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About This Report
With this report, we intend to provide more clarity on the useful and emerging practices 
of highly innovative organizations and to uncover their methodologies, technologies, 
and habits for being innovative.

Our second Global State of Innovation survey was fielded from January through March 
2019. Like the previous survey conducted in 2017, it was distributed to a global audience 
of organizational leaders at the manager level and above from North America, Europe, 
and Asia. The Conference Board and InnovationOne jointly developed the survey based 
on previous research from InnovationOne. 

To the 13 survey questions we asked in 2017, we added six new questions in 2019 based on 
topics and themes raised by innovation executives in large companies from The Conference 
Board Innovation Councils in the United States and Europe. 

The survey also updated the list of innovation methodologies and technologies to 
continue to track evolving trends in innovation; it now aligns with innovation measures 
identified by The Conference Board Signposts of Innovation.

In 2019, we administered the same survey as an additional, stand-alone analysis to 
Japanese organizational leaders with the involvement of the Japan Productivity Center.1 
The findings from this survey are highlighted in a separate report; they are largely 
consistent with the global sample presented in this report. One area of difference is 
that the respondents to the Japanese survey reported higher success with artificial 
intelligence, innovation project management software, the use of measures to track 
innovation progress, and scientific discovery.

1 Japan Productivity Center (Chiyoda-ku, Tokyo): JPC is a nonprofit, nongovernmental organization established 
in 1955 to promote the productivity movement in Japan under its Three Guiding Principles: (i) Promotion and 
Maintenance of Employment, (ii) Cooperation and Discussions between Labor and Management, and (iii) Fair 
Distribution of the Fruits of Productivity Improvement. At the corporate level, JPC works to implement the latest 
management system based on cooperation between labor and management, introduce effective management 
renovation, train human resources, and present public policy proposals for socioeconomic reform in Japan. 
As the only institution of its kind and nature in Japan, JPC is committed to making a significant contribution to 
socioeconomic development in Japan and throughout the world.

https://www.jpc-net.jp/eng/
https://www.jpc-net.jp/eng/
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Executive Summary 
When The Conference Board asked CEOs globally to think about how the world would 
look in 2025, they said innovation remains an essential priority. And for good reason: highly 
innovative companies have higher growth and higher profits than less or noninnovative 
ones; moreover, their stock market performance shows it.2

But how do CEOs determine whether the company is sufficiently innovative? Signposts 
of Innovation, a measurement framework The Conference Board has developed, stresses 
that measuring, tracking, and ultimately managing innovation performance and its success 
require a holistic view of innovation, which we define as:

A process that results in the creation and use of a new or significantly improved 
product or service; production or operating process; way of attracting 
customers by enhancing their experience; and organizational practice, work 
design, human capital competency, or use of resources that creates value.

To provide more clarity on the emerging practices of highly innovative organizations and 
to uncover their methodologies, technologies, and habits, The Conference Board and 
InnovationOne partnered in 2019 to field our second Global State of Innovation survey of 
organizational leaders at the manager level and above from North America, Europe, and Asia. 

We divided the 176 survey responses into two statistically distinct groups: “high innovators” 
and “lagging or low innovators.” High innovators scored higher than lagging or low 
innovators on the 19 predictive questions we asked. 

Our results reveal that high innovators distinguish themselves in multiple ways: they 
treat innovation as a strategic imperative; emphasize developing a culture of innovation; 
use metrics to measure progress; invest in holistic, long-term innovation programs that 
are aligned and integrated with the business strategy but also agile, capable, and well-
positioned to take advantage of short-term opportunities; and experiment using physical 
and virtual prototypes.

Insights for What’s Ahead
Highly innovative companies integrate innovation into strategy, so they do better 
at innovation than companies that have other priorities. It’s much more than paying 
lip service: highly innovative companies have altered their strategic planning from a 
bureaucratic process to one that frequently assesses new information and continually makes 
business and strategy adjustments. Their strategic planning is nimble and action oriented; 
they can implement strategies in the current quarter as well as over the long term. 

High innovators nurture collaborative and transparent cultures. As management guru 
Peter Drucker famously advised the Ford board: “Culture eats strategy for breakfast.” 

2 C. Brooke Dobni, “The Relationship between an Innovation Orientation and Organisational Performance,” 
International Journal of Innovation and Learning 10, no. 3, August 2011: 226–240; John P. Kotter, Corporate 
Culture and Performance (NY: Simon and Schuster, 1992); and Daniel R. Denison, Corporate Culture and 
Organizational Effectiveness, 1997.

https://www.conference-board.org/topics/c-suite-challenge
https://conference-board.org/data/bcicountry.cfm?cid=18
https://www.conference-board.org/publications/Innovation-Measurement-Approaches
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Some organizations struggle to balance the long-term focus of an innovation culture 
with the demands of short-term performance and day-to-day operations. In fact, low 
innovators are characterized by siloed approaches, a high degree of risk aversion, lack 
of internal communication, continual disruption from everyday pressures, and a constant 
focus on the short term. By contrast, highly innovative companies build their cultures by:

•	 Enthusiastically sharing innovation strategies and competitive information and 
empowering their employees and external partners to generate solutions;

•	 Investing in organizational learning and required job skills and behaviors in 
addition to labs, facilities, and technology;

•	 Establishing well-understood processes—sometimes including innovation 
management software—to allow employees to make suggestions, share critical 
information, build upon each other’s ideas, create prototypes, and submit 
proposals to top management;

•	 Making fast decisions on which ideas to invest in, establishing goals and 
milestones, and tracking progress; 

•	 Empowering lower-level managers and teams to fail fast, shut down unsuccessful 
projects, reallocate resources to what works, and change priorities. 

•	 Aligning their operations to implement innovative ideas rapidly while also 
meeting this quarter’s commitments to customers and investors;

•	 Changing their talent acquisition systems to find and hire diverse thinking and 
skilled workers, and changing their performance management systems to reward 
questioning, collaboration, teamwork, and success; and

•	 Selecting and developing leaders who encourage and reward participation, build 
trust with their teams, help them overcome obstacles, provide development and 
performance feedback, and drive for results. 

High innovators involve external partners in their innovation strategies. They 
collaborate closely with customers, supply chain, think tanks, and academic researchers. 
They know the riskiest strategies are to try to go it alone, and to do nothing and assure 
they will be disrupted.

High innovators invest in and set themselves up for successful digital transformation. 
One of the top reasons digital transformation fails is that the organization’s culture rejects 
change.3 Successful digital transformation often requires implementing the best change 
management processes as well as investing in the business models, processes, and meth- 
odologies that support success in using new digital technologies and, ultimately, innovation.4 
The top five methodologies high innovators use successfully are: 1) prototypes; 
2) developing a strong culture of innovation; 3) Agile methodologies; 4) design thinking; 
and 5) stage gate. By contrast, high innovators don’t report great success with using 
crowdsourcing or blockchain technology.

3 “How to Drive a Digital Transformation: Culture Is Key,” Boston Consulting Group, 2019; Kartik Hosanagar and 
Apoorv Saxena, “The First Wave of Corporate AI Is Doomed to Fail,” Harvard Business Review, April 18, 2017; and 
Srivatsan Srinivasan, “Top Reasons Why Artificial Intelligence Projects Fail,” Data Driven Investor, June 27, 2019. 

4 Janet Hao, Sean Hicks, Charles Popper, and Chander Velu, Signposts of Digital Transformation: How to Realize the 
Full Potential of Digital Transformation, The Conference Board, forthcoming 2020.

https://hbr.org/2017/04/the-first-wave-of-corporate-ai-is-doomed-to-fail
https://medium.com/datadriveninvestor/top-reasons-why-artificial-intelligence-projects-fail-5c69452fe7e8
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INNOVATION AS A STRATEGIC IMPERATIVE

InnovationOne’s 72-question organizational innovation assessment, the InnovationOne 
Health Index, dovetails with our findings from the 2019 global survey. High innovators 
generally score higher than low innovators on the 12 drivers of the index. Their 
dedication to innovation begins by executives intimately understanding the experiences 
of their customers, enthusiastically conveying their innovation strategies to their 
employees, sharing competitive information and emerging technologies and trends with 
their employees and external partners, and inviting their employees and partners to 
get involved. In addition, these companies invest in their infrastructure, employee skills, 
and organization learning that spurs innovation. They set up well-understood processes 
to suggest ideas, build up those ideas, and decide which ones to commercialize. 
Finally, they empower lower levels of management and align their operations to quickly 
commercialize innovative ideas.

12 Drivers of the InnovationOne Health Index by
High and Low Innovator Clusters

Figure 1
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RESEARCH & DEVELOPMENT 
using breakthroughs in science, 
engineering, or applied sciences 

DIGITIZATION 
using mobile technology, Internet 

access, cloud services, big data 
and analytics as well as social 

media and enterprise platforms, 
artificial intelligence, and 

cognitive computing

ENVIRONMENTAL 
& SOCIAL 

SUSTAINABILITY
involves innovation driven 

by the pursuit of a business 
growth strategy that seizes 

opportunities and manages risks 
related to the company’s 

environmental and social impacts 

BRAND & CUSTOMER  
EXPERIENCE 

that drives and is built through innovations 

INTERNAL 
INNOVATION 
CULTURE 
is the collection of leadership 
and organizational values,  
policies, processes, practices, and  
tools that affects the innovation  
potential of a company 

EXTERNAL 
INNOVATION 
ECOSYSTEM 
contains all external parties 
and factors which affect a firm's 
ability to innovate positively 
(or negatively)—from other 
companies to government 
policies to customer needs, 
to name just a few

BUSINESS & 
FINANCIAL 
OUTCOMES

Since 2015, The Conference Board has been developing research around its Signposts of Innovation 
to identify measurement approaches currently used and/or needed to evaluate innovation capabilities and
performance. This research culminated in a framework of innovation measurement for use by companies.
The proposed framework provides a reference for assessing a business’s innovation performance and it can
serve as a basis for organizing metrics.

The Conference Board Signposts —Identifying Ways to Measure Innovation

Source: Bart van Ark, Janet Hao, and Ataman Ozyildirim, Signposts of Innovation: Toward Better Innovation Metrics for Business—A Primer, 
The Conference Board, May 2017
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Top Findings from the 
2019 Global State of 

Innovation Survey
The survey responses of the 176 organizational leaders from North America, Europe, 
and Asia at manager level and above were divided into two statistically distinct groups: 
“high innovators” and “lagging or low innovators,” based on a system of 19 questions 
that long-standing research by InnovationOne has shown elicit and predict characteristics 
of highly innovative organizations. High innovators scored higher on the 19 predictive 
factors than the lagging or low innovators (see Methodology, page 13). The survey 
then asked participants to indicate on a scale of 0 to 10, where 5 is neutral and 10 is 
greatest agreement, about their use, degree of successful use, and degree of perceived 
advantage from using 13 different innovation methods, technologies, and processes. 
Additionally, they were asked about their level of agreement (from 0 to 7) with certain 
statements describing their organization’s view of innovation.

High innovators build innovation programs through diversified, well-
established, long-term investments.
Respondents classified as high innovators use all 13 methodologies (defined on pages 
14–15) considerably more often than low or lagging innovators do, and they also report 
more success with all of them. Low innovators are unlikely to surpass “neutral” in their 
agreement that they use or succeed with the 13 methodologies, while high innovators 
often report higher than neutral agreement. These findings could imply that the innovation 
programs of high innovators are achieved through diversified, well-established, long-term 
investments rather than highly focused or one-off investments.

High innovators report high success with using prototypes, developing 
a strong culture of innovation, Agile methodologies, design thinking, and 
stage gate.
Respondents classified as high innovators report a higher than neutral degree of success 
with 11 of the 13 methodologies. Responses of the low innovator cluster do not point 
to any consistently high degree of use or success from any of the methodologies. Their 
average responses are consistently below the neutral level, aligning with lower frequency 
of use and lower success. It’s interesting to note that neither group sees crowdsourcing 
or blockchain networks as a source of success. 
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High innovators report that they don’t use AI frequently (their average response is slightly 
above neutral), although the perceived wisdom is that AI is a source of future innovation 
success. The use of AI (to automate administrative processes and to cut costs) might be 
expected to be more frequent and more successful, but it may be too early to report major 
success with AI. Other research has reported that many companies struggle to implement 
AI due to resistance by the company culture and by specific employees, which may indicate 
poor change management practices.5 

High innovators prioritize a robust culture that focuses on the long term, 
adjusts to organizational disruption, and encourages and measures innovation.

Companies in both high and low innovator groups benefit from managers and team 
leaders who encourage innovation, but high innovators report a much higher level 
of agreement with the statement “my manager encourages innovation” (Figure 3). 
Aligning talent strategies to find employees of diverse thinking and skills is important 
for innovation. Moreover, having managers who make them feel included and encourage 
their participation is critical for innovation to thrive. 

5 “How to Drive a Digital Transformation,” Boston Consulting Group.

Developing as strong culture of innovation

Prototypes (physical or virtual)

Agile methodologies

Big data analytics

Metrics to measure innovation success

Open innovation

Stage gate or phase gate

Design thinking

Scientific discovery

Innovation project management software

Artificial intelligence

Crowd sourcing

Blockchain networks

Average scores
(0 have not used at all –
10 always used)

Has your organization used
one of the following technol-
ogies and/or methodologies
to support innovation?High innovators

Low innovators

Figure 2

Source: The Conference Board and InnovationOne
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Average scores
(0 not successful at all –
10 used very successfully)

What degree of success has
your organization had using
the following technologies
and/or methodologies?



www.conferenceboard.org UsefUl and emerging Practices of HigHly innovative organizations in tHe digital era 9

High innovators come from organizations that encourage innovation through organizational 
practices that promote diversity of thought and skills. These organizations harness the 
innovation potential of their well-managed teams with continual feedback, empowerment, 
learning, performance, and project management milestones and metrics to achieve results 
rather than controlling or micromanaging innovation. 

High innovators agree with the statements:

1 My manager encourages innovation.

2 This organization is effective at finding and encouraging the people who can 
bring the diversity of thought and skills to innovation teams.

3 Performance management metrics related to innovation are used for making 
improvements to our innovation process, not for controlling it. 

High innovatorsLow innovators

How strongly do you agree/disagree with the following statements regarding
your organization’s view on innovation? 

Figure 3

Source: The Conference Board and InnovationOne
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Both high and low innovators find that day-to-day workplace pressures affect their ability 
to innovate. But high innovator project teams may be more adept at withstanding daily 
pressures and frequent changes in management and direction than low innovators. High 
innovators do not agree with the statement, “Our innovation activities are disrupted 
significantly by frequent changes in team leadership or sponsorship.” Their responses to 
“Our organization generally favors short-term innovation projects over long-term projects” 
and “The type of day-to-day pressure I experience in my workplace limits my ability to 
innovate” are more balanced between agreement and disagreement.

Low or lagging innovators, on the other hand, report that they are more affected by the 
day-to-day stresses of their jobs and that their organization’s innovation is disrupted by 
organizational changes in leadership or sponsorship. While high innovators also face 
the same issues, their culture of innovation and focus on innovation metrics presumably 
doesn’t let these concerns become obstacles.

The results shown in Figure 3 also suggest that high innovators tend to have a stronger 
long-term orientation in their innovation programs, while low innovators’ organizations 
have a more short-term emphasis on innovation. These results match long-standing 
research by InnovationOne that high innovators spend more resources on longer-term 
innovation projects than low innovators do. We believe this may be a result of the lack of 
strategic focus and alignment for the low innovators, or the strategic business need for 
quick wins, productivity gains, or cost savings from innovation. 

The change of an innovation team’s executive sponsor or team leader is more frequent 
among low innovators and is more damaging to the success of an innovation team 
than among high innovators. On the other hand, high innovators are more resilient to 
shifts in short-term focus, leadership, or other disruptions. Based on other research by 
InnovationOne, we believe that is because when there is a change in sponsor or team 
leader in highly innovative companies, the stronger cultures of innovation and better 
delegation practices enable the innovation teams to persevere and succeed.6

High innovators see advantage in a holistic view of what The Conference 
Board identified as the “Six Signposts of Innovation”: R&D, digitization, 
internal innovation culture, external innovation ecosystem, environmental 
& social sustainability, and customer experience and brand. 
The Signposts of Innovation measurement framework stresses that a holistic view of 
innovation is necessary for measuring and tracking innovation performance and its success. 
The advantages high innovators highlight are related to the well-documented critical 
elements of innovation identified in the Signposts of Innovation. 

6 Dobni, “The Relationship between an Innovation Orientation and Organisational Performance,” 2011: 226–240; 
C. Brooke Dobni, “The Innovation Blueprint,” Business Horizons 49, no. 4 (2006): 329–339.
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As part of the 2019 survey, we asked respondents to rate whether several practices were 
an obstacle or advantage to innovation at their organizations on a 10-point scale (0 – 
Major obstacle; 10 – Major advantage). 

High innovators indicate that all of the practices provide at least somewhat of an advantage 
(somewhat or a major advantage) to innovation at their organization. 

Both high and low innovators see the advantage of: 

1 Using engineering and applied sciences to solve a business or 
customer problem; 

2 Pursuing opportunities to redesign the customer experience of 
the company’s respective brand; and 

3 Seizing opportunities for environmental and social sustainability. 

High innovatorsLow innovators

Have the following been an obstacle or an advantage to innovation in your organization? 
Figure 4

Source: The Conference Board and InnovationOne
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artificial intelligence, and cognitive computing

Average scores (0 Major obstacle – 10 Major advantage)
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Looking at Figure 5, we see that there is not a lot of difference between high and low 
innovators when it comes to seeing advantages in seizing opportunities for environmental 
and social sustainability and using engineering and applied science to solve a business 
or customer problem, although these two areas are commonly thought of as providing 
major innovation potential. 

High innovators see a much larger advantage than low innovators for

1 implementing digitization (big data analysis, AI, blockchain), and

2 pursuing opportunities to redesign the customer experience of the brand. 

But the largest difference between high and low innovators occurs, as it did in the 2017 
survey, in responses to

1 developing a strong culture of innovation and

2 establishing insightful innovation measures and metrics.

High innovators report a major advantage from a strong culture of innovation and
use of innovation metrics 
Difference between average scores of high innovators and low innovators

Figure 5

Source: The Conference Board and InnovationOne
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Methodology 
The comparability of survey questions was maintained as much as possible to enable 
comparisons with previous results. The survey sample surpassed the thresholds for 
statistical significance for a population of this size (176) at a .95 confidence level 
(+/- 5 percent margin of error).

How we identified “high innovators” and “low innovators”
InnovationOne researchers used a K-Means Cluster Analysis to assign each respondent 
to a high innovator cluster or a low innovator cluster, based upon each participant’s 
responses to 19 predictive factors of innovation, asked on the survey. These predictive 
factors were developed through years of active research, and they strongly correlate 
with financial success.7

Compared to the usual methods of identifying a group with the answer to a single 
question, the 19 questions provide a comprehensive and balanced assessment and 
prediction of innovation success.8

These 19 predictor factors were used to broadly assess a company’s innovation 
culture by determining:

•	 How broadly innovation strategies and goals are disseminated and understood 
throughout the organization;

•	 The investments a company makes to support innovation;

•	 The organizational dexterity to quickly change directions, try something totally 
new, and think outside the box; and

•	 The involvement of external stakeholders in the organization’s value chain.

Execution is important for innovative cultures. The 19 predictive factors also assess the 
robustness of an organization’s innovation capability, systems, and processes to commer-
cialize innovative ideas. They assess the level of organizational learning, employee 
engagement, delegation and empowerment, and teamwork. The results between the 
high innovators and the low innovators had a statistically significant difference at a .95 
(+/- 5 percent) confidence level.

7 Dobni, “The Relationship between an Innovation Orientation and Organizational Performance,” 2011: 226–240.

8 The questions used in the 2017 Survey are a subset of questions that explain the highest variation on 
InnovationOne’s 72-question organizational innovation assessment, the InnovationOne Health Index. Further 
details on the InnovationOne Health Index and the 19 predictive factors are available upon request.
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DEFINITIONS OF THE METHODOLOGIES AND TECHNOLOGIES IN THE SURVEY

Agile methodologies According to Atlassian, Agile project management is about taking 
an iterative approach to development with regular feedback intervals—unlike tradi-
tional project management, which is built in phases, folding everything into a single, “big 
bang,” high-risk release. While Agile was conceived as a way to improve the software 
development process, its success has led to its being adopted in other disciplines, such 
as project management and innovation.

Artificial intelligence Artificial intelligence (AI) is the simulation of human intelligence 
processes by machines, especially computer systems. These processes include learning 
(the acquisition of information and rules for using the information), reasoning (using rules 
to reach approximate or definite conclusions), and self-correction. TechTarget notes that 
AI is sometimes distinguished from machine learning based on its strength and ability to 
search the internet for previously unknown correlations. (For more on measurement, see 
Artificial Intelligence for HR: Separating the Potential from the Hype.)

Big data customer analytics Business-to-business tech marketing company TechTarget 
defines it as “the process of examining large and varied data sets (i.e., big data) to uncover 
hidden patterns, unknown correlations, market trends, customer preferences, and other 
useful information that can help organizations make more-informed business decisions.” 

Blockchain networks The technology at the heart of bitcoin and other virtual currencies, 
blockchain is an open, distributed ledger that can record transactions between two 
parties efficiently and in a verifiable and permanent way. 

Crowdsourcing The word crowdsourcing is now part of our lexicon, and Merriam-
Webster defines it as “the practice of obtaining needed services, information, or content 
by soliciting contributions from a large group of people, especially from the online 
community rather than from traditional employers and suppliers.” 

Culture management The steps taken by management to create inclusive, collaborative 
cultures of innovation with the use of clearly understood values, strategies, assumptions, 
artifacts, systems, processes, technologies, and metrics. 

Design thinking According to business strategy professor Jeanne Liedtka, design 
thinking is a structured innovation process that unleashes people’s full creative energies, 
wins their commitment, and radically improves processes by counteracting human biases 
that typically thwart creativity. It allows innovators to identify hidden needs by having the 
innovator live the customer experience. 

Innovation project management software According to TechTarget, “innovation 
management software enables the digital management of enterprise innovation, starting 
from the generation of ideas developed by internal and external sources through multiple 
stages of evaluation to the selection of top ideas destined for implementation.”

https://www.atlassian.com/agile/project-management/program
https://searchenterpriseai.techtarget.com/definition/AI-Artificial-Intelligence.
https://www.techtarget.com/
https://hbr.org/2017/01/the-truth-about-blockchain
https://hbr.org/2018/09/why-design-thinking-works
https://www.conference-board.org/topics/AI-HR
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Metrics to measure innovation success include the measurement of long-term innovation 
success (along with the completion of short-term goals and milestones), predictive steps for 
long-term success, and finally innovation results measures. (For more on measurement, 
see Signposts of Innovation: Toward Better Innovation Metrics for Business—A Primer.) 

Open innovation Henry Chesbrough, Executive Director at the Center for Open Innovation 
at University of California, Berkeley says open innovation should be conceptualized as 
“a distributed innovation process that involves purposively managed knowledge flows 
across the organizational boundary. This definition links to the three main types of open 
innovation, namely outside in (inbound), inside out (outbound), and the combined coupled 
type, as well as the associated mechanisms, including pecuniary and nonpecuniary flows.” 

Prototypes The US Department of Health and Human Services’ Usability.gov defines a 
prototype as a draft version of a product that allows the developer to explore concepts 
and ideas and show the intention behind a feature or the overall design concept to users 
before investing time and money in development. 

Scientific discovery Basic scientific research to discover the next “big thing.” 

The Stage-Gate® process is a conceptual and operational map for moving new product 
projects from idea to launch and beyond—a blueprint for managing the new product 
development process to improve effectiveness and efficiency. 

https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/4731/068272f0f807c80cdb4c9945ca1730e1336a.pdf
https://www.usability.gov/how-to-and-tools/methods/prototyping.html
https://www.stage-gate.com/
https://www.conference-board.org/publications/Innovation-Measurement-Approaches
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About InnovationOne 
InnovationOne conducts research and provides advice and hands-on support to assist organi-
zations with improving their current culture and capability for innovation, and to maximize the 
company’s ability to create value and improve financial success. 

Based on over 19 years of research, the publishing of over 20 peer-reviewed academic articles, 
and surveys on the state of innovation and strategic planning, InnovationOne has created the 
InnovationOne Health Index and The Six Traits of Highly Innovative Companies. 
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