Six Mistakes
Companies Make
While Trying to
Improve
Innovation
By Victor Assad

Businesses today live in a fast-paced, changing global business environment
where the threat of disruption from new technologies and business models is
a constant.
We have learned a lot about
successful innovation practices
through our work with companies
and from our landmark research
study, Innovation Nation?
Innovation Health Inside the
Fortune 1000, one of the largest
empirical studies to date on the
state of innovation within the
Fortune 1000. The study is based
on a scientifically rigorous survey
of 1,127 executives and senior
managers in Fortune 1000
companies.
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What we learned in the study is that there are six mistakes companies make
while trying to improve their innovation.

The Six Mistakes Companies Make While Trying to Improve Their
Innovation.

1.
Executives don’t embrace innovation, create an innovation
strategy, nor relentlessly communicate it. With many of the companies
we work with, this is often the most critical mistake executives can correct
to improve innovation. While the executives themselves don’t have to be the
innovators, they need to signal to their workforce and external partners that
they embrace innovation and have a strategy for it.
Some executives believe that if they
have a new innovative technology,
experts, product, service, or business
model, their innovation problem is
solved. The research shows that even with
all these advantages, if a company does not
have a strong culture and capability for
innovation—not just the idea or technology, the innovation often doesn’t see
the light of day.
When the question was asked in the study, “What has been your biggest
innovation challenge?” 26% of the answers pointed to executive leadership,
and issues such as organizational structure and culture: openness to risk,
inertia, and moving from the status quo.
This quote from a survey participant says it all, “Our greatest hindrance to
innovation is organizational inertia. We are a mature company that has
developed a risk-adverse orientation. Having a brand that is one of the most
widely known in the world means that there are continual moves to protect
that brand, which inhibit innovation and risk-taking.”
These are issues that only executive leaders can begin to address. For
innovation to be successful, executives need to: embrace it, frequently
articulate an innovation strategy, be action orientated, and invite their
employees and external partners to join in the innovation journey.
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2.
Employee creativity is not
unleashed or nurtured. In fact,
current company cultures promote
the status quo. There is usually no
shortage of creativity and suggestions
from employees. Employees are closest
to the challenges and opportunities
surrounding organizational systems,
product/service characteristics, business models, and customer feedback.
Executives must create collaborative, transparent cultures of
innovation and give employees permission to ask questions, make
suggestions, and collaborate.
Many executives make the mistake of hoarding their most recent market
data, customer feedback, and latest trends. This is the wrong instinct for
innovation. Executives need to share what they know (short of proprietary
information, of course) and invite employees to look for business
opportunities as well as solve problems.
When employees are intrinsically aligned with the purpose of the company,
believe that their suggestions will be taken seriously, and know they will be
recognized for their achievements, a fountain of innovation will flow forth.

3.
A clear process does not exist to
move ideas forward. Often there is no
process or it is overly cautious and
bureaucratic. Many innovative ideas die
on the vine because there is no clear
process to advance the idea, experiment
with it, gather analytics, try it, compare it
with competing ideas, and decide which
idea to move forward. These execution
and governance processes need to be dynamic, transparent and highly
interactive.
This can take the shape of rapid ideation sessions involving
employees with diverse professions and backgrounds, external
experts, and better yet, customers. Many companies, who understand
this issue, put in place strongly focused, resourced, and empowered tiger
teams or enterprise-wide innovation teams to accelerate rapid ideation,
experimentation, and implementation of innovative solutions.
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When there is a clear process to move ideas forward, constructive conflict is
welcomed. Ideas move smoothly through hierarchy and across the
departments. Plans change quickly because of new information, stakeholder
feedback, and new technology.
Digital technology such as portals, collaborative software, crowdsourcing,
and analytics and project management software can be helpful to generate
evaluate, and move along innovative solutions. But without a culture that
supports innovation, even technology can fail.

4.
No innovation knowledge
management system is in place. This
response from a survey participant
expresses the need for knowledge
management, “Our organization gives a
tremendous amount of lip service to
innovation; however, no processes are in
place to aggregate creative solutions for
employees.”
While having a process to rapidly move
ideas forward is important, companies also need dynamic systems and
processes for innovation knowledge management, analysis, and decision
making.
The best systems continually incorporate insights from customers,
current market and business trends, emerging technologies,
suppliers and external experts. It involves ongoing sharing and
collaborating with internal experts and stakeholders across the enterprise.
Companies also need insightful criteria to analyze the results of experiments
and trials, make objective decisions, and put in place measures and metrics
to track progress and achievement of key milestones.
Transparent, open innovation cultures are vitally important to guard against
“not invented here” thinking, closed-mindedness and group think.
This requires a culture of rapid experimentation. Fail fast, frequently and
often. What was learned today? What is tomorrow’s experiment?
For more regulated industries, sophisticated stage-gating processes can be
very effective in evaluating, funding, and managing innovation knowledge.
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When robust knowledge management systems are in place, leaders
of innovation initiatives have the autonomy to speed up, slow down,
change or cancel innovation initiatives based on objective measures
and results. Leaders have resources are at their disposal. Processes and
systems can be modified quickly to take advantage of new opportunities or
to tackle potential threats.
Digital technology such as project management and analytic tools and wiki
libraries, can be extraordinarily helpful for knowledge management systems.
Even when effective knowledge management systems are in place, if
the company’s culture is too risk adverse, the next big innovation
will never be commercialized. Here is an observation from one of our
survey participants: “As a company, we have measurement criteria to
ensure that innovative ideas are monitored from inception through
commercialization that are restrictive to quick movement. This is coupled
with a conservative approach to investment to make an atmosphere that at
times seems overly restrictive and risk-adverse.”

5. No investment in resources
such as hard capital and the
soft capital of skills, time and
organizational learning are
dedicated to supporting
innovation. Innovation needs
investment. The investment isn’t
necessarily expensive. In some
industries, the investment is
simply time. Time to allow
employees to experiment. The investment includes training employees on
collaborative behaviors and processes to vet innovative ideas, rapidly move
them forward for analysis, additional experiments, and decision-making.
For company’s dependent on sophisticated technology, however, such as the
pharmaceutical and aerospace industries, the investment is more expensive.
It includes investment in applied technology, clinical trials, capital
equipment, labs, new technology, employee skill training, and often
regulatory evaluation.
Innovation does not occur without investment. The status quo is a failing
business strategy.

Copyright InnovationOne

www.InnovationOne.io

March 30, 2017

6.
Performance management
systems do not incent and encourage
innovation. For many mature companies,
performance management systems
reinforce a safe, status quo culture that
discourages questioning, risk taking and
collaboration. If employees step out of line
or make suggestions, they can be
admonished for it (like the puppy in the
picture). To be innovative, a company’s
performance management system needs
to create expectations for teamwork, collaboration, and reasoned risktaking.
In dynamic, innovative cultures for example, performance feedback and
reviews are used for improvement more than compliance and control.
Ideation, collaboration and innovation are continually rewarded throughout
the year and not just at the annual review.
When employees and teams are reinforced for their suggestions and
innovations by their immediate mangers, and recognized by top
management, the culture of innovation becomes real.

How Not to Make These Mistakes? How to improve Your Innovation
Capability?
Despite what many executives believe, innovation is tangible. You
can manage what you can measure. Cultures of innovation can be
inspired, measured and managed.
The InnovationOne Health Index is a
scientifically based, comprehensive assessment
tool to score, benchmark, and ignite your
organization’s culture and capability for
innovation. It was developed by Brooke Dobni,
PhD, after 15 years of research. Dr. Dobni is a
professor of business strategy at the University
of Saskatchewan, Canada, and the founder of
InnovationOne.
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It is a proprietary assessment
that has been used as a
benchmark by over 3,000
organizations, and 11,000
managers, directors, VPs and
CEOs, across a variety of
industries.
It scores organizations across
the four organizational
dimensions and twelve
drivers of innovation. The
InnovationOne Health
Index provides executives the
information they need to
understand the gaps in their
innovation capabilities.
Using the InnovationOne Health Index as a benchmark, our consultants
provide recommendations on how to close the gaps. Finally, we help
executives create the strategic alignment necessary to sustainably build
their organization’s innovation culture.

What is in a Score? Mapping innovation success!
There is a lot that is in an IHI score. Particularly when the score is based on
a scientifically-developed and validated assessment of innovation culture and
capability, benchmarked against many other organizations. Based on scores
provided by the InnovationOne Health Index, we can tell companies where
they are on the following quadrant analysis.
We also identify their culture of innovation strengths and weaknesses, and
benchmark them in their industry or with our Fortune 10000 Index, and with
eight industry benchmarks.
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This quadrant analysis was
developed after the
“Innovation Nation?” study
on the Fortune 1000. It
shows that 70% of
companies have random
luck with innovation
because they don’t have a
strategy, or quantifiable
goals for managing it. They
don’t empower their workforce
to join them in pursuing their
innovation strategy. They don’t
invest in it. These companies
are the green bubble in the
lower, left quadrant. They may
get incremental innovation along the way but it is random.
Organizations with scores between 70 and 80 the top left quadrant
(purple bubble) have a strategy for innovation and invite employees
to participate in the strategy. They invest in their innovation capability,
have at least a rudimentary system for knowledge management, and know
how to align the organization to commercialize the innovation projects they
decide to commercialize.
Companies that receive an IHI score of 80-90%, in the upper right
quadrant (the blue bubble) create new value with disruptively
innovative products, services, or business models. They set the
industry back to zero. A contemporary example of an upper right quadrant
is Google with its better search capability over Yahoo. Also, Medtronic when
it developed the internal pacemaker, a dramatic improvement over external
pacemakers. Or Apple with the iPod over the MP3 player.
Organizations with an IHI score of >90%, in the lower right
quadrant (the orange bubble) exhibit uniquely new inventions and
the disruptive innovation which creates new value and whole new
industries.
It is, for example, the invention of the light bulb by Thomas Edison which led
to the new need for electricity, and the electricity power generation industry;
and then much later electric appliances, such as those manufactured by
General Electric. Or the Wright Brothers and their invention of the airplane,
which led to the airplane manufacturing and air travel industries.
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Innovation is quite achievable. It is measurable, manageable, and
will drive results.
You can transform your organization with the right analytics, direction, and
culture. You can improve your innovation while still maintaining a focus on
excellence with your current operations and financial obligations. If you don’t
improve your innovation, you’ll fall behind and be eaten by your competition.

How We Partner with You
We use the InnovationOne Health Index to assess your current
innovation culture and capability. We identify your strengths and
weaknesses across the four organizational dimensions and the 12 most
impactful drivers of innovation. In addition, we benchmark your innovation
culture and capability against other organizations in your industry or with
the Fortune1000 Index. We will point out your areas of innovative strengths
and weaknesses based on these benchmarks.
InnovationOne provides you with tailored workshops (of one to
three days) to help you understand your strengths and weaknesses.
With the use of our six traits of highly innovative companies, we help you
understand how to positively impact your culture and capability for
innovation, and ignite the innovation of your employees, partners, and other
external third-parties with whom you interact.
We help you understand how to remove your organizational barriers to
innovation.
In the workshop, we use our Blueprint Planning Process along with
the results from the InnovationOne Health Index, to develop a oneto-three year plan to improve your innovation culture and capability.
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We work with
you to prioritize
which
strategies and
actions to
implement in
the first year
and second
year. At the
end of the
workshop, you
will have a clear
strategy and
plan to
implement it.

YEAR 1

YEAR 2

YEAR 3

PROCESSES

LEADERSHIP

RESOURCES

KNOWLEDGE
MANAGEMENT

After the workshop, we also offer ongoing expertise to implement
your plan and accelerate your results. This includes partnering with you
to shape your innovation strategy and your messages to the workforce.
InnovationOne advisers work with you to embed your strategies, drive
change, create ongoing value, and improve your innovation and financial
performance.
We can train your innovation professionals on our InnovationOne’s
Knowledge Management Group Process to generate innovation
suggestions that fit with your innovation and business strategies. We
train your leaders to encourage innovation and collaboration, and how to
kick-off and accelerate the effectiveness and innovation of your new product,
service or innovation teams.
We work with you on how to change your performance management
and rewards systems to emphasize innovation—not the status quo.
We help align your organization’s governance and execution processes to
make decisions on innovation projects, how to measure and manage their
attainment, and how to keep the focus and alignment to be able to
commercialize your innovation projects.
We will also use our pulse surveys to get immediate feedback and
suggestions from your workforce, enabling more frequent corrective
adjustments to critical components of your action plan.
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Case Study
One organization with whom we worked is SaskCentral, one of
Canada’s largest Financial Services firms with over 3,000 employees.
Like many organizations, it was facing deregulation, the digitation of things,
and other emerging technologies, disruption from non-traditional
competitors, high employee turnover, and declining financial results.
After working with us, SaskCentral’s InnovationOne Health Index
composite score increased from 61% to 78% over a four-year period. It
achieved its highest net income ever after focusing on eight major
innovation opportunities identified in their initial, baseline IHI scores.

SaskCentral 2007 vs. 2011
FinanCo 2007 - 61%

FinanCo 2011 - 78%
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SaskCentral also was named one of the Top 100 Workplaces in Canada.
The InnovationOne team worked with executive management to explain
the findings of the InnovationOne Health Index and created a Strategic
Innovation Plan, based on our Blueprinting Planning process, to improve
innovation and business results.
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In the first year, they created a strategic focus for innovation and repeatedly
collected feedback from their employees and customers. In the second year,
they reorganized by customer segment and streamlined their operations.
They also achieved greater collaboration across their internal operational
departments and more consistency across their regions.
In year three, SaskCentral consolidated their product and service offerings,
and began to pursue eight major innovation opportunities. They also began
quarterly, semi-structured reviews by senior management to assess
innovation roadmap initiatives and progress, making modifications as
required.
Improve your Innovation Culture and Capability
I am Victor Assad, CEO of Victor Assad
Strategic Human Resources Consulting and
Managing Partner of InnovationOne.
If you would like to explore what
options are open for you to ignite your
organization’s innovation, and are
prepared to act now, I invite you to
contact me to schedule a complimentary
one-hour strategy session.
The session takes about one hour and
we can link-up either in person, or by phone or by Zoom. You can also call
me at 707-331-6740 or email me at victorassad6@gmail.com to arrange a
complimentary session.
In this session, we explore your current business situation: the
business challenges and opportunities, key strategies, the key players, and
the new realities your organization is facing.
I invite you to explore the InnovationOne website,
www.innovationone.io, to learn more about how we partner with clients, our
research and case studies. If you are interested in a talent management,
performance management, leadership and team development solutions, I
invite you to explore www.victorhrconsultant.com.
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