and products in an impartial 

way. If youõve been working on something that was once a star but is now a 

dog, it can be hard to recognize that things have changed. A chart like this can 

wake you up like a splash of ice cold water. 

So it has a place as a tool for strategic thinking. 

That does not mean it is the be-all and end-all of strategic thinking.  

This chart, like any four-quadrant chart, is simple. It offers a perspective. 

But only one perspective. A good one, but only one.  

Before going further, another quick word about keeping it simple, but not 

simplistic.194 Some of the tools, used by themselves, may be simplistic. That 

doesnõt mean the tool lacks value, though. It just means you shouldnõt use it 

alone. 

Hammers are valuable tools when you need to drive nails. Just make sure 

you have other tools in your toolbox if your job includes screws, bolts, electrical 

wiring, dry wall, PVC piping, and 30 weight ball bearings.  

So, yes, these charts can be and have been overused and trivialized. And 

yes, four-quadrant charts are easy to make fun of.195 I get it. 

That doesnõt mean using them, when used properly, is simplistic. Using 

these tools is simple. But using just one, and taking it as the truth, the whole 

trut h, and nothing but the truth, may be simplistic.  So be sure to use them in 

their proper context. Thatõs when they can provide some real eye-opening 

insights.196 

                                                      
194 For more about what simplicity really means and why it works, go to the 

òWhy Simple?ó section.   

195 Dilbert do es it best: http://dilbert.com/strip/1997 -03-05.    

196 Especially when you get to the portfolio management section .   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xMaE6toi4mk
http://www.funnyordie.com/videos/3b7bfc0da3/fletch-mechanic-from-fletchfan?_cc=__d___&_ccid=ximkes.o0uz5d
http://dilbert.com/strip/1997-03-05
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Whatever you do, make sure you are using the right tools to get th e 

insights you need. Use multiple tools to get multiple perspectives. With each one 

being simple, you can do so without wasting too much time, money, and 

mental energy. 

The SWOT 

Among the tools, you will find some of the old stand -bys of strategy 

development. Letõs start with: The SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, 

Opportunities, and Threats) analysis.  

Itõs a simple tool to capture at 

a glance what is going on in your 

world, good and bad, inside and 

outside. 

Full disclosure though: the 

SWOT tool doesnõt do a heck of a 

lot on its own, unless you are a 

naturally holistic strategic thinker 

that never gets distracted by the 

urgencies of the moment. I am not 

such a person. 

So to make the SWOT analysis 

of greater value, there are other tools to help you fully identify  your strengths, 

weaknesses, opportunities, and threats. You probably have a good feel for 

them, but these will provide support to your intuition. Use the SWOT as the 

summary for the deeper explorations done with these other tools.  

The Five-Forces of Micha el Porter  Plus 

I am a big fan of Porterõs Five Forces analytical model.197 It provides a great 

framework for considering how your organization gets pushed and pulled in 

                                                      
197 Michael Porter, Competitive Strategy, The Free Press, 1980. The structured 

analytical approach he recommends is excellent. His generic strategies that 

followed have been much maligned lately, but are still worth consideration, 
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different directions. The variety of forces that Porter categorizes are common 

to all organizations trying to achieve a mission. 

                                                      

as long as you donõt look at them as hard-and-fast, black-and-white 

concepts.   

Figure 23: Michael Porter's original five forces, PLUS general environmental 

conditions. 
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Even if you are a nonprofit, donõt fool yourself into thinking that you donõt 

live in a competitive landscape. There are limited resources to do the work you 

want to do. You are competing for those resources against others who want 

to do good things, too. If you doubt that, just wait until your fund raising efforts 

run into òsorry, I just gave what I could to the rescue efforts where the volcano 

erupted,ó or òIõd love to give you something, but I have been challenged to 

pour a bucket of ice water on my head for a different charity, and I canõt walk 

away from a challenge.ó198 

So itõs a competitive world. Whether you are Coke and Pepsi, McDonaldõs 

and Burger King, the American Academy of Surgeons and the American 

College of Surgeons, or Food for the Poor and Food for the Hungry, you are in 

a competitive environment. You should be familiar with the rivalry among 

competitors and their tendencies. 

On the input side, you need to be aware of the bargaining power that your 

suppliers have. Are you in a weak or strong position with them when it comes 

to negotiating prices for their products?  

On the output side, you need to be aware of the bargaining power of your 

customers. Are you in a weak or strong position with them when it comes to 

negotiating prices for your products?  

On the competitive front, are there other products out there that might be 

a substitute for your product? For example, if you are a pancake manufacturer, 

is there a waffle manufacturer out there that you should be aware of? 

Are there new entrants to your industry that will add competitive pressure? 

As the lone pancake maker in town, are you aware that IHoP199 might be 

opening a place down the street? 

                                                      
198 Yes, I took the challenge.  The bandwagon effect made me do it.   

199 The International House of Pancakes.  I donõt know who came up with that 

name for a restaurant chain, but God bless õem.   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UnCS4-7ZkGE
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Those are the five forces that Porter first proposed. Now for the òplus.ó200 

Look at the general environment in the world. How might it effect you? That 

environment could include general economic cond itions and forecasts, broad 

changes in technology that are impacting society, social trends and emerging 

concerns, changing demographics, the political environment, and changes 

happening in the legal or regulatory framework in which you operate. All of 

those global forces will have an impact on the specific local forces in Porterõs 

model. 

As you think through these questions, capture important answers to them 

in your SWOT chart. 

The Product Life Cycle  

To better direct how you ought to approach your innovati on investment, 

itõs wise to know where you stand in the natural life cycle of a product category. 

Technology development tends to follow an òS Curve,ó as depicted in 

Figure 24. At first, when a technological breakthrough has occurred, 

performance is low. The Wright brothers first flight was only twelve seconds 

long, and they only got it about ten feet up in the air. Progress in performance 

may initially be slow, but as awareness of the breakthrough builds, more 

people contribute to advancement. As people become familiar with and 

interested in the technology, it improves rapidly during a growth phase. Finally, 

when the low-hanging fruit has all been plucked from the technology tree, the 

technology enters a mature phase of slow, incremental improvements. 

                                                      
200 One of the big criticism of Porterõs original forces is that they donõt take 

into account general environmental conditions.  No, Iõm not talking about 

Global Warming, although that may enter into the analyses of many 

organizations, especially if you work in industries like Green Energy or Polar 

Bear Rescue.  But what Iõm talking about are things like demographic trends, 

economic conditions, changes in technology, the political and legal 

environment, and changes to societal norms.  You have to operate in such an 

environment, so it is important to give these broad consideration, too.   
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Why is this important to strategy? Because you will want to invest 

differently if you are competing in product categories at different stages in the 

life cycle. If the category is young, you may choose to invest in research to 

drive large changes in performance and seize a competitive advantage. Doing 

so in a mature phase, though, would not make much sense. If your strength is 

in research, investing in the next breakthrough would be the wiser move. Or if 

your strength i s in operational efficiency, investing in cost reductions could be 

the best choice. In any case, knowing where you are on the S-curve, and 

therefore where you are in the product life cycle, is important to making the 

right investment decision. 

Figure 24: The Product Life Cycle Map depicts where you are on the technology S-

Curve for a product category.  When the competitive life cycle clock strikes 

midnight, your technology turns back into a pumpkin.  
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The Attribut e Opportunity Map  

Since we are wired to sense threats201 more than opportunities, you may 

find it easier to identify a long list of threats that fill in the lower right quadrant 

of your SWOT sheet, and find the neighboring box to the left relatively empty. 

The Attribute Opportunity Map is designed to stimulate thinking about where 

opportunities may lie, given what you know about your customer and about 

your business. 

Whatõs an attribute, you ask? Itõs a quality or feature of your product. For 

example, what are the attributes of your favorite burger -barn home-cooked 

French fries? Thin, hot, crispy, delicious, golden-brown, greasy, salty, cheap, 

fast, fatteningê Get it? Got it. Good. 

Yes, itõs four quadrants. 

Itõs drawn in a circle to 

impress you, and to give 

pretty pie wedge graphics. 

Okay, not really just for the 

visual impression. Within 

each quadrant, there are a 

couple of options to 

consider. Depending on 

where you are within the 

quadrant, you may want to 

consider one of those 

options a little more than 

the other. 

The vertical axis 

depicts a continuum from 

high consumer benefit on 

                                                      
201 For more on this and other hard-wired cognitive biases, go to the 

òCognitive Biasesó section.   

Figure 25: The Attribute Opportunity Chart is a fancy 

way to think about what attributes of your product 

should be changed, and how you should change 

them, given the costs and benefits to both your 

customer and to your organization.  
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the top to high consumer cost on the bottom. The horizontal axis depicts a 

continuum from high organizational cost to high organizational benefit.  

Itõs up to you to figure out what those axes mean for your business. Every 

organization will have its own òrightó answer. 

Now think about where those attributes fall on the map. òThinó might be 

something the burger -barn customers love in their fries, but itõs a cost to the 

organization because cutting them so thin takes more time than cutting them 

thicker. So òimproveõ may be an opportunity ð find the best thickness that 

minimizes costs while maintaining liking. 

òFatteningó is something that may be a significant consumer cost, but a 

slight company benefit ð after all, deep-frying is quick, easy, cheap, and 

contributes not a little bit to the òdeliciousó attribute. Depending on how much 

your target consumer feels itõs a cost, you could either decide that itõs 

something to be tolerated (if itõs low consumer cost) or something to be 

reduced (if itõs a high consumer cost). For most burger-barns, the answer is 

òtolerate.ó But if your target is shoppers at the nearby health food store, you 

may want to look at that r educe option. 

And what if a new regulation comes out (which you identified using the 

Five Forces Plus tool) that adds a òfat taxó to such foods in the name of 

improving public health? Now that attribute flips to the lower left of the chart, 

and you need to consider minimizing or eliminating the attribute of 

òfattening.ó  

Thatõs an example of how these tools work together. 

The Blue Ocean Strategy Canvas  

In general, people tend to prefer fighting the devil that they know, rather 

than the devil that they donõt know. And sailing into uncharted waters means 

thereõs a chance of meeting a devil they donõt know. 

That can be great news for innovators. Since most people have the status-

quo preference, they will tend to fight over the same space ð creating a bloody 

red ocean. They leave open plenty of blue water where no one is fighting. That 
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gives you the chance to find a good fishing spot without all of the cannons 

being fired at your boat.  

How do you find such a fishing spot? The Blue Ocean Canvas can help. 

In the example of Figure 26, the competitive factors for three companies 

are plotted onto a chart. Competitive factors could include price, location, 

services offered, varieties available, etc. Each competitive product is rated as to 

how much of each factor it offers. Where the competition bunches up on the 

chart, you look for ways to leverage opportunities in the white space. When 

everyone is making a high-level offering in a factor, you see if you can reduce 

or eliminate that factor in your offerings. If everyone else is low or non-existent 

in a factor, you look for ways to raise or create that factor. 

Basically, when everyone else zigs, you zag. 

Figure 26: A hypothetical Blue Ocean Strategy Canvas.  Or is it "an hypothetical?" 
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Mauborgne and Kim offer the example of Cirque du Solei. Before they 

came around, circuses traveled around competing on big name stars, animals 

on exhibition, concessions sold in the stands, death-defying thrills and 

humorous clowns.202 

Cirque du Solei eliminated the big names, the animals, and the 

concessions. They reduced the thrills from death-defying to merely 

breathtaking. They donõt move around, but stay in one place, where they can 

tailor the theater to their performance. And they eliminated packs of rubber -

nosed imbeciles emerging from tiny cars. 

Cirque du Solei has been a tremendous success be redefining a category 

for themselves. Is it circus? Is it theater? Is it performance art? Who cares, itõs 

entertaining and successful. And, you guessed it ð itõs innovative. 

So leverage the blue ocean strategy canvas to identify potential 

opportunities to break away from the rest of your competitors.  

 

The Innovation Radar  

The goods and services you produce for the market are only one arena in 

which you can innovate. The innovation radar is a concept developed by 

Mohan Sawhney, Robert Wolcott, and Inigo Arroniz203 to help visualize 

opportunities for innovating, not just on goods and services, but in a variety of 

other ways as well.  

The òrealó version of this requires that a group of managers from an 

organization complete an online profile, which then gets mapped on the radar 

for insights. The òsimpleó version takes the radar and does a òbest guessó as to 

where the organization currently competes. Itõs not as formal (and probably 

not as accurate), but it can still provide valuable insights. 

                                                      
202 Humorous, that is, if you donõt suffer from coulrophobia .   

203 Mohanbir Sawhney, Robert C. Wolcott and Inigo Arroniz, òThe 12 Different 

Ways for Companies to Innovate,ó MIT Sloan Management Review, April 2006.   

http://www.nbcnews.com/health/no-laughing-matter-fear-clowns-serious-issue-725830
http://sloanreview.mit.edu/article/the-different-ways-for-companies-to-innovate/
http://sloanreview.mit.edu/article/the-different-ways-for-companies-to-innovate/
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By seeing where the organization is strong (further out on the radar) and 

not-so-strong (closer to the center of the radar), and by comparing their 

organizations map to those of competitors, you c an identify opportunities for 

innovation that leverage your strengths, address your weaknesses, and move 

into blue -ocean-like space. 

 

The Ten Types of Innovation  

Authors Larry Keeley, Helen Walters, and Ryan Pikkel also want to 

encourage you to think of in novation beyond the goods and services you offer.  

Figure 27: The Innovation Radar 
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In their aptly named book, Ten Types of Innovation: The Discipline of 

Building Breakthroughs,204 they outline ten areas to consider when looking to 

create value differently. 

Figure 28 shows the list of ten opportunity areas that Keeley, Walters, and 

Pikkel came up with. It is worth looking into all of these areas, and consider 

how you may be able to do things better.  

                                                      
204 Larry Keeley, Helen Walters, and Ryan Pikkel, Ten Types of Innovation: The 

Discipline of Building Breakthroughs, John Wiley and Sons, 2013.   

Figure 28: The Ten Types of Innovation 
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While both the Inno vation Radar and the Ten Types of Innovation provide 

similar stimulus to look beyond just new products when seeking to innovate, 

experiment with both of them to see which best suits your needs.  

However, donõt let your choice be òneither,ó unless you have some other 

means of stimulating and expanding your thinking. Taking a diverse approach 

to innovation strategy has been shown to add value to businesses, and to 

improve survival rates of organizations.205 Strategies that derail while operating 

on a single track invite disastrous consequences. 

The Value Web  

Although it is said that it is better to give than to receive, if you donõt 

receive something in exchange for your product offerings, you wonõt be able 

to provide it for long i f you donõt get something in return. How do you 

determine how to get that value returned?  

Value web mapping is a tool that can help stimulate thought around who 

gets value from your offering, and who can best pay for it. And yes, the tool is 

simple. 

Start by considering someone who will benefit directly from the innovation 

you bring to them. For a business, this would typically be a customer with 

whom you have direct transactions. In the nonprofit world, this could be 

someone that your services directly help, such as someone suffering from a 

particular disease. 

Ask yourself three questions about this person or group that will receive 

value from you: 

1) Why do they benefit from your innovation?  What is it about your 

solution to their problems that brings them va lue? What physical, 

mental, emotional, or social impact does it make? Does it help them 

directly, or does it help them to serve someone else? Does it create 

                                                      
205 Ithai Stern and Andrew D. Henderson, òWithin-business diversification in 

technology-intensive industries,ó Strategic Management Journal, May 2004.   
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new possibilities for them? Does it free up resources that they can then 

devote to other things?  

2) How much do they benefit?  Is it something critical to their lives, or 

simply a nice-to-have? How much value do you deliver in comparison 

to other alternatives that they can consider for solving their problems? 

How easily can they switch from one solution to another? Is the benefit 

Figure 29: Mapping the value that your innovation brings to the people who 

will benefit from it.  
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long-lasting (even permanent) or short-term? How much of the 

benefit will they perceive versus what can be physically measured?  

3) What transaction challenges do you face with this person or 

group?  Do you have the ability to interac t directly with them? How 

easily can they obtain your solution versus alternative solutions? What 

resources do they have to offer you in exchange for your innovation 

(which will typically be money, but could also take the form of òin kindó 

exchanges of goods, services, volunteer time, etc.)? What complexities 

exist around the transaction, such as legal/regulatory issues, storage 

and delivery, or measurement of value? 

Note that one customer is just a start. You will (or at least should) have 

particular customers in mind as you create your innovative solutions, but there 

will never be just one customer or set of customers that get the exclusive 

benefit of your product.  

Thatõs where mapping out the full value web comes into play.  

As you can see in 

Figure 30, the value web 

consists of repeating the 

initial exercise for all of the 

people or groups who 

benefit from your 

innovation. Go through 

the steps above for not 

only the primary 

beneficiaries, but also for 

secondary or even tertiary 

beneficiaries. Consider not 

only your customers, but 

also your customersõ 

customers. Consider not 

only your customers, but 

also the producers of both complementary and substitute goods and services 

Figure 30: Value web mapping helps to create a 

structure around the complexities of the market for 

your innovation. 
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that will go along with your innovation. Consider not onl y your customers, but 

also those who will benefit from your customersõ benefits. 

A direct customer transaction  of value for value is obvious, but perhaps 

the other considerations merit some examples. Letõs say you are a Brussels 

sprouts producer. Youõve come up with an innovation that makes them taste 

better than their current sweaty -gym-shoe-insole flavor. Your first thought 

may be about the grocery stores that you sell to. Youõll be offering them a 

better product, which they should surely value, right? 

But you must think also about their customers. After all, your product is 

just a means for your customer to serve their customers. Those people will 

benefit from having a new source of all the nutritional benefits of Brussels 

sprouts, without the nauseating agony of eating the original variety. Might 

there be a way for you to get value from them directly?  

And what about the producers of complementary and substitute products? 

Perhaps those that made a variety of flavorings in a vain attempt to mask the 

flavor of the original will be hurt by your innovation ð will they fight against 

you, perhaps by scaring potential consumers with fears about what ungodly 

science you performed to make such a vegetable taste like actual food? Or 

what about chefs who have been searching for the next big thing after the beet 

and kale fadsêyour delicious new ball of green leafy goodness may be just the 

thing, and they are willing to support you in efforts to further refine your 

product.  

And what about those who benefit indirectly fr om your product? 

Previously, few would eat Brussels sprouts on any occasion other than a triple 

dog dare, but now there is potential for so many people to eat them that the 

whole community would h ealthier. Perhaps there is a grant from a heart 

disease nonprofit or the Brussels Sprout Appreciation Society that can return 

value to you? 

In the process of developing a value web, you can uncover opportunities 

and business models that may prove more rewarding than restricting yourself 

to the narrow view on just a direct customer.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZLZj3zOUZNs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZLZj3zOUZNs
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This is particularly important for nonprofits. Often, the customer being 

directly served by their products lacks the means for paying back a reasonable 

value. Other sources, such as donations, grants, bake sales, and dunking 

booths need to be explored. The value web exercise will help to do just that. 

Innovation Roadmap  

Finally, one last tool to help your planning process is the Innovation 

Roadmap. Like a roadmap for traveling,206 the innovation roadmap helps you 

to identify how you want to get to where you want to go.  

                                                      
206 Hopefully the various GPS navigation systems have not caused you to 

forget the days of using roadmaps to figure out how to get someplace.  Ah, 

the joys of trying to find 308 Hickory Street in section D7 of a tattered paper 

too big to hold flat with outstretched arms, printed in 3 -point font, and 

covered in grease stains from the burgers, fries, and shake spilled on it during 

Figure 31: Use the Innovation Roadmap to plan your journey from where you are 

now to where you (and your customers) want you to be. 
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The concept is simple. Starting with where you believe the consumer is 

going to be 207 at some time down th e road, you plan backward to where you 

are now, identifying the key activities that need to happen and milestones that 

need to be achieved in order to reach your destination.  

Working backward from the anticipated need, you identify the product 

solutions that you will want to create, the marketing and technology programs 

that need to be executed, and the resources required to execute those 

programs. 

The roadmap helps you to identify what you need to do right now in order 

to achieve your long-term innovation objectives. Donõt be like the stereotypical 

student who waits until the night before itõs due to write that term paper 

comparing and contrasting Herman Melvilleõs Moby Dick with Tom and Jerryõs 

Dicky Moe.  

Plan your work, then work your plan. 

Creating the Innovation Plan  

So now youõve done all this great analysis and forward thinking. Time to 

put it all together into a cohesive plan.  

Full confession: this is a blatant rip-off of the òBusiness Model Canvasó of 

Alexander Osterwalder and Yves Pigneur, but adapted to the specific needs of 

an innovation organization. The original is a great tool, no doubt. One that Iõve 

used myself. If you used it to develop an organizational canvas/business 

                                                      

long road trips.  Oh, and the refolding!  Kids these days will never have such 

visio-spatial brain challenges to keep them mentally sharp.   

207 Iõm specifically avoiding the tempting but clichéd quote so overused in 

business today: Jason Kirby, òWhy businesspeople wonõt stop using that 

Gretzky quote,ó Macleanõs, September 24, 2014.  Oh wait.  Does this link 

count as using that quote?   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VXkq3MNpNeA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VXkq3MNpNeA
http://businessmodelgeneration.com/canvas/bmc?_ga=1.99839067.438960691.1444597246
http://www.macleans.ca/economy/business/why-business-people-wont-stop-using-that-gretzky-quote/
http://www.macleans.ca/economy/business/why-business-people-wont-stop-using-that-gretzky-quote/
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model/strategy, you could then use the Innovation Plan 208 to help develop 

your innovation strategy.  

This tool gives you a simple means of thinking about and capturing the 

key elements of an innovation strategy:209  

Å The objectives of overall innovation efforts;  

Å The role of innovation as part of the overall strategy;  

                                                      
208 I avoided the use of the word òcanvasó even though the original uses it.  

No need to create confusion with the other innovation canvas.  Whatõs the 

deal with all these tools getting named for an art medium?   

209 Robert G. Cooper and Scott J. Edgett, òDeveloping a Product Innovation 

and Technology Strategy for Your Business,ó Research-Technology 

Management, May-June 2010.   

Figure 32: the one-page Simple Innovation Plan 

http://www.stage-gate.net/downloads/wp/wp_39.pdf
http://www.stage-gate.net/downloads/wp/wp_39.pdf
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Å The human, financial, and time resources available and allocated to the 

plan; 

Å A diverse portfolio of strategic projects;   

Å The scope of innovation efforts (target customers, applicable 

technologies, and product categories);  

Å Planning over both short - and long-term.210 

 

The plan should flow from the overall organizational strategy. The 

organization wants to achieve something, and has put a plan in place to 

achieve it. The question to be answered with this tool is how innovation will 

contribute to achieving that objective.  

Notice that this is a one-pager. One page. One. Keep it that way. 

Remember, a big part of why simple works211 is that it will actually be used. 

If you turn this thing into a 9 -box version of the complete works of Marcel 

Proust,212 it will not be used. By anyone. Ever.  

As Donald Sull and Kathleen M. Eisenhardt put it:  

 

òWhere does strategy live in your organization? If the 

answer is on a shelf, you have a problem. Strategies donõt live 

in thick bindersñthatõs where they go to die. Simple rules, in 

contrast, represent the beating heart of strategy. When 

applied to a critical bottleneck, carefully crafted, and used in a 

mindful manner, simple rules can guide the activities that 

                                                      
210 Weõll focus on these last two points in the chapter on portfolio 

management (a.k.a., cat juggling).   

211 For more on what simplicity is and why it works, go to the òWhy Simpleó 

section.   

212 òTaking on his seven-volume novel, Remembrance of Things Pastêis the 

reading equivalent of running a marathon.ó  Jimmy Guterman, òIn Search of 

Proust: Actually, It's Easy to Find the Verbose French Novelist, The Question 

Is, Why?ó Chicago Tribune, February 14, 1999.   
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matter. In a world of hard trad e-offs, they are one of the few 

ways managers can increase alignment, adaptation, and 

coordination all at once.ó213 

 

It will be tempting with this and other tools to make them complicated. 

Youõll want to capture subtle details that somebody somewhere might ask 

about. Youõll want to make sure you havenõt missed anything, so in addition to 

including the kitchen sink, you will want to add the refrigerator, oven, coffee 

maker, and combination egg-slicer/grape juicer. Donõt do it! 

Keep it simple. Focus on the important few points that must be captured, 

not the trivial many points that wonõt really matter. Just enough to be useful 

at focusing efforts. There will always be other ways to capture the excruciating 

detail. 

The simple strategic innovation plan can be used as what some people call 

a Product Innovation Charter (PIC). Personally, I donõt like that name, because 

it causes confusion with the Project Charter that is so important to project 

management. However, Iõll refer to PICs here for a moment, because that is 

how the academic literature refers to it.  

PICs provide the three Cs necessary for strong strategic execution: 

Clariþcation, Codiþcation, and Common Language.214 To achieve this, the most 

innovative firms get specific in their PICs. There is a clear connection to the 

vision and mission of the organization. There are standards of behavior 

established. The language used has clearly defined common meaning for 

everyone in the organization. 

                                                      
213 Donald Sull and Kathleen M. Eisenhardt, òSimple Rules for a Complex 

World,ó Harvard Business Review, September 2012.   

214 Chris Bart and Ashish Pujari, òThe Performance Impact of Content and 

Process in Product Innovation Charters, Journal of Product Innovation 

Management, January 2007.   

https://hbr.org/2012/09/simple-rules-for-a-complex-world
https://hbr.org/2012/09/simple-rules-for-a-complex-world
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1540-5885.2006.00229.x/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1540-5885.2006.00229.x/abstract
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Several components of PICs have been found to differentiate between 

highly innovative organizations and the rest.215 Components of the strategic 

objectives will include concern for employees, concern for society, concern for 

shareholder, concern for suppliers, and concern for customers.216 Strategic 

components of the PIC should also include metrics217 of success (both financial 

and nonfinancial) and the technology arenas to be leveraged. 

A strong new product development strategy consists of both a technology 

strategy (the òrealityó part of innovation218) and marketing strategy (the òvalueó 

part of innovation ).219 So the simple strategic plan clearly captures both. Hereõs 

how it works. 

Start in the center with this tool, in the box called òStrategic Objective.ó In 

this box, briefly capture whatõs important about questions such as: 

 

Å How will innovation efforts deliver against the  strategic plan? 

Å What customer/client problems are we trying to solve? (Unmet needs) 

Å What current solutions are we offering? 

Å What current competitive solutions are out there?  

Å How can we provide unique and superior solutions? 

Å What are the top priorities of problems to be solved? 

Å What is the urgency for solving each problem? 

                                                      
215 Ibid.   

216 Looks to me like the best innovators are the best corporate citizens.  Just 

sayinõ.   

217 For more on innovation metrics, go to the sections on òInnovation for Fun 

and Profitó and òInnovation for Fun and Not -for-Profit.ó   

218 For more on how innovation is defined in this book, go to the òWhat the 

#&%! Is Innovation, Anyway?ó section.   

219 Harry Nystrºm, òProduct Development Strategy: An Integration of 

Technology and Marketing,ó Journal of Product Innovation Management, 

March 1985.   

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1540-5885.210025/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1540-5885.210025/abstract
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That will serve as your starting point for the rest of the document.  

To the left, then, youõll look at inputs and their associated costs ð the 

technical side. To the right, outputs and their associated revenues ð the 

marketing side. 

Personally, I like working from the center and going outward. Itõs a good 

way to ensure that things stay connected to the strategic imperatives. 

However, you can fill it out any way you please, as long as you keep it succinct 

and cohesive. 

Working out to the left, briefly220 capture whatõs important about questions 

such as: 

 

Technical Requirements 

¶ What technical challenges need to be overcome to meet the strategic 

objective? 

¶ What technical development is required to overcome those 

challenges? 

¶ What time constraints are involved? 

 

Resource Requirements 

¶ What functions of the organization need to be involved in 

development? 

¶ What customer involvement is required? Is possible? 

¶ What market knowledge is needed? 

                                                      
220 Is the message of brevity getting through?  Itõs important to be brief.  

Brevity is the essence of wit.  Keep in mind that keeping things brief, to the 

point, and impactful is hard work.  òShortó and òeasyó are not synonymous.  

As Woodrow Wilson said about his speeches, òIf I am to speak ten minutes, I 

need a week for preparation; if fifteen minutes, three days; if half an hour, 

two days; if an hour, I am ready now.ó  Itõs easy to just rattle off a bunch of 

words, but to be concise and clear takes thoughtful effort.   

http://www.bartleby.com/73/1288.html


152 CONTROL SYSTEM: STRATEGY 

 

  
Go to Table 

of Contents  

¶ What external help is needed? Is available? 

¶ What time, money, and people are available? 

 

Input Management 

¶ Who are the key suppliers? 

¶ Are there external partners involved? 

¶ What resources can these partners provide? 

¶ What are the roles and responsibilities for all the players? 

¶ Who has what decision-making authority? 

¶ Who funds what? 

¶ How are the funds secured?  

 

Delivering Value 

¶ How does the organization deliver value to the customer? 

¶ What is the cost to the organization of providing that v alue? 

¶ How are costs distributed among required resources? 

¶ What channels are most effective for meeting strategic objectives?

  

 

Working out to the right, briefly221 capture whatõs important about 

questions such as: 

 

Market Requirements 

¶ What customer segments are involved? 

¶ How are these segments different? 

¶ Is the end user of the product the same as the customer? 

¶ Who is the customerõs customer? What are their needs? 

¶ When do they need the solution you will offer?  

 

Distribution Requirements 

                                                      
221 Consider the brevity horse dead and beaten.   
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¶ What distribution channels are available to reach the customer? 

¶ What channels are most effective for meeting strategic objectives? 

¶ What are the costs of various means of distribution? 

¶ What time frames are involved for various means?  

 

Output Management 

¶ How do the products and services deliver value to the customer? 

¶ How do customers want products delivered? 

¶ What are the relationships with customers? 

¶ How do we communicate with customers? 

 

Receiving Value 

¶ For what products are your customers willing to  pay? 

¶ What is the customer willing to pay for that value?  

¶ How does the customer return value to the organization?  

¶ By what method would your customer prefer to return value to the 

organization? 

¶ How are revenues distributed among various sources? 

 

So now you have a one-page innovation strategy capturing all the key 

points of your analysis, backed up by some simple tools that stimulated your 

thinking. Time to take a coffee break. Right? 

Nope. 

Do it again. Yep, thatõs right, do the Innovation Model exercise again. Do 

it with a different perspective, with a different set of assumptions. Think about 

what could go wrong with your plan, and think of a different approach that 

might avoid those issues. 

Remember, òplans are useless, but planning is indispensable.ó222 It is this 

kind of planning process that will help you in the actual execution. Preparing 

                                                      
222 One of the famous aphorisms of Dwight D. Eisenhower, as quoted in 

Richard Nixon, Six Crises, Doubleday, 1962.   
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multiple plans in the strategery 223 process will give you two distinct advantages 

over stopping at one. 

First, you may discover that the first plan, as drafted, was not the best plan. 

Either another plan turns out to be superior, or additional thinking from a new 

perspective helps to modify and improve on the original.  

Second, you have contingency plans in your pocket. The best-laid plans of 

mice and men often go awry,224 after all. Best to be prepared for the going 

awry in advance, rather than doing the impromptu 225 scrambling at the time 

of go ing awry. 

So while redundant effort may not seem simple, in the long run, it is.  

 

A Word (or a Thousand of Them) on Open Innovation  

Since Henry Chesbroughõs book Open Innovation: The New Imperative for 

Creating and Profiting from Technology a decade ago, open innovation 

(affectionately or derisively known as OI, depending on your perspective) has 

been a hot topic in innovation and product development circles.   

Procter & Gamble has served as a primary exemplar on the topic. They 

launched their òConnect and Developó program, and for years there were 

articles galore about the successes they were having, and how they did it. In 

2009, P&G was named by Business Week as one of 25 most innovative 

companies in the world, touting their Connect & Develop as a key reason for 

their success. 

                                                      
223 There I go again, using that made-up word, even after I promised not to.  

Such a fun word.   

224 But even strategery isnõt as much fun to say as putting on my best Mike 

Myers Scottish brogue and saying òTae a Moose,ó the title of the Scots poem 

that provides this oft -alluded to line, at least in the English translation called 

òTo a Mouse.ó   

225 I canõt help but think of Mark Twainõs witty lead time requirement for an 

impromptu speech.  I wish it was easily captured in a pithy quote, but the 

internet has it wrong, and Iõm a stickler for getting those right.   

http://www.nbc.com/saturday-night-live/video/scottish-shop/n9938
http://www.nbc.com/saturday-night-live/video/scottish-shop/n9938
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/To_a_Mouse
http://quoteinvestigator.com/2010/06/09/twain-speech/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/2010/06/09/twain-speech/
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More recently, the articles have been about the failures and where they 

went wrong. In 2012, a Business Week headline read òAt Procter & Gamble, the 

Innovation Well Runs Dry,ó pointing out that companies with more òtraditionaló 

(meaning internal) R&D structures were beating them in the marketplace. 

Or look at Quirky. Started in 2009, Quirky leveraged an open innovation 

crowdsourcing model to come up with innovative new products. As late as 

2013, Wired magazine was hailing their partnership with GE as a way to 

òconquer the internet of things .ó Less than two years later, Quirky filed for 

bankruptcy protection, raising òquestions about how far the crowd -based 

model of innovation and product development can go .ó 

What gives? Does òopen innovationó work or not? 

Well, first I suppose we need to know what we are talking about.  

Chesbrough expressed the closed innovation paradigm as òcompanies must 

generate their own ideas and then develop them, build them, market them, 

distribute them, service them, finance them, and support them on their own.ó 

In the open innovation paradigm, òfirms can and should use external ideas as 

well as internal ideas, and internal and external paths to market.ó226 

So basically, a closed innovation system is a do-it-yourself approach, and 

an open innovation system is an it-takes-a-village mindset. 

But all real innovation systems lie somewhere in between those extremes. 

Being closed has its advantages. You control everything, and you own all 

the riches at the end of the internally -developed innovation rainbow.  

Being open has its advantages. No matter how smart and talented the 

people in your organization are, there is someone, somewhere who is at least 

as talented, at least as smart, and has a different, perhaps better, solution to 

the problems you face. You donõt and canõt know everything internally. Looking 

outside gets new and superior ideas into your organization.  

So a key consideration of any innovation strategy is how open to make it.  

Notice I didnõt say whether to make it open or not. Open innovation is not a 

                                                      
226 Henry Chesbrough, Open Innovation: The New Imperative for Creating and 

Profiting from Technology, Harvard Business School Press, 2006.   

http://www.wired.com/2013/11/how-ge-and-quirky-want-to-smarten-up-your-home/
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/09/23/business/the-invention-start-up-quirky-files-for-bankruptcy.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/09/23/business/the-invention-start-up-quirky-files-for-bankruptcy.html
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binary227 choice, itõs not an on/off switch. An innovation system is never either 

open or closed. Rather, there is something more like a continuum of openness.  

As you are thinking about your str ategic opportunities, and wondering 

how open innovation might fit in, consider the OI strategy matrix shown in 

Figure 33. If your identified strengths play well in a market that is attractive to 

you, then do it you rself. If your strengths play well in a market that is 

unattractive to you, consider looking for partners that may want to use what 

you have. If there is a market that is attractive to you, but it doesnõt play to 

your strengths, consider looking for a part ner who is strong in that arena, and 

who would be willing and able to help you get there. And it should go without 

saying228 that you should avoid getting into ugly markets where you have no 

strengths. If you are already 

there, get out before that 

market goes all Amityville 

Horror on you. 

Note that òpartnershipsó 

come in all shapes and sizes. 

It can come from customers, 

suppliers, universities, online 

collaboration tools, or 

organizations in different 

industries. It might even be 

an archrival that you join to 

                                                      
227 That reminds me of one of my favorite nerdy jokes: There are 10 kinds of 

people in the world ð those who understand binary, and those who donõt. If 

you get it, congratulations! Youõre a nerd.   

228 But Iõll say it anyway, for the sake of thoroughness.   

Figure 33: A thought stimulator when it  comes to 

figuring out the resources you need, what's 

available, and where to go from where you are. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PQseahtPVAA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PQseahtPVAA
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take advantage of your mutual strengths.229 

Think of it like a door.  Some doors are closed most of the time, only 

opening for r are access. Some doors are rarely closed, and only for special 

circumstances. Other doors have screens that let fresh air and light in while 

keeping annoying pests out. Some doors have mail slots or little doggy doors. 

Some are òDutch doorsó where the top and bottom open separately. There are 

lots of different kinds of doors, and they can all be opened or closed to varying 

degrees. Such is true for OI ð lots of types and degrees of openness.  

Open innovation efforts will take different forms depending on wh ether 

you are developing new services or developing new physical goods.230 New 

service development requires collaborations built on mutual trust (a 

relationship and ownership sort of dimension), while new physical product 

development requires joint operations based on mutual engagement and 

shared responsibilities (more of a system and process dimension). 

Such is the state of open innovation. Crowdsourcing. Co-creation. Expert 

networks. User communities. Collaboration sites. Grand challenges. Tech 

scouting. All sorts of open innovation doors.  

All innovators everywhere and always have done some sort of open 

innovation. Okay, maybe the cave dweller who invented the first wheel did it 

all alone,231 but no one has since. We are always learning from others, 

                                                      
229 A great example of this is Glad Force Flex trash bags and Glad Press-n-

Seal plastic wrap, which leveraged Cloroxõs brand and technical capabilities in 

flexible films with some of Procter & Gambleõs proprietary technology 

developed for their diaper business.  Perhaps there is hope for all bitter rivals 

to one day find such peace.   

230 Stephanie C. Schleimer and Arthur D. Shulman, òA Comparison of New 

Service versus New Product Development: Configurations of Collaborative 

Intensity as Predictors of Performance,ó Journal of Product Innovation 

Management, July 2011.   

231 But I doubt it.   

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1540-5885.2011.00823.x/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1540-5885.2011.00823.x/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1540-5885.2011.00823.x/abstract
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borrowing from others, speaking with others, partnering with others, selling to 

others, buying from others, collaborating with others.  

Suppliers bring ideas to manufacturers. Consumers write letters with ideas 

or complaints. Consultants are brought in to help with technical or business 

issues. Patents are mined and intellectual property is licensed. Joint 

partnerships are established. All of that can be part of open innovation, and 

itõs been going on since genies were being put in oil lamps at Arabian bazaars.  

Thatõs why innovations have historically been concentrated in cities. Large 

groups of people packed together in a confined space are naturally going to 

interact with one another more.  The opportunities to bump into someone, 

learn from them, connect with them, and partner with them is just going to 

happen more often in Tokyo than in Greenland.232  

The difference now is that the ability to connect with others ha s exploded 

in recent years. With the ever-increasing opportunity to interact with people 

not just in your neighborhood, but practically anywhere on the planet, you are 

no longer limited to talking with your neighbors.  Communities arenõt limited 

to geograph ic locations, but now exist for all sorts of common interests and 

activities. I mean, if there can be a Brussels Sprout Appreciation Society, there 

can be a virtual community for anything.  

Perhaps even more important than the exponential increase in 

serendipitous encounters is the ability to seek out expertise through social 

media and open innovation websites. Itõs easier than ever before to learn the 

needs of your consumers, to generate ideas to solve their problems, and to 

find people with the expertise to bring those solutions to life.  

Itõs beyond the scope of this book to go into detail on each and every type 

of open innovation program out there.  But reading this, you may be thinking, 

                                                      
232 To find out more about where you should go to stimulate more 

innovation, check out David B. Audretsch and Maryann P. Feldman, 

òKnowledge Spillovers and the Geography of Innovation,ó Handbook of Urban 

and Regional Economics, Volume 4, 2003.   

https://www.facebook.com/The-Brussels-Sprout-Appreciation-Society-136773149712101/
http://spol.unica.it/didattica/paci/Economia%20applicata%20avanzata%20(1mod)/audretsch-feldman.pdf


 KEEP INNOVATION SIMPLE 159 

 

 
Go to Table 

of Contents  

òIf this open innovation thing is so great, why doesnõt everyone open their 

innovation processes up to the max?ó 

Because, like all good things, open innovation is not all dancing ponies and 

cupcakes with sprinkles on top. 

Anything that has value also has costs, and open innovation is no 

exception. And the costs can be complex, given the variety of forms that open 

innovation can take. 

First, there is culture.233 Yes, I am a broken record on culture, culture, 

culture. Remember the competing values framework? The horizontal axis 

represented internal focus and integration versus external focus and 

differentiation.  Guess which side is more likely to embrace an open innovation 

model? Clan and hierarchy cultures with a strong internal focus will face a good 

deal of resistance trying to collaborate with the outside world.  Understand the 

impact your culture will have before embarking on an open innovation 

program (or any program for that matter ). 

Even if you can fit an open innovation approach within your organizational 

culture, you need to design the organization and processes in a way that they 

can effectively handle OI efforts. Fill the OI part of your  organization with 

people who are entrepreneurial and collaborative. Diplomats with good 

communication skills. Networkers who can see possibilities. Simply telling the 

existing organization to go forth and openly innovate will generally lead 

nowhere. 

Then there is the challenge of customer ideas. Customers have limited 

ability to truly innovate. 234 Simply offering customers a suggestion box wonõt 

get you far. Youõll get uncountable numbers of suggestions for òinnovationsó 

like making your blue widget green, adding chicken to th e Caesar salad on 

                                                      
233 For more on culture and the Competing Values Framework, go to the 

òCultureó chapter.   

234 For more on how to get at the Voice of the Customer, go to the òVoCó 

chapter.   
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your restaurantõs menu, or adding guinea pigs to your pet adoption shelter. 

The equivalents of Henry Fordõs òfaster horse.ó235  

The problem-solvers have their own interests, too. Who owns what, and 

who owes whom what, are negotiation and legal challenges that must be 

worked out. In the US, recent changes to patent laws (and further proposed 

changes) add another layer of complexity , as inventors and organizations 

adjust to the new approach.236 And more change is likely on the horizon, with 

high-profile challenges to an òoutdatedó system.237 

Opening up your innovation efforts can pay big dividends, but as with all 

reward opportunities, there are associated risks. Proceed with cautious 

optimism. 

What to Do with Your Strategy  

Okay, so youõve created a strategic innovation plan. Congratulations! 

Now what? 

Now, communicate it. Then execute it. 

Thatõs when problems can arise. If the measures of success donõt align with 

the real values, capabilities, culture, systems, and/or mission of the 

organization, the internal conflict will make achieving your objectives 

impossible.  

Take the example of IBM under Lou Gerstner. Among the numerous 

changes made to turn IBM around, one of the most critical was a change in the 

compensation system. While demanding that business units be more 

cooperative and customer-focused, the compensation system encouraged 

                                                      
235 For more on Henry Fordõs famous quote and how it applies to really 

understanding your customer, go to the òVoice of the Customer ð What it  

Isnõtó section.   

236 Lisa Shuchman, òPatent Litigation Will Never Be the Same Againó 

Corporate Counsel, October 26, 2015.   

237 Steve Lohr, òSamsungõs Patent Loss to Apple Is Appealed to Supreme 

Court,ó New York Times, December 14, 2015.   

http://www.corpcounsel.com/id=1202740487656/Patent-Litigation-Will-Never-Be-the-Same-Again?mcode=1202615618216&slreturn=20150927170759
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/12/15/technology/apple-samsung-supreme-court-patent-case.html?_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/12/15/technology/apple-samsung-supreme-court-patent-case.html?_r=0
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internal competition and operating within silos.  Until that co nflict was 

identified and resolved, the stated objectives remained unachievable. 

Similarly, if you are in a Hierarchical culture with a Defender strategy type, 

but you decide to measure how radical your innovations are, you are likely to 

be severely disappointed. Similarly, if you are in an Adhocracy with a 

Prospector strategy type, but set out to achieve the efficiency measures of a 

high-volume, low-product -diversity manufacturer, you are likely to be severely 

disappointed. 

This situation usually arises when a competitor, industry rival, or well -

known organization has some success publicized, leading other organization 

leaders to think, òWe must do that, too.ó Somewhere, someone releases an 

innovation, and a hierarchy shouts to the masses, òThou shalt innovate radical 

breakthroughs,ó enshrining the commandment on stone tablets, or at least on 

motivational posters in the hallways. 

But the hierarchy also commands that the breakthrough must meet all the 

same requirements of a short-term productivity investment,  with a virtually 

guaranteed return on investment in a fixed period of time.  Failure to achieve 

objectives will be met with the standard floggings and rolling of heads.  

Sign me up for that!  

Look, if your organization wants to retain its hierarchical cultur e, and 

pursue a defender strategy, thatõs fine. Just donõt expect radical, breakthrough 

innovations to come out of it.  They donõt happen by fiat.  

For now, the focus is on aligning your expectations with your strategy. A 

Defender strategy is going to produ ce high efficiency, with slow, incremental 

change at a deliberate pace. Presumably if thatõs what you want, if thatõs what 

fits your mission, if thatõs what fits your capabilities, then go for it.  

 Just donõt measure your success based on innovation.  

The worst thing you can do is choose that strategic course and then 

express frustration that youõre not delivering something you arenõt set up to 

deliver. Thatõs like embarking on a cheesy puff and ice cream diet and getting 

frustrated that you arenõt looking and feeling healthy. 

How do you choose the strategy type to follow?  
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Rather than worry about categorizing yourself into on e of Miles and 

Snowõs four categories, make the conscious choice of whether to be a leader 

or a follower. Clearly define the target market you are after, and whether you 

are going to try to dominate it or accept a smaller share of it.  Then define your 

strategy in terms of what types of innovation will deliver against the objectives 

ð whether it is incremental or radical, whether it is a product or service, whether 

it is a business model or internal system change that benefits the customer 

and the organization.  

Communicating for Execution  

Disseminating a strategic plan throughout the organization is both critical 

and daunting. It is critical, because the strategy cannot be executed effectively 

without the alignment , coordination, and collaboration of all parts of the 

organization.238 Alignment ensures everyone understands and agrees to 

pursue the same objective; coordination ensures that all the individual parts 

are working together as an effective whole; and collaboration ensures that 

communication and feedback between parts drives efficiency and continuous 

improvement in the execution.  

It is daunting because any strategic plan will be open to interpretation by 

different business units and functions, based on how things have been done 

in the past, resource availability and capability, and differences in managerial 

                                                      
238 Although this seems to be a statement of the obvious, hereõs some 

verification:  Donald Sull, Rebecca Homkes, and Charles Sull, òWhen Strategy 

Execution Unravels, ð and What to Do About It ,ó Harvard Business Review, 

March 2015.   

https://hbr.org/2015/03/why-strategy-execution-unravelsand-what-to-do-about-it
https://hbr.org/2015/03/why-strategy-execution-unravelsand-what-to-do-about-it
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involvement.239 A host of cognitive biases240 will also interfere with clear 

interpretations of even the most eloquently stated strategy.  

What can you do to ensure strategic alignment?  

Focus on the simple strategic plan document. 

The simple strategic plan, once completed, will help guide project and 

portfolio decisions. The planning document provides the opportunity to 

empower execution teams with òbounded autonomyó ð the authority to make 

decisions within defined limits. Bounded autonomy is a little like driving a car: 

you are free to choose where you go (autonomy), within legal limits, like driving 

on actual roads and not through peopleõs backyards, across school 

playgrounds, or inside shopping malls (bounded). Bounded autonomy can be 

a powerful lever for driving well -targeted strategic innovation. 241 

A tightly defined and well -communicated simple strategic plan will define 

the boundaries for  innovation, which minimizes the need for managerially-

imposed ad-hoc decisions. That, in turn, means that teams can make their own 

decisions, freeing management to more strategic tasks. Not a bad deal for 

anyone. 

One trick for good strategic execution is to use multiple metrics.242 These 

metrics must be captured in the simple strategic planning document .243 As 

                                                      
239 Serdar S. Durmuĥoølu, Regina C. McNally, Roger J. Calantone and Nukhet 

Harmancioglu, òHow Elephants Learn the New Dance When Headquarters 

Changes the Music: Three Case Studies on Innovation Strategy Change,ó 

Journal of Product Innovation Management, July 2008.   

240 For more on cognitive biases, go to the òCognitive Biasesó section.   

241 David S. Bedford, òManagement control systems across different modes of 

innovation: Implications for firm performance ,ó Management Accounting 

Research, September 2015.   

242 For more on innovation metrics, go to the sections on òInnovation for Fun 

and Profitó and òInnovation for Fun and Not -for-Profit.ó   

243 Serdar S. Durmuĥoølu, et. al. òElephantsó article.   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IIdGxR-aU6o
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1540-5885.2008.00308.x/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1540-5885.2008.00308.x/abstract
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1044500515000219
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1044500515000219
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John E. Jones, the leadership guru, said, òWhat gets measured gets done. What 

gets measured and fed back gets done well. What gets rewarded gets 

repeated.ó244 

Metrics to which the organization pays attention and for which people feel 

consequences are the ultimate determinant of what your strategy really is. Your 

strategy is not really what you put into words. Itõs what you translate into 

actions through decisions, measurement of performance, and consequences 

for actions. Saying you want to do one thing, while rewarding people for doing 

another, means that òthe otheró is your real strategy, while what you say is just 

your façade strategy.  

 

 

                                                      
244 My search for a source of this quote yielded only a bunch of repetitions of 

the quote online.  Even published books citing this quote referenced online 

sources that were not subsequently referenced.  So it is entirely possible that 

John E. Jones, leadership guru, never said this.  Also, donõt confuse this John 

E. Jones with US District Court Judge John E. Jones, who ruled that teaching 

intelligent design in public schools is unconstitutional.  That John E. Jones has 

entirely different quotes for an entirely different book.    
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Simple Study Guide - Strategy  
 

¶ What is the definition of strategy?  

¶ What are the four strategic types according to Miles and Snow? 

¶ What is a SWOT analysis? 

¶ What is a òblue oceanó? 

¶ What is the Five Forces Plus analysis? 

¶ What is the innovation radar? 

¶ What are the ten types of innovation? 

¶ How does a strategic roadmap work?  

¶ How do you go about communicating a strategic plan?  

¶ What is the most important outcome from creatin g a strategic 

plan? 

¶ What is bounded autonomy? 

¶ What does òopen innovationó mean? 
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Where do you want to go from here?  
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Cat Juggling ( Portfolio Management ) 
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Simple Self -Assessment - Portfolio  
Rate yourself on the following questions. To benchmark 

yourself against others, compl ete the online survey here . 

 

¶ How well balanced is your innovation portfolio?  
Like a dizzy toddler Like a Wallenda on a tightrope. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

¶ Do you keep your portfolio of projects within your resource 

limitations?  
Trying to do too much  

with t oo little  Just right 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

¶ Is your organization willing to put pet projects to sleep?  
We are a no-kill 

stray project shelter We prefer bullets 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

¶ Does your organization consider all the possibilities when 

assessing risk? 
We donõt bother calculating risk We evaluate all scenarios. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

¶ Do you have strategic buckets defined for your organization?  
Itõs on my Yes, and not all of our 

bucket list to do  eggs are in just one 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

¶ Do you use fo rmal evaluation tools to analyze your portfolio?  
We just use You should see the 

a hammer. toolbox. Itõs huge!  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

¶ How flexible and adap table is your portfolio process?  
As rigid as We can adjust like an elastic 

concrete waistband on Thanksgiving. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

     

http://www.3point14innovation.com/#!kis---portfolio-management-self-assessme/czpc
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Simple Summary ð Portfolio Mgmt.  
Key take -aways you should get out of this section:  

¶ Balance is the key to good portfolio management. Balance needs to be 

sought over degree of innovation, time horizon, business unit,  

customer base, etc. Take multiple perspectives of your portfolio to 

determine the right balance for your organization, and your objectives.  

¶ Live within your means. Resource constraints must always be 

considered. Focus on the important few rather than the trivial many. 

However, donõt use resource constraints as an excuse not to innovate. 

Sometimes, resource constraints can actually encourage innovative 

thinking.  

¶ The toughest choices are never between good and bad. Those are easy 

choices. The tough ones are between good and good. Between òthis 

one is betteró and òno, this one is better.ó The most critical personal 

characteristic for effective portfolio management is courage ð having 

the guts to make a tough decision.  

¶ Risk on a roulette wheel is easy to calculate. Risk for an innovation 

project is not. You need to evaluate multiple scenarios, estimate odds 

under conditions of uncertainty, and consider a variety of scenarios. 

And the element of risk that is most often forgotten is the risk from 

inaction. The status quo is not risk-free. 

¶ Diversification of an innovation portfolio is as important as 

diversification of a financial portfolio. It is a way to mitigate risk, and all 

innovation efforts involve risk. Diversification should be considered 

along the dimensions of risk/reward, time horizon, and business area. 

¶ Strategic òbucketsó can be a helpful tool for portfolio allocations. These 

buckets are areas of investment, with resources assigned to each. 

Three possible buckets are for incremental, evolutionary, and radical 

innovation. A prospector strategy might allocate 10%, 30%, and 60% 

respectively, while a defender might allocate 75%, 20%, and 5% 

respectively. Having such resource buckets ensures at least some 

balance along critical dimensions for your organization. 

¶ Four-quadrant portfolio evaluation tools are simple ways to gain 

insights on the balance and strategic impact of your portfolio. These 
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tools deliver powerful information visually. Make sure that you use 

multiple approaches, though, as no individual four -quadrant chart 

provides the one right point of view on the portfolio.  

¶ Project scorecards are effective tools for evaluating projects against 

each other on criteria that the organization has identified as important. 

The specific calculations that the scorecard performs are not as 

important as the required thought processes and discussions among 

decision makers. The scorecard process can help weed out bad 

projects, and provide an objective means of comparing good projects 

against each other. 

¶ Portfolio management is not a one-time event, but an ongoing 

process. Individual project decisions should be made in the context of 

the overall portfolio. And portfolio decisions should be re -evaluated as 

new information comes to light. The process needs to be flexible and 

adaptable to changing circumstances. 
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Walking and Chewing Gum Simultaneously  

When people are trying to do many things at the same time, they often 

compare it to juggling.  

 

òHey, Pat, can we meet at 4:00?ó  

òNo, Iõve got too many balls in the air right now.ó  

òHow about tomorrow?ó 

òIõll see if I can juggle my schedule around.ó 

òThanksêand can I borrow your red rubber nose and unicycle later?ó 

 

Portfolio management is another case of professional juggling. But instead 

of juggling balls or clubs, itõs more like juggling cats.245 Lots of screeching and 

hissing, hair flying all over the place, and blood almost certainly being drawn. 

Okay, maybe itõs not quite that bad. But projects and their champions will 

fight each other and you, the portfolio decision -maker, for the chance to 

survive. It wonõt always be pleasant. 

Pleasant, no, but vitally important, yes. Good innovation portfolio 

management can make or break an organizationõs innovation efforts. Itõs quite 

possible that Texas Instruments is alive as an organization due to strong 

portfolio management. 246 TI was a successful high-volume/low -cost 

manufacturer of electronics. But when their markets began to demand a 

greater variety of specialized products with a diverse array of functionality, they 

suffered. They had to radically rethink their portfolio of products in 

development, as well as their manufacturing capabilities, just to survive.  

                                                      
245 No animals were harmed in the making of this book. Unlike making a 

Disney movie.   

246 Linda Kester, Erik Jan Hultink, and Abbie Griffin, òAn Empirical 

Investigation of the Antecedents and Outcomes of NPD Portfolio Success,ó 

Journal of Product Innovation Management, November 2014.   

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/jpim.12183/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/jpim.12183/abstract
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It was not easy, but Texas Instruments now has a broad and differentiated 

set of products, and is one of the leaders in digital and analog technologies. 

They got where they are now because they successfully rebalanced the 

portfolio of product development projects they invested in.  

Research has demonstrated that organizations looking to improve their 

innovation performance in the marketplace actually need to improve their 

innovation portfolio balance before they may be able to improve their market 

performance.247 Yep. You may be doing a bunch of other stuff right, but if you 

get this wrong, it could all be for naught.  

Portfolio management is where organizations get to strategically walk 

their strategic talk. Strategy is nothing ð maybe less than nothing ð if it exists 

in words but not in actions. Just as actions speak louder than words among 

individual people, so it is true with organizations. Drafting a strategic plan that 

says youõll do one thing, while the projects you actually work on do something 

else, is a waste of time and energy at best, and likely discredits the organization 

to employees and other stakeholders. 

Portfolio management is also important, because innovation is a form of 

investment. Just like money managers investing in financial markets, 

innovation leaders need to manage their portfolio of investments  in innovation 

projects. And just like financial investment management has some long-

established guidelines for success, there are some well-established guidelines 

to help innovation leaders manage their innovation  investment portfolio s. 

Balancing Act  

A good diet is a balanced diet. What does that mean? It means you eat 

enough diverse foods to get the nutrients and calories you need to be healthy, 

while avoiding over-eating and unhealthy weight gain.  

A good innovati on portfolio is a balanced innovation portfolio. What does 

that mean? It means you do enough diverse projects to ensure the returns your 

organization needs to remain healthy, while avoiding committing to so many 

                                                      
247 Ibid.   
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projects that your resources get strained beyond their ability to perform 

effectively.248 

In practice, a balanced portfolio is one that finds the happy medium 

between focus and diversification. 

Focus requires a narrow view, with resources concentrated on a few critical 

points. Diversification requires a broad view, with resources spread across a 

number of investments to mitigate the overall risk.  

Letõs take a look at both of these competing points individually, and then 

bring them together again.  

Green Eggs and Ham  

Theodor Geisel was challenged by his editor, Bennett Cerf, to write a book 

using no more than fifty unique words. The author, better known to a 

generation of US young readers as òDr. Seuss,ó took him up on the challenge.249 

The result was Green Eggs and Ham, such a popular and classic childrenõs book 

that Jesse Jackson performed a reading from The Book of Seuss on Saturday 

Night Live.  

Essentially, what Cerf did was to set a budget for Geisel, not in terms of 

dollars, but in terms of words. Geisel, as an innovator, had to work within that 

budget. 

No business, no matter how successful, has an unlimited budget. 

Resources will always be constrained. Budgeting limited resources against all 

the initiatives that an organization has is where strategy becomes reality. 

                                                      
248 Note that when it comes to human resources and innovation, a little bit of 

slack time actually helps efficient performance.  So keeping people occupied 

at 100% capacity will actually lead you to worse performance than, say 95% 

capacity.  If you want to be truly effective, build some slack into your 

planning.  Anders Richtn®r*, Pªr ¡hlstrºm and Keith Goffin, òõSqueezing R&Dõ: 

A Study of Organizational Slack and Knowledge Creation in NPD, Using the 

SECI Model,ó Journal of Product Innovation Management, November 2014.   

249 Snopes verified.    

http://www.hulu.com/watch/279052
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/jpim.12139/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/jpim.12139/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/jpim.12139/abstract
http://www.snopes.com/language/literary/greenegg.asp
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Different organizations have different ways of creating budgets, from top -

down approaches to bottom -up approaches to middle-out approaches to 

complicated iterative combinati ons of all of these. Inevitably, things become 

politicized, with all sorts of fun games to be played.  

Iõm always disappointed when I tell a particular story form my early career. 

At that time, I was sent on multiple unnecessary trips one December, because 

if my department didnõt use our whole travel budget, we were likely to have 

the travel budget cut for the following year. Why am I disappointed when I tell 

that story? Iõm disappointed, because I expect my audience to laugh at the 

incredible stupidity of t hat kind of thinking. I expect at least someoneõs jaw to 

drop and eyes to pop out of their heads, thinking that I must be making that 

up. Instead, itõs generally received with blank stares and òyeah, so what, 

everyone does that.ó I donõt get to earn any joke points. 

Later in my career, I saw why this happens in so many places. While 

reviewing a multi -million -dollar budget proposal, which was put together with 

hundreds of person-hours of time to get justification down to the minutest 

detail (or so I thought), I was challenged by the CFO on the $500 òOffice 

Suppliesó line item. òYou are only projected to spend $387 this year on office 

supplies, how do you justify $500 next year?ó I didnõt.  

In my mind, the $387 could be rounded to the nearest $500, and for 

something like office supplies, what we did this year seemed like a decent 

estimate of what weõd do next year. It never occurred to me that a less-than-

one-half-of-one-hundredth -of-one-percent portion of a budget would be 

questioned. But it was. And that led to a questioning of the believability of the 

rest of the budget justifications that I had prepared.  

Admittedly, not every CFO is going to grill people over $113. But it helped 

me understand why people would game the system, spending money 

unnecessarily one year so as not to lose it the next. It wasnõt about doing what 

was right for the organization; it was about avoiding personal pain.  

People make decisions emotionally. The trick then, is to align their 

emotions with the rational outcomes that you want. If you want people to 

make decisions that are best for the organization, donõt make it painful for 
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them to do so. Robbing them of this yearõs travel budget, or office supplies 

budget, or whatever budget, because they didnõt spend it all last year, makes 

it painful to do what is right. If they accomplished their objectives for less than 

what they originally thought theyõd need, reward them, donõt punish them. 

Iõm sure Iõm preaching to the choir on that. Yet organizations continue to 

do it. 

While itõs beyond the scope of this book to attempt to direct organizations 

in how to set their budgets, I will throw this recommendation out: use zero-

based budgeting . Avoid the silly games described above. Not that it eliminates 

all the silly games, but itõs better than the just-base-it-on-last-year method. 

Regardless of the budgeting process, though, you will not likely be given 

all the resources you could ask for. The bad news that you already know (but 

Iõll say it anyway) is that you wonõt be able to do everything you might want to 

do. The good news is that, just as Dr. Seuss demonstrated, resource constraints 

can actually drive innovation.250 

In the business world, financial constraints have been found to lead to 

products that are more creative, generated using fewer inputs, and developed 

with less costly resources. And the more creative the people on the team, the 

greater the increase in novelty from resource constraints.251 

Just in case you are a hyper-aggressive cost-cutter, donõt take the previous 

paragraph as incentive to reduce innovation investment to zero in order to 

maximize peopleõs creativity. You canõt make something out of nothing. Even 

MacGyver needed candlesticks, a microphone cord, and a rubber mat to make 

a defibrillator . 

                                                      
250 And donõt forget the innovative problem -solving of the engineers in 

Apollo 13 when their resources were absolutely constrained. I love a movie in 

which the engineers are the heroes!   

251 Irene Scopelliti, Paola Cillo, Bruno Busacca and David Mazursky, òHow Do 

Financial Constraints Affect Creativity?ó Journal of Product Innovation 

Management, September 2014.   

http://www.mckinsey.com/insights/corporate_finance/five_myths_and_realities_about_zero_based_budgeting
http://www.mckinsey.com/insights/corporate_finance/five_myths_and_realities_about_zero_based_budgeting
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s4wqo_KyeTs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s4wqo_KyeTs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z3csfLkMJT4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z3csfLkMJT4
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/jpim.12129/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/jpim.12129/abstract
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The real point here is that you canõt use limited resources as an excuse for 

failing to innovate. Allocate resources to investing in innovation, limit your 

portfolio of efforts to fit within the constraints, and then innovate like crazy to 

maximize the return on the resources invested. 

Tough Choices  

If there is just one thing that I can recommend to you for strategically 

managing your innovation portfolio, itõs this: practice focused decision-making 

discipline. 

The single biggest problem for organizations trying to manage their 

portfolio of projects is  that they want to do everything.  They donõt make the 

difficult decisions to focus on doing activities they can actually get done  well, 

and instead try to do anything and everything that seems to be interesting, 

especially if some executive, board member, or key customer has it in their 

kennel of pet projects. 

Hear this now ð you canõt do it all. I 

know you know that already. So stop 

trying. 

Itõs not easy. You must make difficult 

decisions. And the most difficult decisions 

arenõt going to be choosing between good 

and bad projects. Thatõs easy ð donõt do 

the bad ones. Duh. 

The difficult decisions come when you 

have to choose between multiple good 

projects. These choices can be so hard that 

some have compared it to ð and this is not 

for the squeamish ð shooting puppies.252 

                                                      
252 I canõt take credit for this powerful, if nauseating, analogy.  I heard it in a 

presentation by Bob Cooper of Stage-Gate International.  If you have a 

chance to see him speak, I recommend it.  You wonõt forget it.   

Figure 34: Effective portfolio 

management is not for the 

squeamish. 

http://www.stage-gate.com/aboutus_founders.php
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Before you call PETA on me for such a statement, understand what that 

means ð all puppies are cute and adorable. But there is a limit to how many 

puppies you can take care of. Your choice is to either pick the few that you can 

properly care for, or try and fail to take care of them all. The former allows the 

few to grow into healthy, happy adults. The latter results in misery and slow 

starvation. Choosing between them isnõt easy. You have to choose which ones 

you will care forêand that means also choosing the ones you will not care for.  

Please note that no puppies were harmed in the writing of this book.  

Hereõs the problem: just as people love their puppies, they love their pet 

projects. There is a reason that they are called òpetó projects, after all. The 

emotional attachment is the same. 

I will actually argue that in many cases, the decision-making is harder than 

choosing between puppies. When the idea is your own, itõs no longer just a 

puppy. It becomes your baby. Your creation. And no one wants to hear that 

their baby is ugly. No one wants to see their child cut from the team tryouts.  

Itõs personal. 

So again, Iõll tell you that the single most important thing you can do to 

effectively manage a bunch of projects is to have the focused discipline to 

choose those you will do, and those you will not do.  Better to do a few projects 

with excellence than too many projects with mediocrity ( or worse). 

Calculating Risk  

One more point to make before moving on to portfoli o decision-making. 

Warningêthere is math ahead. 

Donõt worry, not much. And it is, as you must by now expect, simple.253 

Letõs start with an easy example, illustrated in Figure 35. You need to 

decide whether to make a $10,000 investment in an innovation project. Youõve 

determined that there is a 60% chance of the innovation being a success in the 

                                                      
253 To keep it simple, Iõve made probabilities and dollars exact amounts.  

Reality is never so neat, but this is a simplification to illustrate a point, so just 

go with it.   
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market, earning you $15,000. That means there is a 40% chance of failure, 

earning you $0.  

Calculating the probable return on the investment is a matter of 

multiplying the probabilities of each outcome by their respective values, 

subtracting the cost of investment, and seeing where things total out. In this 

case, the probable value of this investment is a net loss of $1000. 

So the right decision on this investment is donõt do it. 

Right? 

Not so fast. 

Such an assessment makes an unstated assumption. That assumption is 

this: that choosing not to invest has no adverse repercussions. 

Is that assumption true for an innovation decision? Not necessarily.  

Figure 35: A simple example of using probabilities to determine the value of an 

investment. 
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If you choose not to innovate, you are taking the chance that no one else 

will, either. You take the risk that no one else will seek out, discover, and deliver 

new solutions that will steal customers away from your current solutions. 

Letõs expand the example a bit, illustrated in Figure 36. Letõs consider what 

might happen if you donõt invest. Letõs say that there is a 60% chance that the 

status quo will continue, not gaining  you anything, but not costing you 

anything, either. There is a 40% chance that your competitors will take away 

$10,000 worth of your business with their own innovation. In that case, the 

probable outcome for doing nothing is a net loss of $4000.  

In this scenario, if the world is moving forward, then trying to stand your 

ground gets you further behind than making at least a little effort to keep up.  

Again, this is just a simplification to illustrate a point. The reality is much 

more complicated. Your decisions are never just òinvest ð yes or no?ó You never 

Figure 36: Expanding the risk reward calculation a bit. 
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have clear-cut probabilities and reliably accurate forecasts to do such clean 

calculations. Instead, you must use estimates based on assumptions, 

experience, historical data, and intuition. You must also choose among a wide 

array of uncertain possibilities. 

The purpose here is to remind you that choosing to do nothing is still a 

choice. Choosing not to pursue an innovation must be evaluated for its costs 

and benefits, too. While it may prove to be the righ t choice, you have to 

conclude that consciously. 

Math lesson over. There will not be a quiz. The exam will come when your 

thinking is tested on the job.  

Strategic Egg Baskets  

Diversification is usually thought of as a way to mitigate risk. While true, it 

also improves the financial value of innovations, reduces the likelihood of 

organizational failure, and may contribute more to firm performance than 

considerations of either value maximization or strategic fit .254 Diversification 

also helps organizations to cope with change.255 

So diversification is a good thing. But how do you do it, while maintaining 

focus? 

Bob Cooper, Scott Edgett, and Elko Kleinschmidt advocate the use of 

òstrategic buckets.ó256 Since diversification is all about placing your eggs in 

multiple baskets, how about we call them strategic egg baskets instead? What? 

No? Too goofy even for this book? Okay fine. òBucketsó it is. 

                                                      
254 Regina C. McNally, Serdar S. DurmuĹoĶlu, and Roger J. Calantone, òNew 

Product Portfolio Management Decisions: Antecedents and Consequences,ó 

Journal of Product Innovation Management, March 2013.   

255 Ithai Stern and Andrew D. Henderson, òWithin-business diversification in 

technology-intensive industries,ó Strategic Management Journal, May 2004.   

256 Robert C. Cooper, Scott J. Edgett, and Elko J. Kleinschmidt, Portfolio 

Management for New Products, Second Edition, Basic Books, 2001.   

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1540-5885.2012.00997.x/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1540-5885.2012.00997.x/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/smj.400/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/smj.400/abstract
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They compared the portfolio decision processes of strong innovation 

performers against those of poor innovation performers. 257 Their research 

demonstrated that direct linkage of the portfolio to the strategic plan was a 

common characteristic of the best innovation performers, and something that 

poor innovation performers rarely did.  

Poor performers also tended to over-rely on financial measures to make 

portfolio selections. How could this be? Isnõt financial performance the 

lifeblood of any orga nization, even if a nonprofit? 

The problem lies in the difficulty of forecasting . Forecasts are always 

wrong. Some are closer than others, sure, but if you rely too heavily on making 

decisions based on financial forecasts, which are in turn based on a heaping 

helping of assumptions with a large side of future uncertainty, you are bound 

to make some poor decisions. 

So how do strategic buckets work?258 

Based on your innovation strategy, you should be able to tell what areas 

you want to invest in. You should know the organizationõs risk profile, plans for 

the future, priorities for customer segments, etc. From this information, you 

can define a handful of strategic buckets. Keeping it to a handful, say 3-6,259 

keeps it simple. 

                                                      
257 Which is the right way to conduct research that avoids the Winners-Wear-

Shoes fallacy mentioned in the òõBest Practicesõ and õInnovationõó section.   

258 Really?  Not òegg baskets?ó  Darn.   

259 Cooper, Edgett, and Kleinschmidt actually say that typically, the number of 

strategic buckets ranges from four to twelve.  Do what works for your 

organization, but remember, the more buckets you have, the more 

complexity to manage them.  The more buckets you have to manage, the 

more directions you get pulled.  The more directions you get pulled, the 

more multitasking you must do.  And multitasking erodes performance. If 

you are in a large, complex organization, and you really need a dozen or 

more buckets, I recommend breaking them up into groups of 2 -4.  Rather 

than trying to manage a dozen strategic buckets at once, break it down into 

four groups of three buckets, or three groups of four buckets, or some other 

file:///C:/Users/Brad%20Barbera/Dropbox/Book/Best_Practices%23_
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These buckets can be defined in a few ways to secure good diversification. 

In addition to defining them by things like business units, customer, product 

line, etc., there are some other investment types that you should consider. 

Diversify by Risk/Reward  

One of the classic ways of diversification is by having a variety of 

risk/reward levels. In financial investing, investors look at the volatility of an 

asset to assess its level of risk. Highly volatile assets have to have a higher rate 

of return, on average, than those that offer consistent returns, in order to entice 

investors to drop a dollar or two into them. After all, if the rate of return on the 

risky one were just the same as for an investment that was practically 

guaranteed, then no one260 would ever put a nickel into the higher risk 

òopportunity.ó 

So, in general, low risk investments offer low returns, and high-risk 

investments offer high returns. The same should hold for innovation 

investments. Youõll need to do your research to forecast the returns on those 

investments. Just remember to keep your forecasting simple.261 

One simple way to define strategic buckets on a risk/reward basis is to use 

the classifications of incremental, evolutionary, and radical. Decide how much 

you want to invest in each type of innovation, and then support projects, up to 

the point your resources can support, that fit within those buckets.  

Figure 37 shows a tool for defining strategic buckets with a risk/reward 

component. It shows five strategic buckets, with percentages representing the 

                                                      

such combination.  An executive level can manage the groups of buckets, 

while a managerial level below manages the individual buckets in their group.  

Break it down to keep it simpler to manage.   

260 This, of course, assumes that people behave rationally.  We donõt.  At least 

not always.  But for the sake of this discussion, we can continue to pretend 

that investors are rational, except when exuberant.   

261 For a simple and effective forecasting process, see the òDelphi Methodó 

section.   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bHQssvbCet0
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amount of the total innovation investment allocated to each. Iõve triple checked 

to make sure the percentages add to 100%. 

In such a chart, there is an amazing amount of information that can be 

captured in a simple visual. The colors of the circles could represent different 

business units, different product lines, or whatever other components of your 

strategic plan make sense. The size of the circles represents the relative 

magnitudes of the investments being made. And the location on the chart 

shows the technology and marketing newness that define the type of 

innovation being pursued.  

This simple visual helps you immediately grasp how diversified and 

balanced your strategic buckets are. If things look out-of-balance, itõs easy to 

see the directions to consider in getting things re -balanced. 

See? Not all of my tool recommendations involve four -quadrant charts. 

Figure 37: A risk/reward map for project types. 
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Diversify b y Time Horizon  

Of course, risk/reward isnõt the only consideration when determining how 

to diversify your focused set of strategic buckets. 

A common theory of diversification in an investment portfolio has been 

that diversification over time was a way to reduce risk. Although some 

economists have challenged that belief when it comes to stocks and bonds,262 

the matter is pretty much settled for product development portfolios.  

You must make sure your business is successful both today and tomorrow.  

Unless your organization is in an existential crisis,263 you have to invest not 

only in what will bring returns in the present, but you have to look out several 

pages on the calendar to have ready the solutions to future customer 

problems. 

So diversify your buckets to include a range of time horizons. If you defined 

some innovation roadmaps, then you already have a good view of your path 

to the future. Capture that in the b uckets that you define. 

Diversify by Business Area  

What are òbusiness areas?ó I intentionally left that vague. It will depend on 

your organization. For larger organizations, these may be business units, 

geographies, or industries in which you compete. For smaller organizations, it 

might be customer segments, product lines, or even individuals responsible for 

                                                      
262 Zvi Bodie, Alex Kane, and Alan J. Marcus, Investments, 10th Edition, 

McGraw-Hill Education, 2013.   

263 Not an existential crisis like some Albert Camus novel.  Iõm talking about 

being in a situation where there is doubt about an organizationõs continuing 

as an ongoing concern.  Then, understandably, you need to focus greater 

attention on the present.  After all, there wonõt be a tomorrow if you donõt 

survive today.  However, even then, reserve a bit of your mind space for the 

future.  Herculean efforts to survive the day are all for naught if you get hit by 

a bus tomorrow.  Itõs a bit like having the organization in an Emergency 

Room.  You must get the patient stabilized, but do so in a way that they will 

eventually be able to go home and live a long life.   
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different things. You define your òbusiness areas.ó Then you invest across them 

consciously. Simple concept. 

Impact of Strategy on Diversification  

Just as financial advisors will recommend different portfolio choices for 

different demographic groups, you should have a different portfolio mix based 

on your strategic type. Remember the prospectors, analyzers, defenders, and 

reactors?264 There is a good reason for understanding which one fits your 

organization. Your portfolio of projects should reflect your strategic type.  

Prospectors should invest in a higher proportion of radical and 

evolutionary projects. Analyzers should have mostly evolutionary projects, with 

some radical and some incremental mixed in. Defenders should emphasize the 

incremental, stretching into evolutionary for some projects. Reactors? They 

need toêget a new strategy. 

Portfolio Insight Tools  

Well now, Iõve preached about the importance of balance, both from the 

focus side and from the diversification side. So itõs time to open up the toolbox 

and unpack the simple portfolio tools.  

Four-Quadrant Charts  

Iõve said it before, and Iõll say it again: I love four-quadrant charts. And Iõm 

not ashamed to admit it.  

While you do have to be careful not to let these charts sink from simple to 

simplistic, running your portfolio through a few of these can provide some 

good insights that will help to keep it balanced, and  provide some direction 

                                                      
264 For more on these strategic types, go to the òTypes of Innovation 

Strategyó section.   
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on what to do with what youõve got. Or what to go out and get if you ainõt got 

it.265 

Risk/Reward Map  

Much like the Boston Consulting Group strategy matrix, the risk/reward 

map is a helpful tool for  portfolio balancing. While similar, though, there is a 

critical difference. Instead of classifying things as dogs or cows, you get 

                                                      
265 For more information about goin g out and getting what you ainõt got, see 

the òA Word (or a Thousand of Them) on Open Innovationó section.   

Figure 38: A Risk/Reward portfolio map, with better animals than the BCG 

matrix. 
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elephants and oysters. Yes, thatõs still two animals, but with a much wider range 

of size and species! 

Perhaps the even more critical difference is that the BCG matrix provides 

strategic guidance on what to do with existing products, programs, and 

businesses, while this map guides what to do with things aimed at the future. 

Why is that such a critical difference? Because of uncertainty. Remember, 

forecasting is hard.266 Forecasting is imprecise. With the BCG matrix, you can 

precisely know your market share. You can precisely know the current growth 

rate of the market (although that does not neces sarily mean it will continue at 

that rate, but weõll let that slide for now). With the risk/reward matrix, you are 

making your best SWAG267 as to what the risk and reward are going to be. 

What that means is that you need to revisit your assessment as you learn in 

the process of development. 

Project Types 

If the classification by Incremental-Evolutionary-Revolutionary does not fit 

for you or your organization, another way to look at the same 

market/technology factors is with a four quadrat chart pitting market newness 

against technology newness, as in Figure 39.  

Maintenance projects have neither great market newness nor great 

technological newness. These might be cost reductions or modest line 

extensions. Expansion projects take existing technologies into new markets, 

such as geographically expanding your parka business from North Dakota to 

the warmer climes of Antarctica, or expanding your ping pong ball business 

from sporting goods retailers to liquor stores . Taking new technologies to an 

                                                      
266 For more on simple approaches to the challenge of forecasting, go to the 

òCloudy Crystal Balló section.   

267 SWAG=Scientific Wild-A** Guess.  More fun to say than òeducated guessó 

or òbest estimate.ó  For more on forecasting under uncertainty, go to the 

òCloudy Crystal Balló section.   

http://abcnews.go.com/Business/story?id=3629340&page=1
http://abcnews.go.com/Business/story?id=3629340&page=1
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existing market would be an upgrade, like moving from the iPhone 17 to the 

iPhone 19cx gold.268 And taking new technologies into new markets, well, thatõs 

as revolutionary as Elon Musk moving from electric cars to orbiting rocketry. 

Place each project into the quadrant where you think it belongs, and look 

to see if you have a diverse range of projects in the pipeline. If you are up for 

it, show each project with size and color coding to capture that information 

visually. 

Time Horizon  

Money in your pocket now is worth more than the same money put in your 

pocket later. Thatõs why banks charge interest when you borrow from them, 

and why they have to offer interest to get you to deposit with them. Otherwise, 

youõd just stuff your mattress with cash. 

Projects that pay off today are more valuable than projects that pay off 

five years from now. Thatõs why Wall Street investors demand quarterly returns 

                                                      
268 But definitely not like moving from Windows 7 to Windows 8 was. Ugh.   

Figure 39: Another way to look at project types.  
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(and unfortunately why 

those Wall Street 

demands trickle down 

through the organization 

to prioritize delivering 

short-term projects by 

arbitrary quarterly end 

dates). 

So when you are 

looking at diversifying 

over time, you want 

those long term projects 

to have high potential 

for delivering a big 

impact on your mission. Avoid projects that have long horizons but minimal 

potential. The long term investments to develop should have high potential. 

As time goes along, keep re-evaluating the potential impact those projects can 

have, and move them to their new places on the chart. This is necessary to 

continually maintain a balanced portfolio.  

Balancing Urgency  

Choosing between projects is difficult.269 Sometimes, a decision between 

two good projects will not be that one lives and one dies, but will rather be 

one goes now, the other waits its turn. If thatõs an option for you, hereõs a tool 

to help you decide which is which. 

The Urgency Assessment map plots the level of uncertainty for a project 

against the opportunity cost of delaying the project. As weõve discussed, 

uncertainty is an inherent part of innovation. Uncertainty can be reduced in a 

variety of ways, through concept reviews, prototyping, technology 

experiments, customer testing, test marketing, etc. Some of those methods are 

                                                      
269 Donõt make me pull out the puppy analogy again.   

Figure 40: Ways to look at diversifying in time. 
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very costly. Others are cheap. So 

the horizontal line plots a 

continuum of uncertainty, 

ranging from low (or a low cost 

of reducing uncertainty) to high 

(with a high cost of reducing 

uncertainty). 

That is plotted against the 

opportunity cost of delaying a 

project. That cost might be in 

the form of lost revenues from a 

new product, lost customers 

because a competitor beats you to market, losing leverage with suppliers, etc.  

Plot your projects on the chart when considering the options available to 

you. If there is not much cost to delay, and the uncertainty around the project 

is high, go ahead and put it on hold if you need to (with the ability to fast -

follow if necessary). If both uncertainty is low and the cost of delay is low, make 

slow, deliberate decisions, holding if necessary, or proceeding if possible. If the 

cost of delay is high, but uncertainty is low (or can be reduced inexpensively), 

move the project forward immed iately. If both uncertainty and cost of delay 

are high, then just make the best go/no go decision you can with the 

information available ð but make a decision immediatley. 

Scorecards 

Now, letõs move away from the four-quadrant charts. Cooper, Edgett and 

Kleinschmidt demonstrate the value of strategic scorecards in their portfolio 

management research. These scorecards can and should be tailored to the 

needs of a particular organization, but in general, they will contain evaluations 

of Strategic Alignment, Competitive Advantage, Market Attractiveness (or what 

I call òCommunity Potentialó for nonprofits), Core Competency Leverage, and 

Financial Investment. 

Figure 41: Assessing urgency based on 

uncertainty and opportunity cost.  
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Before getting into the mechanics of the scorecard, letõs unpack those 

categories a bit. 

Strategic alignm ent  is what it sounds like. Does the project fit with overall 

mission of the organization and its innovation strategy? How important is the 

project as a component of the innovation strategy?  

Competitive Advantage  is all about whether a successfully completed 

project will do something different and better than other offerings that are out 

there (or that you anticipate to be out there by the time of launch). Does the 

product offer unique and perceivable benefits to the end user? Does the 

product meet primary customer needs better than other products? Is the 

product performance/benefit "ownable" (patent, trademark, trade secret, 

Figure 42: The super simple version of an innovation scorecard. 
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brand equity, etc.)? Will the Funder(s) of this product perceive it to be a good 

value? 

That last question might have you scratching your head270 and saying 

òhuh?ó Readers that are more articulate may even think, òWhat does he mean 

by ôfunders?õó 

In many businesses and most nonprofits, the source of funds that keep the 

organization going do not come from the people who actually benefit from 

the products and services. Donors give money to shelters to provide services 

to the homeless ð the homeless do not pay for the services they use. Retailers 

give money to consumer goods manufacturers to produce products that their 

customers will want to buy ð the customers donõt give money directly to the 

manufacturer. Healthcare providers receive payment from individuals, 

insurance companies, and government agencies to provide care to patients in 

a very complicated system of transactions ð itõs not typically just a direct 

payment from user to provider. The IT department does not have their 

paychecks signed by the employees whose computers they fix, but by the 

organizational leadership. 

You canõt just think of the beneficiary of your goods and services while 

innovating. Even if they are your primary concern, you must also think about 

who is paying for what you are doing, and make sure that they are satisfied 

with your work as well. 

Market Attractiveness/Community Potential  is all about what drives 

you to the market that you are looking to serve. For a business, this likely 

means that the market has big profit potential in an arena where the business 

has interest and capabilities. For a nonprofit, this likely means that the 

community they want to serve has a large and important need, and the 

nonprofit has the capabilities to address it.  

Questions to ask yourself in this category include: How many primary 

customers will you be able to reach and help with this product? What are the 

                                                      
270 Or whatever else you like to scratch to express confusion.   
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production costs and financial potential? Is the need for your product growing, 

persistent, or declining? 

Core Competency Leverage  pertains to what you know how to do well. 

Can the product be efficiently distributed? Does the product lend itself to th e 

skills and capabilities of the organization? Can the product be 

sourced/manufactured efficiently? 

Investment Analysis  pertains to the financial considerations of the 

business, and to the risks involved with moving forward on a project with an 

uncertain future. What is the probability of technical product development 

success (i.e., how likely are you to be able to make the valuable idea you have 

a reality)? What is the probability of marketplace success after launch (i.e., how 

likely is the market to embrace your product and pay for it)? What is the 

investment required for product development and launch? Does the expected 

return justify the required investment?  

So, definitions now complete, itõs time to move on to mechanics. 

First, the simple version. See Figure 42 for the colorful visual.  

In this version, you and your portfolio evaluation team just rate each 

project being considered for development along the broad categories listed 

above. Rate them on whatever scale the team agrees on: 0-10, 0-100, 1-5, 

whatever. I donõt recommend rating them from e to ɵ, however, unless you are 

in the mathematics department of some school or another, and you think that 

would be fun. 

Each person on the portfolio review team should do these ratings 

individually, just like you would do in the Delphi Method  of forecasting.271 Then 

bring your scorecards to a team discussion. Identify points of general 

agreement and disagreement. Where you agree, ask yourselves to confirm that 

youõve thought of the situation from multiple perspectives, and you are not 

                                                      
271 For more on how the Delphi method works, go to the òDelphi Methodó 

section.   
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getting caught in a case of groupthink .272 Where you disagree, discuss the 

opposing points of view candidly, but respectfully (unless you are like me and 

my buddies, who use vulgar disrespect as an expression of affection).273 

The portfolio decisions you make should never be made based on 

numbers alone. They should be based on the consensus of the group after 

thorough discussion (or on the discretion of the individual responsible274 if 

consensus cannot be reached). The scorecard numbers are there to guide the 

discussion and identify worthy issues of debate. They are not to be wielded like 

puppy-shooting handguns.275 

The still-simple-but-less-so versions of the scorecard can be found in 

Figure 43. 

                                                      
272 For more about the Bandwagon Effect that leads to groupthink and other 

cognitive biases, go to the òCognitive Biasesó section.   

273 Iõd tell you some of the nicknames with which Iõve been labeled, but they 

are definitely NSFW.   

274 For more about effective decision-making and responsibilities, go to the 

òNegotiating the RAPIDsó section.   

275 Yeah, I went there.   



 KEEP INNOVATION SIMPLE 195 

 

 
Go to Table 

of Contents  

 

In these versions, the opportunity for capturing data in ways particular to 

your organization is much greater than in the super -simple version. That 

benefit comes at the cost of more detailed work to both complete the 

scorecard, and to design the scorecard in the first place. Itõs up to you to do 

the cost-benefit analysis of the level of detail appropriate for organization.  

These scorecards include all of the questions previously listed for each of 

the different sections. You could add or subtract questions to tailor for your 

needs.  

Each question is weighted as a percentage of importance within a section. 

If you think one question is more important tha n another, you could weight 

them 90:10, 80:20, 75:25, 66 :33 êyou get the idea. 

Each section can be weighted as a percentage of importance to the overall 

evaluation. If you keep all five sections, they could be 20:20:20:20:20 as shown 

above, or 30:10:35:15:10, orêno, Iõm not going to do that again. You get the 

idea. 

Figure 43: The still-simple-but-less-so versions of scorecards, for both 

nonprofit a nd commercial businesses. 
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Once everyone has completed their individual ratings, then each project 

can be rolled up with average ratings and variability calculations, to identify 

the areas of agreement and disagreement, as well as how the ratings of each 

project compare to one  another. 

Yes, less easy. But with the spreadsheet software doing the heavy lifting, 

itõs still simple. 

How you do it is up to you and the needs of your organization ð particularly 

with regards to the demands of the culture. Iõve worked with organizations that 

had complicated product lines and business considerations, but who 

successfully use the super simple scorecard. They were comfortable with 

ambiguity and discussing projects in broad terms, with no problem handling 

healthy conflict when disagreements arose. 

Iõve worked with small organizations that had simple product lines who 

preferred doing the still -simple-but -less-so ratings because they were very 

numbers and data oriented people, comfortable with completing longer 

surveys, but less comfortable with bringing up disagreement in a group 

setting. The spreadsheet forced the identification and discussion of points of 

disagreement in a healthy way that helped them move past long -standing 

issues of prioritization. 

And yes, Iõve worked with groups in-between. 

The scorecard is a great tool. Customize it for your situation, and it will 

work wonders for you. The decisions wonõt get any easier, but the process of 

making them will be less painful. Just as importantly, the decision clarity will 

help soothe any discontent for team members who see their preferred projects 

get weeded out.276 

Portfolio Decision -Making  

So what drives the ultimate decision on what stays and what goes? 

Balance. Your collection of innovation projects must be focused (limited) 

                                                      
276 Michael A. Roberto, òThe Art of Critical Decision Making,ó The Teaching 

Company, 2009.   
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enough to be resourced adequately for excellent execution, while being 

diversified (broad) enough to mitigate the risks inherent in any individual 

project. 

An organization needs to be more than the sum of its parts. What the 

organization does must be more than a jumble of individual, unconnected 

efforts. Making project resource decisions needs to be done with a view of how 

each individual project fits within the overall portfolio of the organization. And 

the portfolio needs to be managed with deep understanding of each individual 

project.  

Organizations are like organisms.277,278 To survive, all of the component 

organs have to work together as whole. So manage the portfolio, not just the 

projects.279 

It ainõt over ôtil itõs over 

The last point to make about portfolio management is that it is a proverbial 

journey, not a proverbial destination.  

Portfolio management is not something that is done once per time-

period-of-your-choice and done. Decision-makers need to have some 

decision-making agility.280 Again, the research in this area indicates that the 

most effective organizations are the ones that make quick but f lexible 

                                                      
277 I bet thatõs why the words sound so much alike.   

278 Fortunately, organizations are like sea stars.  You can cut off a limb, and a 

new one can grow back.  Or so Iõve read.  No sea stars were harmed in the 

writing of this book.   

279 That doesnõt mean you should neglect project management, though.  Each 

part needs to be healthy for the whole to be healthy.   

280 This is another reason that an organizational culture comfortable with I-

donõt-know-but-Iõll-find-out  is important for innovation success.   
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decisions.281 Flexible, but not fickle. They are able to update their assessments 

based on project learning and changing circumstances in the marketplace. 

They donõt, however, arbitrarily change with the whims of pet project owners, 

and they donõt follow every shiny new object they see. 

 

Simple Study Guide ð  

Portfolio Management  
 

¶ What does it mean for a portfolio to be òbalanced?ó 

¶ How do resource constraints impact innovation? 

¶ Why is courage necessary when managing a project portfolio?  

¶ How do you calculate risk for a project? 

¶ What element of risk is often forgotten with innovation 

projects? 

¶ On what dimensions should a project portfolio be diversified?  

¶ What are òstrategic buckets?ó 

¶ Describe some useful four-quadrant portfolio assessment 

charts? 

¶ How do project scorecards work? 

¶ How are project scorecards best used for portfolio decisions? 

 

 

 

                                                      
281 Linda Kester, Erik Jan Hultink, and Abbie Griffin, òAn Empirical 

Investigation of the Antecedents and Outcomes of NPD Portfolio Success,ó 

Journal of Product Innovation Management, November 2014.   

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/jpim.12183/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/jpim.12183/abstract
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Solutions Need Problems ( Voice of the Customer)  
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Simple Self -Assessment - VoC 
Rate yourself on the following questions. To benchmark 

yourself against others, complete the online survey here . 

 

¶ Where do ideas for new products come from in your organization?  
Online random  Needs, problems, and pain 

idea generator points of potential customers  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

¶ How is design thinking incorporated into your organization?  
We make pretty designs on  Itõs fundamental to 

notepads during meetings  the innovation process 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

¶ Do you have a clear understanding of the people you are 

innovating  fo r? 
 As clear as the 

As clear as lead. waters of paradise. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

¶ How are your empathic listening skills?  
 I understand why 

Huh? My what? you asked that 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

¶ Do you engage in customer visits and/or ethnography?  
Ethanol-what-ography? As often as possible 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

¶ What do you do with data from your customers ? 
Store it in that warehouse from Sort it into a cohesive story  

the end of Raiders of the Lost Ark. that brings clarity to the chaos  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

 

 

 

http://www.3point14innovation.com/#!kis---voc-self-assessment/c1jl4
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¶ How do you capture and translate the Voice of your Customers?  
With a long survey  

every decade or so We are QFD masters  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

¶ Do you involve your customers in the development process?  
What do they know  

about their problems? As much as we can 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
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Simple Summary - VoC 
Key take -aways you should get out of this section:  

¶ Innovation is about solving peopleõs problems in a way that they 

value. Therefore, you have to start the approach to innovation with 

defining the  problem that you are going to solve. Thinking that you 

will just have an idea that people will miraculously like will take, well, a 

miracle. 

¶ Design thinking is an iterative approach to problem solving that 

involves uncovering and defining problems, creating solutions and 

evaluating them, and incorporating what is learned into a refined 

understanding of the problem. Repeat. 

¶ Design thinking is most valuable at the front end of the innovation 

process, and should be incorporated throughout the process. Design 

should never be relegated to the back end as a way to make a new 

product pretty. Design is not just about aesthetics. 

¶ Defining problems is hard work, with a mix of art and science to it. It 

starts with a thorough understanding of the customer, their needs,  

their challenges, and their objectives. 

¶ òVoice of the Customer,ó or VoC, is not the same as òwhat the 

customer asks for.ó Probably because of the word òvoiceó in the name, 

VoC has been denigrated by many, who correctly point out that 

customers are bad at identifying and articulating solutions to their 

problems. VoC is actually about getting into the minds and hearts of 

customers to really, thoroughly understand their needs, what works 

well for them, what doesnõt work so well, and where the pain points 

are in their lives. VoC requires not just listening to the words of 

customers, but understanding what those words mean, to that 

customer, in their minds. 

¶ Thinking in terms of òjobs to be doneó is an effective way to think 

about customer problems.  What this means is that you donõt focus 

on what your product does, but rather the result it delivers to the 

customer. An example would be a drill. Customers donõt want a drill. 

They want a hole in something (or many holes in many things). If you 

think only about the d rill, you will overly narrow the scope of the 

problem, and you will focus your attention on the wrong thing.  
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¶ Empathic listening is a critical part of the VoC process. By that, I mean 

listening carefully in order to understand. It means observing the 

customer with all of your senses, not just hearing their words. 

¶ Two important means for understanding your customer are customer 

visits and ethnography. These methods help you to live the life of 

your customer, understand what is going on in their lives, and get  

personal perspectives on ways to solve their problems. They are the 

best ways to get beneath the words that customers will share with 

you in surveys and interviews. These methods enable you to know 

more fully what customers mean by what they say. 

¶ Collecting VoC data can leave you with a huge jumble of quotes, 

observations, and other data. Once collected, it is critical to sort and 

organize that data into something that makes sense to you and to 

your organization. The data should become a story of sorts, telling 

you the highs and lows of life as your customer, and guiding you to 

problems and potential solutions.  

¶ Quality Function Deployment (QFD) is a mouthful. Some people think 

of it as the òhouse of quality.ó It is an excellent tool for translating the 

stated needs of customers into technical guidelines for the 

development of innovative solutions. It can be made extremely 

detailed and complex, or (you know this is my preference), relatively 

simple and straightforward. In either case, the results can help you get 

through significant front -end challenges to the innovation process. 

¶ Remember that perception is reality to your customers. You may have 

technical data showing that you have a superior and novel solution to 

your customersõ problems, but if they donõt perceive the superiority or 

novelty, guess whatêyou donõt have a superior or novel solution.  

¶ Involving customers in the solution process can be very rewarding. 

The ability to get rapid feedback and novel ideas from those you are 

trying to help will acceler ate your solution process. Note: this is not 

the same as asking customers what they want. You will still have to go 

through the full creative process, and you will still have to do the real 

problem solving.  

¶ Sometimes, the pursuit of perfection gets in the  way of the delivery of 

good. Some organizations will forego collecting good data on 

customers because it isnõt the òrightó way to collect the data. But they 
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canõt afford the òrightó way, so they donõt do anything at all. Thatõs 

silly. Get the best data you can with the resources available.  

¶ Seek out novel ways to improve your data quality ð dare I say, 

innovate the way you collect the data? Get the whole development 

team involved, and not just in some PowerPoint debrief meeting. Get 

them among your custome rs so that they can have real experience 

with them. It will enhance the solutions that you get.  

¶ Listen with appropriate caution to understand feedback on early 

prototypes. Some people will not be able to respond while thinking of 

the possibilities ð they can only see the not-ready-for-prime-time 

thing before their eyes. 
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Spinning Wheels  

Have you ever been a part of a meeting like this one that I was asked to 

observe?  

A group of diverse, talented, and smart individuals met to generate ideas 

for a product  innovation. They were working on a big, complex set of issues 

with great potential impact. Each participant was passionate and engaged in 

the topic. The discussions were energetic and positive. 

For a while. 

After about an hour, the faces of the participan ts had changed. They 

looked tired. A tone of agitation had crept into some voices. Folded arms 

communicated through body language that minds were closing.  

Although my role was to be an outside observer, I decided to ask a 

question. òWhat is the problem that you are trying to solve?ó 

After a pause, one of the participants gave it a shot, but the blank looks 

on other faces indicated that it wasnõt quite the problem that the others were 

working on. 

I asked a follow-up. òWho is it that you are trying to solve a problem for?ó 

At that point, I was pulled aside by the leader who had arranged for this 

creative session. òThatõs a step we have planned for later. Right now, we are 

just coming up with ideas, figuring out what we can do.ó 

That made the problem perfectly  clear for me. 

No, not the problem  that they were trying to solve. But I had seen clearly 

why they were spending loads of intellectual energy and getting nowhere.  

It doesnõt matter how creative, talented, smart, and collaborative a group 

you have ð if you donõt define the problem, you canõt create a solution. Lewis 

Carrol perfectly illustrated the problem  150 years ago in Aliceõs Adventures in 

Wonderland:282 

 

   òWould you tell me, please, which way I ought to go from here?ó 

                                                      
282 Happy sesquicentennial, Alice!   
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   òThat depends a good deal on where you want to get to,ó said the Cat. 

   òI donõt much care whereðó said Alice. 

   òThen it doesnõt matter which way you go,ó said the Cat. 

   òðso long as I get SOMEWHERE,ó Alice added as an explanation. 

   òOh, youõre sure to do that,ó said the Cat, òif you only walk long enough.ó 

 

That cracks me up every time I read it. Itõs not that it is so absurd. Itõs that 

it is so real. Iõve had that kind of conversation too many times.283 Surely, weõll 

come up with a good idea, if we only talk long enough.  

Like Alice, though, we arenõt going to get where we want to go just by 

randomly going. To come up with great innovations, we have to start with the 

problems we are trying to solve, and the people for whom we are trying to 

solve them. 

 

Design Thinking  

When I think about òdesign,ó I donõt think about iPhones, Dyson vacuum 

cleaners, or Anglepoise desk lamps.284 I think of doors. Or, more specifically, 

door handles. 

When I approach a door, the door communicates with me.285 A horizontal 

bar or lever says òpush.ó A vertical bar or handle says òpull.ó They say those 

things whether those words appear on the door or not.  

                                                      
283 Iõm ashamed to admit that many of those times, I have been playing the 

role of Alice.   

284 You know the lamp that bounces on the ball in the Pixar movies?  Thatõs 

an Anglepoise lamp.   

285 No, it doesnõt actually talk to me.  Even if it did, I probably wouldnõt hear it 

over all the other voices in my head.   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wYfYtV_2ezs
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Nothing drives me crazier286 than when I pull on a vertical handle and 

discover that the door will only open with a push. Except, of course, when I 

push on a horizontal handle and find out that to open it, I have to pull. I feel 

like Iõm a student at the Midvale School for the Gifted. 287 

Design is not something that you slap on at the end of a development 

process to make your product look pretty. That kind of approach to design is 

like putting lipstick on a pig. It wonõt make the pig a princess. 

Design is not just about aesthetics, although that comes into play. The 

aesthetics are a means of communication, like the orientation of handles on a 

door. The aesthetics are just a part of the overall solution, telling people how 

the solution works in an easily understood, almost intuitive way. 

Design thinking has become a trendy topic of discussion, but there is still 

a popular misconception of it as being confined to the art department. So if it 

isnõt that, what is it?  

Design is about solving problems for people and communicating solutions 

to them.  

When someone is approaching a door, they have a problem ð how does it 

open? The orientation of the door handle immediately communicates that. 

Amazingly, the orientation of th e door handle communicates to the person 

even better than the words òpushó or òpull.ó That is a simple example of design 

at work. 

Deign is a non-linear, iterative process: first, you discover and define a 

problem, and then you create and evaluate solutions. Each rotation through 

the process gets you more learning, enabling you to further define the problem 

and refine the solution.  

                                                      
286 I should say that nothing drives me crazier in the world of door 

functionality. Plenty drives me crazier in the bigger world. Like people who 

stop to look around at the  end of an escalator. Move along, folks. Move 

along.   

287 One of my all-time favorite cartoons  from Gary Larsonõs The Far Side.   

http://www.2ndfirstlook.com/2012/09/gary-larson.html
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Michael Luchs lists six principles of design thinking288 that are critical to 

developing produc ts that customers will value: 

 

1) People-centered  ð all too often, we focus on the product, be it a 

physical good or a service. What we need to focus on is the customer, 

and the customerõs customer. They are the people who will be 

impacted by our products. What will their experience be throughout 

the life cycle of their interaction with the product? What will they think 

and feel in the whole process of learning about, acquiring, using, 

storing, and disposing of the product? What value can we create for 

the customer? The product is just a means to that end. 

2) Cross-disciplinary and collaborative  ð design is not limited to the 

people with drafting tables in their offices. It includes the whole cross-

functional project team . You want to take in multiple points of vi ew. 

Even experienced designers in familiar markets canõt necessarily 

predict what customers are going to want. 289 Incorporating the 

information, experience, and perspectives of a variety of team 

members will help get the te am in touch with the customer faster.  

3) Holistic and integrative  ð Products are not just sets of individual 

components hooked together, but they are systems intended to 

achieve an objective. Design thinking involves not only the details, but 

the overall system. In fact, it goes beyond just the product to consider 

how the product fits into the overall objectives of the customer.  

4) Flexibility and Comfort with Ambiguity ð Design thinking, like 

innovation, requires humility. You must be willing to take a risk in 

exploring one solution, only to find that itõs the wrong direction to go. 

                                                      
288 Michael I. Luchs, Scott Swan, Abbie Griffin (editors), Design Thinking: New 

Product Development Essentials from the PDMA, Wiley-Blackwell, 2015.   

289 Dan Zhang, òIndustrial Designers: Are You Ready for Foreign Markets? 

Assessing Designer Confidence and Prediction Accuracy in a Transnational 

Marketing Context,ó Creativity and Innovation Management, September 2015.   

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/caim.12142/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/caim.12142/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/caim.12142/abstract
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You have to be able to admit that, learn from it, and come up with a 

new direction, a new solution, or a new approach. And you have to do 

that in an environment filled with more quest ions than answers, and 

more uncertainty than certainty.  

5) Multimodal communication skills  ð This is an academic way of 

saying that you find more ways to communicate than with just words. 

Pictures, models, hand gestures, sculptures, taped-together -paper-

and-plastic-and-string-and-rubber-bands290 ð whatever gets the real 

understanding of the product to customers, teammates, executives, 

buyers, and whoever else will care about the product. 

6) Growth mindset  ð the object of the game is learning how to solve the 

problem. Learning is growth, even if learning comes through failure. 

As said before, it takes humility.291 It also takes courage, to get past 

the fear of failure, and to get past the fear of loo king foolish to your 

colleagues.  

 

Design thinking is a key component of innovative thinking. It needs to be 

incorporated throughout the innovation process. The most unfortunate part of 

people relegating design to the tail end of the product development pr ocess 

ð the final òmake it prettyó phase ð is that the greatest value of design thinking 

comes at the front end of the process. Thatõs where you can do low-cost work 

to get feedback from customers, learn whatõs really important to them, and 

adjust the solution before making expensive development investments. 

 

                                                      
290 This describes one of the earliest prototypes, as translated from a white 

board sketch in my office, for a product that eventually made it to market ð 

the Fellowes Laptop GoRiser, one of my all-time favorite projects that I got to 

work on. It may not be as world-changing a product as the wheel, but the 

process for creating and launching it was cool. Very cool.   

291 For more on how to fail well, go to the òFailure Toleranceó section of the 

chapter on Culture.   

http://www.fellowes.com/us/en/Products/Pages/product-details.aspx?prod=US-8030401
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Defining a Problem is Hard  

So we have to start with an understanding of the problems we are trying 

to solve, and the people for whom we are trying to solve them. If we are going 

to come up with valuabl e solutions, this point seems rather obvious. Yet so 

many organizations fail to do this.  

How does such an obvious mistake happen so often? The problem (no pun 

intendedêwell, okay, maybe itõs a little intended) is that defining problems is 

hard work. We tend to think solving them is the hard part, but how much 

harder is it to define the problem? Einstein is quoted as having said that if he 

had one hour to save the world he would spend fifty -five minutes defining the 

problem and only five minutes finding the solution 292 ð so apparently he found 

it to be an 11-to-1 more difficult challenge.  

Defining problems is an art, requiring insight and judgment, trial and error.  

It is difficult work, but it is one of the constraints that ar e necessary for freeing 

creative thinking,  

There are many approaches that people recommend for doing it. T here is 

no single right way. Here are some tips, though, to get you started in the right 

direction. 

 

1) Define the people for whom you are solving the p roblem.  Some 

prefer to think of this as òwho has an unmet desire or need?ó 

Understand those people. Consider also those who may be indirectly 

impacted by the problem.  

2) Research the problem space.  Gain a general understanding and 

share it with the team. Focus on understanding the causes of issues 

for the customer. What are their pain points? What contributes to the 

pain? How are they currently solving their problems? Why are those 

solutions insufficient? 

                                                      
292Another quote that is probably just apocryphal. Curse you, internet 

memes! Still, it illustrates the point.    
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3) Explain why the problem is important to solve.  As Simon Sinek has 

eloquently communicated , to inspire action, you must start with "why." 

Donõt assume that the òwhyó is obvious. Everyone on the team should 

have a clear and common understanding. Be explicit about it. 

4) Play around with the scope of the problem.  The problem needs to 

be defined broadly enough to be worth solving, and narrowly enough 

to be solvable. Everlasting global peace among all people is probably 

too big, and deciding where to walk my dog is probably too small. Go 

for something in between.  

5) Phrase the problem in multiple ways.  Restating the problem in 

multiple ways can provide interesting insights, and ensures that the 

team membersõ varying perspectives and assumptions are all explicitly 

communicated. 

 

Only after defining the problem ð clearly, succinctly, and explicitly ð should 

you begin looking for a solution.  

But you donõt just start by one day sitting in your favorite contemplation 

spot and saying to yourself, òIõm going to define a problem today.ó You start 

by looking where the problems exist ð and that is where your customer lives. 

Voice of the Customer ð What it i snõt 

One of the most influential papers in the history of innovation research 293 

is Abbie Griffin and John R. Hauserõs "The Voice of the Customer," 

(affectionately known to the innovation world as VoC). This paper laid the 

                                                      
293 Abbie Griffin and John R. Hauser, "The Voice of the Customer," Marketing 

Science, Winter, 1993. Winner of the John D.C. Little Best Paper Award for 

1993 and named one of the top 20 articles published in the field of 

Marketing Science in the last 25 years by the INFORMS Society of Marketing 

Science. Abbie is my all-time favorite professor, so I may be biased regarding 

her work, but in this case, itõs not just me.   

https://www.ted.com/talks/simon_sinek_how_great_leaders_inspire_action?language=en
https://www.ted.com/talks/simon_sinek_how_great_leaders_inspire_action?language=en
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foundation for identifying, structuring, and prioritizing customer needs and 

perceptions of performance in the innovation process.  

There is just one problem with this article. It used the word òvoiceó in the 

title. That has subsequently led many astray when they go out to identify 

customer needs. It has also led many otherwise insightful thought leaders to 

lambast òthe voice of the customeró as useless.294 So unfortunate. All because 

of one misunderstood word.  

The òVoice of the Customeró is not ð I repeat, NOT ð about the spoken 

word. At least not about t he spoken word alone. 

Henry Ford is famous for many things, and one of them is the popular 

donõt-listen-to-your-customers quote, òIf I had asked customers what they 

wanted, they would have asked for a faster horse.ó295 Steve Jobs, too, is often 

cited as someone who rejected listening to consumers. òPeople donõt know 

what they want until you show it to them.ó296 

So lots of people have created lots of internet memes and PowerPoint 

slides to prove that the òvoice of the customeró is a fallacy you should ignore. 

                                                      
294 See an excellent retort to such arguments in Gerry Katz, òHijacking the 

Voice of the Customer,ó Visions, January 2006.   

295 Nope.  He never quite said that.  Myth busted.  Patrick Vlaskovits, òHenry 

Ford, Innovation, and That ôFaster Horseõ Quote,ó Harvard Business Review 

blog post (with excellent sources cited at the end), August 29, 2011.   

296 Yep, he did actually say this, as quoted in Business Week, May 25, 1998.  

But that came after òWe have a lot of customers, and we have a lot of 

research into our installed base. We also watch industry trends pretty 

carefully. But in the end, for something this complicated, it's really hard to 

design products by focus groups.ó   

http://ams-inc.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/voc_hijack1.pdf
http://ams-inc.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/voc_hijack1.pdf
https://hbr.org/2011/08/henry-ford-never-said-the-fast
https://hbr.org/2011/08/henry-ford-never-said-the-fast
http://www.businessweek.com/1998/21/b3579165.htm
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And you really should 

ignore it, if it means what they 

think it means. To them, 

though, I offer my best Inigo 

Montoya: òYou keep using that 

word. I do not think it means 

what you think it  means.ó 

òVoice of the Customeró is 

not literally about listening to a 

customerõs voice, telling you 

exactly what they need, and then you go out and make it for them.  It is not 

about calling up a market research firm297 and having them put together some 

focus groups with the expectation that the words òwhat I really need isêó will 

be followed by the perfect innovation idea for you to go forth and conquer. 

Nor is it about conducting a survey among target customers just asking them 

what they want.298 

If people could articulate what they needed and how to satisfy that need, 

then innovation would be easy. But it doesnõt work that way. 

Customer needs are not solutions. A customer need is not òa faster horse.ó 

A customer need is òa means to travel long distances in a shorter period of 

time than currently possible.ó A customer need is not òa car.ó A customer need 

is òa means of getting from one place on land to another place on land, safely 

and comfortably, without expending personal physical energy to carry driver, 

passengers, and various items that need to be transported.ó 

                                                      
297 With all due respect to market research firms that really can give you 

insightful information.   

298 While Iõd be more convinced of its authenticity if I could cite a credible 

source, Iõll go ahead and throw out the rejection that Debbi Fields received 

before opening Mrs. Fieldõs Cookies: "A cookie store is a bad idea. Besides, 

the market research reports say America likes crispy cookies, not soft and 

chewy cookies like you make."   

Figure 44: "You keep using that word.  I do not 

think it means what you think it means." 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G2y8Sx4B2Sk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G2y8Sx4B2Sk







































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































