
CYCLES



COLOPHON

D/2021/0147/166
ISBN: 978 90 4864 163 5
Order number: 204 212 000

© 2021 Bryan Cassady & die Keure Professional Publishing
Kleine Pathoekeweg 3
8000 Brugge
Tel.: (050) 47 12 72
E-mail: pp@diekeure.be
Website: www.diekeure.be

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form by print, photo print, microfilm or any other 
means without written permission of the publisher.

90357

2021

CYCLES
The simplest, proven method to 

innovate faster while reducing risks

Bryan Cassady

Included: 17 hands-on exercises



54

I dedicate this book to my students and clients. My 
 students pushed me to share my ideas in book format. 
My clients helped ensure that everything I wrote could be 
applied in the real world. 

I would also like to thank my co-authors and contributors 
to the following chapters.

Bryan: Add Minimized Table

Tony de Bree, Lana Jelenjev, and Frederic Martin helped 
develop canvases for the different chapters.

There is also a group of people that contributed thoughts 
and ideas in many different ways –  acknowledging; 
 Florian Bohnert, Sanmitra Chitte, Helge Christie, 
 Jurgen De Smet, Sally Eaves, Karen Green, Riya Jain, 
 Perry   Knoppert, John Metselaar, Langdon Morris, Deep 
Parekh, Bruno Pešec, Justine Pogroske, Anushka Saini, 
Jef Staes,  Ursula   Teubert, Erwin Van Waeleghem, and 
Igor Volovich.

Over the years, I have read many books and attended 
many training sessions. The best training in Innovation I 
ever attended was run by Doug Hall and his team at Inno-
vation Engineering. It was in these sessions that I was first 
introduced to the original works of Edward Deming and 
the importance of getting systems right to increase the 
odds of innovation success. I strongly recommend their 
trainings and all of Doug’s books to anyone interested in 
improving their innovation success odds.

Lastly, I would also like to thank seven people whose help 
was invaluable. Gwenn Sonck listened to me talk about 
the book for two years and helped me focus on finishing. 
Vishruti Singh worked hard and late to make the great 
visuals for the book. Zoe Cassady made sure I understood 
the importance of getting the visuals right. Nikunj Gupta 
and Simran Ajwani; their never-ending energy got my first 
classes ready and the canvases improved. Shayne Smart 

pushed me to extend my book’s functionality by encour-
aging the creation of mural canvases to support most of 
the chapters. Most importantly, my son Tibo Cassady, 
for remaining both my harshest critique and strongest 
 supporter.

This book is the product of many minds. For the new 
 insights each person brought, I am thankful. For any 
flaws, I take full responsibility.

 
Thank you!

Bryan Cassady

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

marianne.garreyn
Markering
@Bryan: missing table



76

Co-Creators
The hardest part of writing this book and the courses that go with it was not 
finding more to say and share, but to clarify and simplify. All the people that 
follow helped. Thank you!

ADD LIST

marianne.garreyn
Markering
@Bryan: missing list



98

PART 4: COMMUNICATE AND CHECK x

Chapter 16:   Communicate / Check Introduction x
Chapter 17:   The Power of Clarity: Understanding, Humility, and the  

Curse of Knowledge. x
Chapter 18:   What You See Isn’t Always What You Get! Good Research,  

Bad Research and the Art of Really Listening to Feedback x
Chapter 19:   Will They Pay? The Question Too Many People Forget to Ask x
Chapter 20:  Shoot Your Puppies and Move On: Why Killing Ideas Is as  

Important as Building New Ideas and How To Do It x
Chapter 21:  Communicate / Check Conclusion Make it Clear; See if  

They Want It and Will Pay. Then Decide To Kill or Continue x

PART 5: LEARNING SYSTEMS x

Chapter 22:   Systems Introduction x
Chapter 23:   Uncertainty and the Fear of Losing: How to Change Your  

Mindset To Focus on Winning x
Chapter 24:   Systems Thinking and Profound Innovation: Getting to the  

Heart of Innovation x
Chapter 25:   One Thing at a Time: Using Focus and Sequentially To  

Avoid “Monkey Brain” Innovation x
Chapter 26:   Bullets First, Then Cannonballs: The Secrets of a Learning  

Organization x
Chapter 27:   Systems Conclusion x

PART 6: CONCLUSION x

Chapter 28:   Bringing It All Together: Using Behavioral Science and a 
 Habit-Building Approach To Deliver Sustainable Innovation x

FURTHER READING x

APPENDIX x

ABOUT THE AUTHORS x

INDEX x

CONTENTS

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS x

PART 1: INTRODUCTION x

Chapter 1:  An Honest Introduction x
Chapter 2:  Knowing What Ain’t So: The Three Big Myths of Innovation x
Chapter 3:   The Power of Theory: If You Want Your Innovation to Fly,  

Theory Is the Wind Beneath Your Wings x

PART 2: ALIGNMENT x

Chapter 4:  Alignment Introduction x
Chapter 5:   Finding Your Mission: Innovation Magic Happens at the  

Intersection of Significance, Skills and Value x
Chapter 6:  Finding the Jobs To Be Done: Aligning Your Business with  

Customer Value x
Chapter 7:  Looking at the Big Picture: Delivering and Capturing More  

Value Through Business Model Innovation x
Chapter 8:   The Value of Culture: How Supportive Cultures Can Reverse the 

Innovation Slope x
Chapter 9:   Alignment: Conclusion x

PART 3: BUILD x

Chapter 10:  Build Introduction x
Chapter 11:   Defining Your Innovation Challenge: What Is the Problem You 

Need To Solve? x
Chapter 12:   Starting with What You Have: Effectuation and the Power of  

Action x
Chapter 13:   No More Brain Drains. It’s Time to Start Building Ideas.  

If You Want More High-Quality Ideas, Look for Stimulus and  
Diversity. x

Chapter 14:   The Power of Persistence: Why You Must Keep Moving  
Forward While Being Prepared to Change Direction x

Chapter 15:   Build Conclusion x



1 1 
INTRODUCTION

PART

CHAPTER 1:  
AN HONEST INTRODUCTION

Psst! Do you want to know the secret of guaranteed, instant, overnight innova-
tion success? Of course, you do! Don’t we all? Well, the good news is you’ll find 
it in this book. It’s on page 258 in the last paragraph, to be precise. (Here’s the 
link for those of you on Kindle: “Final Thoughts”) A quick disclaimer, though, 
only if you read the entire book will it really make sense. I understand you’re 
impatient and probably want to check that out first, and that’s fine; I’ll be wait-
ing for you here.

OK, now that you’ve been there, you know the secret, which is kind of impor-
tant. It’s actually the key to this book.

If you’re ready to learn and work hard, this book will help you learn how to 
grow little ideas into big ideas at work, at home, and any other place you think 
is important.

Now would be a good time to clarify an important point. This book will not pro-
vide instant success. It will offer a proven innovation method that helps build 
ideas up to six times faster while reducing failure risks by at least 50%.

Why You Should Read This Book.
There are more than 200,000 books on innovation and startups, more than 
25,000 books on how to scale up your company, and nearly 70,000 books 
about building your own business. What on earth could make it worth my 
while writing another book – or worth your time to read it?

The answer is simple – there are ways to innovate better, and you have a right 
to know.
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Personally, I have built eight successful businesses in six countries, and my 
co-authors have built dozens more. My success rate is eight hits from eleven 
tries (if you’re interested in the three losers, one was a big failure, and two just 
never took off).

A little over ten years ago, I started teaching Innovation and Entrepreneurship. 
I have taught at leading business schools (KU Leuven, Solvay, EDHEC), led 
some of the world’s largest and most successful accelerator programs (The 
Founder Institute and the European Innovation Academy), and coached around 
200 companies.

In my work, I have seen two types of innovators.

1. The big idea hunters.
2. The idea builders.

It is easy to understand why the idea builders are better at reducing risk. What 
is perhaps more exciting and surprising is understanding that idea builders also 
move faster and usually build more significant ideas than the “big idea  hunters”. 
My book explains how to become a successful idea builder. It is a book I wish 
I’d had when I wanted to start my first business as it would have helped me un-
derstand how careful, disciplined, and consistent efforts beat big bangs  almost 
every time.

There Are No Quick Fixes.
In today’s world, we want quick fixes to big issues, and too many books are fast 
food for the business mind. Something that you can digest quickly but is not 
healthy for your business.

Most of these books contain a kernel of truth, but it is not presented in suffi-
cient detail, so anyone who tries to put the theories into effect will not get the 
expected results. In this book, I take the existing theories and add to them. The 
additions are practical and explain all of the “how-to’s”.

This book ties the theories and research from hundreds of books into some-
thing easy to understand and something you can do right now. You don’t need 
to read all the books that I have read, as this one will make innovation holistic 
and step by step.

What Will You Find in This Book?
For years, I have talked with innovators about the importance of grinding out 
ideas, and still, many remain skeptical. A lot of my students and many people 
I meet in the business world believe that successful innovation is all about 
‘ Eureka moments’ and that game-changing ideas appear out of a clear blue sky.

I knew this was not true, but I needed facts. It inspired me to run a four-year 
research program to identify the drivers of innovation success. This research 
was a team effort. In interviews with more than 400 companies, we saw many 
that succeeded and more that failed. The most significant difference between 
winners and losers is that smart winners make good or even mediocre ideas 
great over time.

As in life, some companies will succeed by luck. Unfortunately, luck is some-
thing hard to plan.

 
 

How do you increase your odds of being a smart winner? The best way is to 
think about growth as an ongoing process of cycles. Some cycles are short, 
and some are long. Whatever the length, they need to be about learning and 
improving. The best cycles include the ABCS of innovation.
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Many of these methods do a great job explaining what you should be doing 
and why you should be doing it and provide powerful thinking frameworks. 
But, when it comes to the practicality of how to do it, they seem to come up 
short. For example, Eric Ries introduced a powerful concept called validated 
learning that uses build, measure, learn cycles. I loved his work but felt I was left 
stranded with questions about how to actually do it. What should you build? 
How do you build? How should you measure it? How do you effectively capture 
learning?

The new and arguably, most popular method to promote innovation fast is 
design sprints. They cover the ‘how’ of PDSA but miss a bit of the ‘why.’

This book covers not just why and what but also how. It does this by providing:

• The ‘ABCS’: a framework to help you decide what to do next.
• Clear guidance on how to run the cycles of learning.
• A systems approach to applying learnings more effectively.

A = Align
B =  Build ideas
C = Communicate and Check
S =  Systematically Improve

Thinking like a Great Artist.
There is an old saying: “Bad artists do it on their own, good artists copy, great 
artists steal.” In the innovation space, there is a lot of ‘stealing’ going on. The 
reason is simple; there is a core logic to successful innovation. The logic is quite 
simple: create a bias for action, do the right things, learn, improve, and repeat.

This is not the first book or even the thousandth book about innovation. It does 
not replace all the work done by pioneers in this field, but instead uses facts 
derived from research to build on those ideas to provide a step-by-step guide 
to innovation success.

Many will refer to ideas developed by Edward Deming almost 40 years ago if 
you talk to innovation experts. He introduced the concept of PDSA (Plan, Do, 
Study, Act). Deming’s work is profoundly insightful, but a hard read.

Eric Ries (The Lean Startup), Alex Osterwalder (The Business Model Canvas), 
and several others wrote bestselling books, “repackaging” PDSA. They simpli-
fied Deming’s ideas and made them more accessible to a broader audience. 
Agile, Scrum, and Design thinking can all trace their intellectual heritage back 
to PDSA.

Systematically 
improve

visual is missing
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CHAPTER 2:  
KNOWING WHAT AIN’T SO: 

THE THREE BIG MYTHS OF 
INNOVATION 

 

“It ain’t what you don’t know that gets 
you into trouble. It’s what you know 

for sure that just ain’t so…”
ATTRIBUTED TO MARK TWAIN

Three Myths of Innovation.
Innovate or die! That is not a myth. In a world of high consumer  expectation, 
unrelenting change, and intense competition, it is a fact backed up by the 
 numbers and my own experience. But less well-known is that if you innovate 
the wrong way, you may die even faster!

I have spent a great deal of time researching what does and what does not 
work and have identified the three most common mistakes business people 
make when thinking about innovation:

• Innovation is just about big ideas.
• There are recipes for successful innovation.
• Innovation is about creativity, not systems.

By dispelling these myths, innovation will work harder for you, yielding better 
results.

How To Use This Book.
At the heart of this book lies the difference between working in your business 
and working on your business.

The secret is to move away from the standard model in which 80% of a new 
or expanding company’s effort goes into Big Idea hunts. Using the guidance in 
this book will reduce that 80% to 20%. Where do the surplus resources go? A 
great deal will transfer into active learning designed to build your ideas faster 
while reducing your failure risks.

This book is not just theory; it is facts derived from my research about building 
a basis for action. Each chapter will take you through the CYCLES process, 
providing exercises to apply these ideas to your business.

You can read this book as a stand-alone to learn more about systems of effec-
tive innovation. But if you can, I’d encourage you to apply what you learn as 
you go. A powerful and very successful method is to use this book to support 
a design sprint. Before each section of the sprint, read the relevant section and 
apply what you have learned. It may look like this:

Sections of  
this book

Introduction Build Communicate/Check Systems

Alignment

Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Later

Key parts of a
Design Sprint

Map Decide
Prototype

Test
Debrief

Sketch Storyboard Gather feedback

You Have a Choice: Stop or Continue.
According to a McKinsey study, seven out of ten companies rank innovation 
as one of their top five priorities. The same study shows that 94% are unhappy 
with their ability to innovate, indicating that something is clearly very wrong 
with how organizations are currently approaching innovation.

If you are happy being unhappy, feel free to stop here. If you want to join the 
ranks of innovation winners, read on.
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Moviemaker Sam Goldwyn famously said, “Give me a couple of years, and I’ll 
make that actress an overnight success.” It is the same with building ideas.

Myth 2: There Are Recipes for Successful 
 Innovation.
Imagine that Steve Jobs could somehow return, as your guardian angel, advis-
ing you on what to do. Would that mean that your organization would sudden-
ly develop huge innovations and become a market leader?

Not necessarily.

Of course, his advice could be helpful, but his recipe for success may not be 
your recipe for success.

The reasons are simple to understand. The industries Steve Jobs worked in are 
different from yours. His personality is different from yours. And the ingredients 
he had to cook with are different from yours.

The challenge is: we all like simple solutions, and we want to believe that 
there are recipes for success. In the world of innovation, there are thousands 
of “ Gurus” and hundreds of thousands of “cookbooks” which claim to provide 
those recipes.

In this book, you will not find step-by-step recipes for successful innovation 
because, in my experience, they do not work. Instead, we will give you methods 
to combine ingredients in different ways to create something new. What you 
will learn are techniques that you can apply to your organization to encourage 
and foster innovation.

Myth 1: Innovation Is Just About Big Ideas.
Today, everyone is looking for a short-cut to the next big idea. We are enamored 
with the belief that big ideas are the secret to fame, success, and happiness.

We have all seen the stories in the news, in books, and on television. The story 
is simple: “Start with a big idea, work hard, and success will follow.”

In my opinion, the biggest and most harmful myth a company can believe in is 
the notion that big ideas will save the day. When companies focus on big ideas, 
they over-think, over-invest, and over-commit to the wrong ideas. Too often, 
they waste time doing nothing while waiting for a big idea to arrive.

As they wait, they tend to ignore the process needed to build ideas and make 
these ideas happen. Worse yet, they create systems that block people who want 
to innovate, ignoring potentially useful small ideas because they are too focused 
on waiting for those big ideas! (For a great short video on the craft of building 
ideas, watch Steve Jobs in this two-minute video: http://tiny.cc/cyclesjobs).

Instead of adopting grand strategies, innovation leaders pick a strategic direc-
tion, start getting things done, learn along the way, and keep pushing until small 
ideas become big ideas. Most importantly, they start with what they already 
have, looking at ways to develop existing products and ideas to make them 
better and more commercially successful. As long as companies wait for the 
muse to tap them on the shoulder with a big idea, they will continue waiting.

The reality is that almost anything you see as a big idea today started as a small 
idea that was nurtured, developed, and changed over time. We believe in big 
ideas because we tend to see only the result of the innovation process, so it is 
easy to believe in overnight successes. We do not see the whole process with 
the changes of direction and backtracking, which led there.

The misconception about big ideas is the notion of overnight successes. With 
startups, the logic of big, overnight success seems to make the most sense. 
Success may come after three months, or it may take 15 years – but 6 years is 
probably the average. Microsoft went public in 1986 – after a 1975 startup. For 
Google, those milestones were 2004 and 1996.

visual is missing

http://tiny.cc/cyclesjobs
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The Ingredients of Innovation.
A colleague’s wife is among the best cooks I have ever met – possibly the 
best, and I include professionals in that statement. She loves to cook, and 
when a dinner invitation comes, it’s accepted without question. Recently at 
dinner, her main course was stunning, and I asked her what she called it. She 
then  explained that when at dinner recently in a restaurant she had never tried 
 before, she had a delicious chicken and chickpeas casserole.

The chef had not been forthcoming when asked what was in the sauce, but 
the taste had given her some ideas, and she was trying out variations on that 
sauce. “I didn’t have any chicken, so I tried this monkfish. And John really doesn’t 
care for chickpeas, so I’m trying this mix of three different kinds of beans.”

“But what did the recipe say?”

“I don’t often look at recipes. Methods are more important. If you know how 
monkfish responds to heat, and how different that response is from when you’re 
using chicken – and if you know how the proportion of herbs and spices you 
would use for chicken will change if it’s monkfish in the pot – that’s all you really 
need to know.”

That was an eye-opener. One of the best cooks I have ever met doesn’t follow 
recipes. But I believe that is probably true of most successful cooks. Instead, 
they use their knowledge of ingredients and preparation methods, cooking, 
and presentation to produce novel and appetizing dishes.

There is a lesson here for innovation. Recipes are prescriptive; they tell you in 
detail how to choose, prepare, combine, cook, and present ingredients to pro-
duce an acceptable meal. That can be helpful, but what you produce will be the 
same meal as everyone else who follows that recipe. Innovation is not prescrip-
tive. It is about preparing, combining, and presenting ingredients in different 
ways to produce entirely new dishes. There cannot be a recipe for innovation 
because you are doing what no-one else has done before; otherwise, you are 
not innovating.

So, forget about recipes for successful innovation, as they probably won’t trans-
late directly to the needs of your industry, you may not have all the  ingredients 
the recipe calls for, and they will simply lead you down the same path as 
the other companies following the same recipe. Instead, this book is about 
 understanding the theories and processes underpinning innovation and creat-
ing systems to make these work for you. Therefore, I will not give you a recipe; 
I will teach you to cook.

Start with the Ingredients You Already Have.
Even with limited ingredients available, you can still innovate. Pet Rocks was 
a product developed by Gary Dahl, a freelance advertising copywriter from 
Northern California. One evening in 1975, he was chatting with friends when 
the conversation turned to pets and how expensive they were to look after. 
“Not a problem for me,” said Dahl as a joke, “I have a pet rock…”

Myth 3: Innovation Is About Creativity, Not 
Systems.
Another deep-seated myth about innovation is that it is about creativity, and 
processes do not matter. It is a fundamental error; the companies that succeed 
at innovation invest in systems and processes that encourage, recognize, and 
implement innovation at every level. It is with systems and processes that we 
can turn a lump of coal into a diamond.

In J. D. Salinger’s book, The Catcher in the Rye, the character Holden Caulfield 
says, “It’s not too bad when the sun is out, but the sun only comes out when it 
feels like coming out.” No successful organization can afford to wait for the sun 
to come out; they must ensure that it is shining all the time. They do that by 
putting in place processes that make innovation part of business-as-usual, not 
something that must await a singular burst of inspiration.

Larry Keeley of Doblin, an innovation consultancy, has followed the creativity 
versus systems debate closely for decades and insists that the answer is clear: 
“Creativity is maybe 2% of the innovation process. It’s a vanishingly small com-
ponent, and it’s the part you can acquire from outside the firm.”

Harold Sirkin, a consultant for the Boston Consulting Group, is even more 
 emphatic, saying, “…firms have too many ideas and too much emphasis on 
 creativity – more ideas merely choke the funnel even more.” The more ideas a 
firm comes up with, the more critical it is to decide very early which of them to 
kill to avoid heading down countless and costly dead ends.

Of course, creativity is an innovation element, but you must be systematic 
about how and where you look for this and what you do with it when you 
find it. In the pages that follow, you will learn how to create systems that will 
 unleash the potential for innovation within your organization, not just occa-
sionally when inspiration strikes but continuously.
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It is great to have a big idea, and sometimes that will work. But most successes 
are new ideas linked to things that have come before. They are in the area of 
what Steve Johnson called the “Adjacent Possible.”

Even when it appears to be exclusively the product of creativity, the most 
 consistently successful innovation actually comes from recognizing small ideas 
and using available ingredients to grow them.

How Small Ideas Can Change an Organization.
While the story of Pet Rocks is interesting, most businesses are not based on 
a single big idea. Even in more complex organizations, new products almost 
always start with a small idea. Over time these simple ideas can grow to the 
point that they actually change the nature of the organization. Here are three 
examples:

Starbucks: Starbucks began as a small company selling high-quality 
coffee beans and equipment through a Seattle store. Only later did it 
start opening cafes and brewing coffee.

Amazon: Amazon began when Geoff Bezos started selling books by 
mail order from his two-bedroom house in Seattle in 1995. He intended 
to sell only books, but it rapidly became clear that he could use his new 
platform to sell just about anything.

Netflix: Netflix was launched in 1998 as an online DVD rental service. 
When DVD rental declined in the mid-2000s, the company switched to 
providing video on demand via the Internet.

All three of these companies have become internationally successful by adopt-
ing fundamental changes to their core business. In each case, it was the change 
that led directly to their success. Harnessing innovation allows organizations to 
identify such potential changes and to use them to grow and develop.

Successful organizations use innovation to identify potential changes in direc-
tion. A study of Inc. 500 companies shows that only around 15% are still in the 
business line in which they started.

Is there a change of direction that could turn your organization into the next 
Amazon, Netflix, or Starbucks? Only by building systems that allow you to iden-
tify, assess, and adopt innovation effectively will you ever be able to find out. 
Without systems, you may achieve random innovation success. With systems, 
you will be better positioned to grow small ideas into big ideas reliably, consist-
ently, and repeatedly.

What Is Innovation?
There are hundreds if not thousands of definitions of innovation. Before we talk 
about succeeding at innovation, it is vital to have a clear definition. My favorite 
comes from another author, Doug Hall. He defines innovation as something 
meaningfully unique. He argues that innovation needs to provide value (some-

Everyone laughed, but later that evening, Dahl started thinking about it. 
With his background in advertising, he understood that marketing is the key 
to  selling almost any product. Perhaps there was an opportunity to sell the 
 ultimate, low-maintenance pet.

Over the next two weeks, Dahl wrote a thirty-two-page booklet, The Care and 
Training of Your Pet, which he filled with jokes, puns, and clever wording. He 
then bought a pile of rocks taken from Rosarito Beach in Mexico and packaged 
each rock in a cardboard box, which could also be used as a pet carrier (it even 
included breathing holes for the rock!).

By Christmas 1975, Dahl was selling more than 10,000 Pet Rocks each day. 
The Pet Rock craze did not last long – within six months, it was over, but Gary 
Dahl was then a multi-millionaire.

Many people might think that Pet Rock was a big idea, but it was not. When 
asked about the unexpected success of Pet Rocks, he said: “I think the country 
was feeling sorry for itself. What I mean is that there was Vietnam and Wa-
tergate and the recession, and the country needed a laugh. So I packaged a 
four-dollar giggle in a box.”

Using his skills and experience in marketing and advertising, Dahl understood 
that he was not selling rocks at all; he was selling fun. The witty and irreverent 
manual was actually the core element of his product.

When he came up with the original notion for the Pet Rock, Dahl was creative. 
When he collected the rocks, designed the boxes, painted the rocks to suggest 
different rock characters, wrote the manual, and launched the product at the 
San Francisco Gift Show, he was innovating.

visual is missing
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1. Accept that recipes are not enough.
You need to know how important ingredients are, but you also need to know 
what combinations of ingredients will produce your best results. How do you 
do that? Trial and error would be one description, though more sensitive man-
agers might prefer to talk about iterative processes and A/B testing.

Whatever you call this process, it amounts to the same thing: work out 
a  combination of ingredients you think would work for you and test them. 
 Analyze the results. Are they positive? Can you do better? How? Now try that 
new combination and test it again.

2.  Take the time to understand the basics of  
innovation.

Be prepared to discard or modify an idea if it does not give you the level of 
success you were hoping for, as your first idea may not be your best. Keep inno-
vating. Communicate with your colleagues and employees, asking them what 
you are doing well, what you are doing badly, and how you could do better.

Forgo the concept (that so many seem to have) that innovation is a desperate 
race against time. Yes, a degree of urgency is essential – but the most impor-
tant thing is to keep going, keep testing and refining until you get what you 
need.

When you arrive at the right result, go with it.

3. Use the ingredients you already have.
Ready – Set – Cook was the American version of a Television show that ran in 
many countries (and is still running in Italy). Members of the public would turn 
up with a bag of ingredients expecting a celebrity chef to turn them into a meal. 
There has probably never been a better example of what we mean when we 
talk about using the ingredients you have available and not relying on a recipe.

British celebrity chef Anthony Worrall-Thomson was presented with a bag 
 containing, among other things, a coconut. We can only assume that the 
 person who brought that bag along intended to present a challenge that 
 Worrall-Thompson could not meet. The chef, known to be a little testy on 
 occasion, looked more than a little disconcerted as he tapped the coconut on 
the counter.

It was reasonably clear that he would rather have been tapping it on the head 
of the individual who brought it. But he used it! He used the milk inside the 
coconut, and the white coconut flesh, mixing these with other ingredients to 
produce a meal that may not have been cordon bleu but was certainly edible. 
He then served the meal in the coconut shell.

The same principle applies to your organization. You already have ingredients 
available, including talent, product, and service. However, yours will be a very 

thing meaningful) and do it in a new way (uniqueness). When something is 
meaningfully unique, customers notice the difference and are willing to pay 
more. As much as I like this definition, I believe the second part is the ability to 
capture this value created.

How To Succeed at Innovation.
Successful innovation comes not from focusing on creativity or big ideas but 
by making a system – a process – from innovation. The birth of good ideas 
is not random. That does not mean they never happen by accident because 
serendipity is a wonderful thing and something most of us would hate to lose 
in this world. But serendipity is not something any company can afford to wait 
for or count on to just appear at the right times.

A systemic approach has been proven to reduce risks and increase the speed of 
innovation. When you put your faith in systems, over time, you will find ways 
to build ideas. The biggest and perhaps most crucial reality is that successful, 
one-off big ideas are very rare. The most reliable way to generate successful 
innovation is to take small ideas and grow them over time.

I want to mention the common wisdom that accepting failure is an implicit part 
of the innovation process. Failures can undoubtedly be an important part of the 
learning process, and failures are often the only way to make clear  decisions. 
However, at the risk of going against hundreds of articles,  speeches, and 
 studies, I would like to suggest that a focus on success is at least as  important 
as a willingness to accept failure. Why? In our lives and business, what we focus 
on, we get. Here are five rules for success:

visual is missing
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If you try to innovate without a learning focus, you are relying on luck. To 
approach innovation systematically, you must understand the importance of 
learning and use that to inform the development process.

Next Up: Understanding the three myths of innovation is im-
portant because it helps you avoid the most common mistakes. Now 
you know what not to do, it is time to start talking about what to do 
and why theory is vital to successful innovation.

Key Take-Aways

• Think in terms of systematically building up ideas and 
not searching for big ideas.

• There are no recipes for innovation success, but there 
are practices that will lead to success. The core of these practices is a 
 commitment to building ideas over time.

• Creativity is great when it comes, but systems are the answer if you want 
to increase your odds of success.

unusual company if any of these resources are being fully utilized. Before you 
start looking for additional ingredients, consider what else you can do with 
what you already have available.

4. Not enough ingredients? Buy or build some more.
You may discover that your list of ingredients is missing some essential 
 elements. In that case, it may be a good idea to get some more. Unfortunately, 
there is no online or walk-in store where you can use your credit card to restock 
with innovation ingredients. Training and education are good ways to add to 
your existing ingredients and build what you already have into a successful 
innovatory business.

5. Build a learning focus.
Learning is intrinsic to successful innovation, and that means learning from 
failures as well as successes. Transformational products are a result of the 
 systematic development of ideas. But this process is not just about creating 
new products, as one of the most important and valuable outcomes is learning. 
Every time you act, you gain information, you can then use it to inform your 
next action. This process of acting, learning, and using that learning to plan 
your next action forms an iterative learning cycle:

If you do not learn, you risk making the same mistakes, time, and time again. 
Innovation is about exploring the unknown, so there will be mistakes.

Creating a learning focus, where the importance of learning is recognized, and 
systems are put in place to capture that learning means that each step you take 
is informed by what you learned from the last step.

visual is missing
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time the Wright Flyer really did fly. On a December morning in 1903, innova-
tion changed the world when the Wright brothers became the first humans to 
achieve sustained, powered flight.

What is especially notable about one of the most significant innovations in 
human history is that the Wright Brothers’ work involved no leaps of intuition 
or sudden inspiration. Starting with an existing theory, the brothers systemati-
cally tested every aspect of it with their flying machine and then methodically 
refined and improved it.

The story of the Wright Flyer neatly encapsulates the power of theory. Theory 
can lead us in entirely new directions. Still, to become a practical reality, it must 
be harnessed to a process designed to test and improve to deliver tangible 
results.

Theory Is the Foundation for Active Learning.
The previous chapter explained how to avoid the three main myths about 
 innovation. This chapter sets out how you can begin the process of making 
 innovation work for you. Like the last chapter, this is not just an idea; it is practi-
cal advice based on my experience and the outcome of a great deal of research. 
Avoiding the wrong route is important but identifying the right route for you is 
critical. For this reason, the theory is important in successful innovation.

When you are beginning something new, one of the problems is identifying 
where to start. I strongly believe, and the evidence of successful entrepreneurs 
agree that the right place to start is with a hunch. A hunch comes from your 
knowledge and experience, and hunches are essentially mini-theories.

However, theory alone will not build a new product. To do that, you need to 
test, develop, and refine your theory through action. A theory that is never 
tested through action is just a daydream. Action is what makes things happen 
and what helps us learn, but at the same time, action without the guidance of 
theory will most likely produce little more than wasted effort. Theory applied 
in business is not abstract and academic; theory is the essential starting point 
for productive action.

Successful innovation begins with a theory and then implements and tests this 
practically. It leads to active learning, where knowledge gained is used to move 
the process to the next stage.

There may be several available theories, and testing will establish which is most 
appropriate. In the Wright Brothers case, their work rejected the theory that a 
successful flying machine would require flapping wings. The brothers focused 
on one theory of flight and used experimentation and testing to refine their 
machine based on this theory. The Wright Flyer is the embodiment of active 
learning – at each stage of testing, they learned a little more about flight, the 
control of an airplane, and each new prototype featured improvements pro-
duced by this active learning.

CHAPTER 3:  
THE POWER OF THEORY:  

IF YOU WANT YOUR INNOVATION 
TO FLY, THEORY IS THE WIND 

BENEATH YOUR WINGS

Flying into the Future.
Orville adjusted his goggles and settled himself more securely on the lower 
wing of the fragile biplane. The small engine popped and banged next to him, 
there was a strong smell of hot oil, and the twin propellers churned the air 
 behind. He had done this more than a thousand times, yet each time there was 
a renewed flutter of nervous excitement. Perhaps, finally, this time, it would be 
different. Perhaps this time he really would fly over the low, sandy hills of North 
Carolina!

The theory of flight already had a long history, but no-one had been able to 
create a heavier-than-air craft capable of powered flight until that moment. The 
theory said that it should be possible, but most people assumed they would 
need a large and powerful engine. Instead, the airplane designers on the launch 
ramp in North Carolina had calculated that a lightweight engine producing only 
modest power coupled to efficient wings was the most likely solution to the 
problem of flight.

Orville Wright nodded to his brother Wilbur who released the weight which 
propelled the aircraft down the short launching ramp. It took off but began 
to settle towards the ground, just as it had done so many times before. Then, 
incredibly, the propellers bit into the chilly air, and the airplane lifted above the 
sandy earth and briefly pointed its nose upward. This time, it was different. This 
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The primary characteristics of a theory are:

• Theories are conceptual, based on prediction using mental concepts.
• Theories are based on models, using available data to support predictions.
• Theories provide a robust way to understand planned changes’ effect and 

impact, even where actual data is limited.
• Theories are as simple as possible.

Theory is essential in business, as all management and innovation practices are 
based on predicting the future. Managers must develop and test theories in the 
same way that scientists do. By building on historical theories, we can create 
new, improved theories for the future.

Let us now discuss a few main characteristics of theory.

Theory provides a structure on which to build. Imagine an empty plot. Im-
agine that you must build a house on that plot, but you do not have a detailed 
plan.

In these circumstances, the completed house is unlikely to be satisfactory. 
Building the basement without understanding what the ground floor should 
look like is sure to present a whole set of unforeseen problems that will result 
in extra work.

Trying to implement innovation without an underpinning theory is like trying 
to build that house without a plan. Theory provides the unifying foundation, 
which ensures that you do not waste effort on research, that is not directly 
related to your intended end-result. Theory helps to direct your efforts and 
resources to ensure that you deliver the innovation you need as effectively as 
possible.

A good theory is the “first-principles” truth you can build on.

Theory helps us to predict what may happen in the future. Reliable predic-
tion is an essential element of effective management. Theories help to accu-
rately predict what may happen if we implement changes to business process-
es, products, or systems. Theories help us evaluate potential innovation. In the 
words of my favorite author on innovation:

“The best way to make accurate sense 
of the present, and the best way  

to look into the future, is through  
the lens of theory.”

CLAYTON CHRISTENSEN, SEEING WHAT’S NEXT

Theory allows us to move beyond current data and observations and to explore 
the potential consequences of innovation.

It translates directly to business innovation. Use theory to predict what may 
happen if you follow a particular course of action, and this is how you test 
theories over time. Some may be rejected as a result of this testing. Others 
will be proven to be viable, and through prototyping, you develop a practical 
application of the theory. This process can be described in the following way:

When I do X, Y will happen.
Result of testing: 

• Confirmation - theory strengthened.
• Partially true - look for revisions.
• Not true - look for new theories.

A good theory provides direction and opportunities to learn. Learning is the 
foundation of almost all innovation.

Don’t Just Do It!
Many businesses, keen to ship a new product, do not want to spend time think-
ing about and developing theories first. Instead, they want to move straight 
to offering something novel as quickly as possible. I call this the “Just Do It!” 
school of entrepreneurship after Nike’s famous slogan.

Any organization that says, “let’s just ship a product and see what happens,” 
will quickly discover that this approach has some inherent flaws. Most notably, 
if the project’s objective is only to see what happens, something will always 
happen! However, because the project will lack the underpinning foundation of 
theory, it will not deliver what Eric Ries, author of The Lean Startup, calls vali-
dated learning. Following the Just Do It! approach might deliver sales success, 
but you will not learn why this happened or how you can improve or refine for 
future success.

Speed is certainly an essential element of successful innovation but adopting 
the Just Do It! approach turns innovation into a lottery – you may be lucky or 
may not, but what you will not do is learn why you failed or succeeded.

Learning is the true measure of progress in any organization interested in 
 innovation. Learning means that you understand what happens and why it 
happens, which is a key element in successful innovation.

What Is a Theory?
Before we go too much further, it is probably a good idea to pause for a mo-
ment to describe precisely what we mean by theory.

In simple terms, a theory says, If I do “X,” I believe that “Y” will happen. It is a 
way of predicting the outcome of planned actions even when these are new 
and untried. All theories can be proved (or disproved) by testing and experi-
mentation.
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Understanding Theory Is About Learning How 
To Think, Not Being Told What To Think.
Theories tend to be unique to organizations and the circumstances of the 
 period in which they operate. For this reason, you cannot take a theory that 
works for one company at a particular time and expect it to work in another 
company at a different time.

Instead, theories provide a way of understanding problems and framing possi-
ble solutions by predicting what may happen in the future. No theory is right 
or wrong; it either provides an accurate prediction, or it does not. No theory 
lasts forever; customer expectations, competition, and available technology all 
change over time; therefore, theories must change too or become obsolete and 
ineffective. 

In terms of innovation, there are no one-size-fits-all theories that work for every 
organization. However, some general approaches consistently produce good 
results, and we will talk about these later in this chapter. Instead, successful 
innovators must understand how to develop and test theories that are specific 
and unique to their organization and circumstances.

How To Build a Theory.
There are three steps to building a theory:

1. Make a hypothesis.
2. Test it.
3. Check if it produces the expected results.

Every theory begins with a hypothesis, a supposition made based on available 
evidence as a starting point for further testing. It will take the form of “If we do 
X, then Y will happen.”

Next, the theory is tested. When X is done, is the result Y as expected? Testing 
is essential in confirming that the original theory was correct and checking 
whether the underlying assumptions are also correct.

Any theory is based not just upon what happens but also on why it happens. 
You cannot reliably make your predictions if you do not understand why 
things happen. When testing a theory, sometimes the outcome is not entirely 
as  predicted. These must be investigated to determine whether the original 
 theory or the assumptions on which it was based, are incorrect or incomplete.

In this way, organizations use theories to learn about what may happen in 
the future and their existing systems and processes. Learning organizations 
can adapt to changing circumstances that are profoundly beneficial in today’s 
 rapidly changing business environment.

However, a theory must not be treated as dogma, fixed, and unchanging. The 
ability of a theory to provide reliable prediction must be subject to ongoing, 
systematic empirical testing. If the theory provides accurate prediction, it may 
be refined and improved. If it does not, the theory must be revised or even 
discarded entirely.

Knowledge and understanding come from the learning involved in the devel-
opment and testing of theories. It may involve an appreciation of what will 
work or perhaps a recognition of what will not. Both are equally valuable, and 
successful innovation comes directly from the learning which emerges from 
the practical application of tested and refined theories.

The Power of Theory Lets You Invent Like 
 Edison.
Many people associate innovation with genius and leaps of intuitive reasoning 
made by people of extraordinary natural ability. Albert Einstein and Leonar-
do Da Vinci are often cited as examples of individuals who appear capable 
of making such great leaps of knowledge; however, true genius is extremely 
rare. Most innovation comes not from a single major paradigm shift but as the 
 culmination of several smaller, iterative improvements.

Neither Orville nor Wilbur Wright woke up one morning and suddenly said, 
“Hey, I think I know how to build an airplane!” Instead, they methodically refined 
and improved a basic design based on an existing theory over several years. 
That is how most successful innovation works.

Fortunately, an effective innovator does not have to be a genius. One of the 
most consistently successful innovators was an American inventor named 
Thomas Alva Edison. Edison submitted more than one thousand original 
 patents in the United States and more than five hundred worldwide. How did 
he do that?

The answer is that he created the world’s first industrial research laboratory 
where a team of researchers relentlessly investigated theories by testing and 
experimentation. The establishment of what became known as the “invention 
factory” in Menlo Park, New Jersey, led to Edison’s name becoming popularly 
known as “The Wizard of Menlo Park”.

However, the truth is that there wasn’t any magic involved in the facility, which 
generated a new patent, on average, every twenty days. Edison employed top 
scientists at Menlo Park continually developing new theories and testing exist-
ing ones that were either refined or discarded. Prototypes were created, tested, 
and improved. Innovation emerged from this process not by happenstance but 
as a planned output from this unique and first of its kind facility.

Many modern research and development facilities follow the lead established 
by Edison at Menlo Park. However, even if your organization does not have 
dedicated R&D facilities, by effectively using the facilities and resources avail-
able, you, too, can harness the power of theory to turn your business into an 
innovation factory.
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Before establishing Hershey’s, Milton Hershey had already failed at a candy 
shop in Philadelphia and a caramel business in New York. His success came 
 after thirteen consistent years of failure. However, along the way, Hershey 
learned about what did and did not work in the field of chocolates and used 
this learning to finally produce a hugely popular product.

It is just one example that shows how the notion of overnight success held by 
so many people is entirely wrong. Big ideas are rarely born in an instant; they 
are almost always grown over time. Theory is an essential part of growing ideas 
and learning from that process.

Winning companies have improvement habits. Dr. Edward Deming created 
a famous list of the fourteen points every management system should strive  
for, and the first point, and perhaps the most crucial, was the constancy of 
purpose.

As Deming put it, “Create constancy of purpose toward improvement of product 
and service, with the aim to become competitive and to stay in business, and 
to provide jobs.” It is a prerequisite to building and maintaining an innovation 
system.

The constancy of purpose refers to looking towards the future with the full 
expectation of and preparation for success. Management looks after its 
 employees, while it is the employees’ responsibility to improve the products 
being offered to consumers. Everyone in the company has the same purpose; 
make a profit and maintain an advantage in the market through improvement.

James Dyson built exactly 5,127 prototypes before building an effective  vacuum 
cleaner that did not clog and did not need a bag. Each prototype was incre-
mentally better than the last. It takes long-term improvement habits and mind-
set to create a revolutionary product. Dyson used this approach to innovate a 
new product and successfully compete with the market leaders at that time; 
Hoover and Electrolux.

Successful companies make improvement and innovation part of the every-
day ethos of their business.

Effective speed and effort make a world of difference. Theory provides the 
essential underpinning to innovation, but that does not mean that you should 
spend unlimited time developing theories. Speed and agility are also crucial 
aspects of any successful innovation system. There is no point in spending 
months developing and testing theories only to discover that your competitor 
got there first. Likewise, if something entirely new becomes apparent during 
testing a theory, you must be ready and able to change direction quickly.

Research done by Siegfried Streufert and others proves that a sense of urgency 
is linked to better managerial performance in companies. Our own experience 
backs this as our research classified companies by their level of innovation suc-
cess ranking by percentiles. On average, large companies (>1,000 employees) 
focused on speed scored in the 72nd percentile while companies with speed 
issues scored in the 24th percentile.

Theories for Innovation.
How can you create theories that will facilitate innovation in your organization? 
You will find no shortage of experts to tell you what to do, but the sheer num-
ber of different approaches is bewildering. At the last count, there were more 
than seventy thousand books on innovation on Amazon alone. On LinkedIn, 
there are over one million “innovation consultants”.

Of course, you could read all the available literature and scholarly articles to 
decide what works for you, but there is another way. I have tested different 
 theories with over four hundred organizations over a period of several years. 
I reviewed hundreds of academic articles (you will find a list in this book’s 
 Further Reading section). I also conducted person-to-person interviews to vali-
date questions and to test our hypotheses.

That work provides the foundation for this book. Nothing here is presented 
without backed-up evidence supported by years of experience. One of the most 
important things we have discovered is that four theories are consistently pro-
viding the best innovation results within a wide range of companies. These are:

What you need to know The theory

Big ideas are grown. If you want to end up with big ideas, you must begin 
by growing small ideas.

Winning companies have improvement  
habits.

If you can embed improvement habits in your 
 organization, you will be able to grow bigger and 
better ideas.

Effective speed and effect make a world 
of difference.

If you cultivate a sense of urgency and a  culture 
of speed, you will grow ideas faster and more 
 effectively.

The ABCS are the fundamentals of 
 innovation.

If you want to succeed at innovation, you need 
a proven method to follow. The ABCS provide a 
powerful, proven, step-by-step method to ensure 
 successful innovation.

Let’s look at these in order and see why these theories consistently deliver 
positive results.

Big ideas are grown. As discussed in the last chapter, one of the three most 
believed myths about innovation is that it is about big ideas that emerge over-
night. The reality is that the most successful innovations are grown over time 
by developing theories and their methodical testing and ongoing learning.

For example, America’s most beloved chocolate, Hershey’s, resulted from a col-
laboration between three companies and the outcome of years of experimen-
tation and learning about market needs. Until 1903, chocolate was a luxury 
only the rich could afford. However, all changed when Milton Hershey set up 
his Experimental Plant in the town of Hershey, PA. After years of experiment-
ing with milk, sugar, and the cacao bean, Milton Hershey finally succeeded in 
making chocolate affordable for all.
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The ABCS is the logical, sequential parts of a process. An innovation leader’s 
job is to identify which stage the organization has reached and either improve 
the work done or move to the next stage quickly and efficiently.

By systematically and methodically following the process defined by the ABCS, 
you optimize your chances of innovation success.

Developing Innovation Theories that Work for 
You.
You should now understand why theory is an essential element in any success-
ful innovation system. You should also understand the four general approaches 
that will enable you to make innovation work within your organization.

You may feel that it is now time to turn to a consultant to find your organ-
ization’s perfect theory. However, please be aware that there is a significant 
difference between general approaches and specific theories for your company. 
As covered in the last chapter, innovation is a lot like cooking. The same ingre-
dients can create a good or bad dish, and the same recipe will never turn out 
exactly the same for everyone.

Innovation success comes not from slavishly following someone else’s recipe 
but from understanding what ingredients are available to you (and which may 
be missing) and how each reacts within your organization. Successful inno-
vation is about using an innovation culture to generate good ideas and then 
learn from this to translate these into theories and practical solutions in your 
organization. In this book, we will show you how.

Now let’s get started...

Next Up: In the next section, we will look at one of the funda-
mental parts of the ABCS of innovation; Alignment. For innovation 
to succeed consistently, everyone must understand not just what to 
do but why they are doing it.

Key Take-Aways

•  Theory provides a direction and focus for action – the 
only way to move forward is to take action, but action 
needs to be informed by theory to avoid wasted effort.

•  Theory without action leads nowhere – you can’t sell a theory. You 
need to take action and test your ideas to find out whether you can turn 
them into a product.

Zara is one of the most well-known retail clothing stores in the world. It pro-
vides affordable clothing that looks as though it is straight off the runway at 
a fashion show. The reason for this is that it usually is straight off the runway.

Zara employs a business model that prioritizes speed, which is why their time 
from runway to store is very short. They also use a “Just in time production” 
strategy to avoid overproduction and a tight synergy between business strate-
gy and operational processes.

For Zara, part of the secret to their success is the speed at which they bring 
new and innovative products to the market. For most organizations, speed is 
an essential element of successful innovation.

The ABCS are the fundamentals of innovation and this book is based around 
the ABCS of innovation. It is an approach that will help you build ideas into 
 theories and theories into real-life products. We will cover the ABCS in more 
detail later, but for the moment, I want to introduce the overall approach:

• A is for Alignment. If innovation is to succeed, everyone in the company 
must be thinking and working together towards a common goal.

• B is for Build. Ideas are built, and these can be ideas for new products, pro-
cesses, or systems.

• C is for Communicate and Check. If you are going to grow your ideas suc-
cessfully, you must communicate what you are trying to do and why. When 
you are testing theories, you will constantly check that you are achieving 
what you have set out to do.

• S is for Systematically Improve. Successful innovation is not random or 
subject to chance. It is the result of a methodical process of identifying, 
evaluating, implementing, and testing. This process of systematic improve-
ment must become embedded in every level of the company’s ethos and 
operations.

Innovation Is the Product of the  
Parts 1*1*1*0 = 0.
In the systems chapter of this book, we’ll explain that a system is the product 
of its parts. If a systems’ results were the sum of its parts, getting three out 
of four things right would be fine. But, the reality in most systems (including 
innovation  systems), is the success of a system is driven by its weakest link, 
meaning if you get one thing wrong, the whole system can fail.

Align Build Check System Results

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ Bigger ideas, faster at lower risk

X ✓ ✓ ✓ Chaos, wasted energy

✓ X ✓ ✓ Weak ideas, small improvement

✓ ✓ X ✓ Resources wasted on bad ideas

✓ ✓ ✓ X Small wins, no big improvement
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CHAPTER 4:
ALIGNMENT INTRODUCTION

Innovation is a journey. To be sure that an organization is moving in the right 
direction, everybody must know not just where you are going and how you’re 
going to get there but also why it is important.

That is what alignment is. It means ensuring that everyone in your  organization, 
from top to bottom and horizontally across divisions and departments, 
 understands the destination and how they can contribute to getting there. That 
 begins with the development of a clear statement (Mission) that:

1. Everyone is aware of and understands.
2. Is simple and easy to remember.
3. Inspires action.
4. Provides clear and measurable goals.

It also means identifying market requirements (Needs) and having a plan to 
deliver and extract maximum benefit (Value) from your operations. Finally, it is 
about clearly and honestly understanding who you are (Culture) and how that 
contributes to moving the organization forward.

Alignment is fundamental to successful innovation. Without alignment, you 
will waste resources and may inadvertently introduce unhelpful competition 
between different parts of the organization. Alignment is the foundation upon 
which you will build the systems and processes that facilitate innovation. 
 Without alignment, this will be extremely difficult. With alignment in place as 
the first step, your journey to innovation success will be shorter, easier, and 
deliver what you need.Learning

Systems
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In this section, your challenge will be to answer some fundamental questions 
about your business. Each chapter should add a bit more clarity about how to 
do that effectively. By the end of this section, you will understand what align-
ment is, how to measure where your company is now, and how to clarify the 
way forward using our TRUE NORTH tool.

Deliverables
After working through this section, you will identify three or four TRUE NORTH 
priorities for your organization. These might be the following types of  challenges:

1. Changing what you do and why.
2. Changing how you work to create and extract more value.
3. Changing your culture to allow you to work smarter and support your inno-

vation objectives.

Let’s get started.

CHAPTER 5:
FINDING YOUR MISSION: 

INNOVATION MAGIC HAPPENS 
AT THE INTERSECTION OF 

SIGNIFICANCE, SKILLS AND VALUE

From jump shots to Toy Story, a mission helps you follow the road to success 
even when that looks like a looping, twisting roller coaster.

Don’t Follow Your Dream.
Phff.. strike one! Phff.. strike two! Phff.. you’re out. When you are six foot six, 
your strike zone is large, and when you have not played in years, it is hard to 
compete.

Michael Jordan followed his dream to go from being one of the most highly- 
regarded, best-paid basketball players in the world to becoming one of the 
worst professional baseball players on a minor league team.

Jordan had led his basketball team, the Chicago Bulls, to their third consecutive 
NBA championship and was at the height of his career. But, Jordan dreamed 
of playing Major League Baseball. He left basketball and joined a minor league 
baseball team, the Birmingham Barons. Jordan certainly believed that being an 
exceptional athlete, he could succeed. He was passionate about baseball and 
trained for the new sport just as intensely as he had for basketball.
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Despite this, he struggled with a low batting average and too many fielding 
errors. Near the end of this attempt at his second sports career, Jordan called 
himself “the worst player” on the team, with few fans or commentators disa-
greeing.

What went wrong? For one thing, Jordan lacked years of playing experience 
compared with his teammates. It had been over a decade since he played base-
ball, and it quickly became apparent that his innate talent was not directly 
transferrable from basketball to baseball.

Why is this relevant to innovation? A dream alone is never going to be a reliable 
route to successful innovation. Instead, an organization needs a mission, an 
agreed goal to work towards achieving. Effective missions are not mere aspi-
rations; they describe goals that exist at the confluence of three things; signif-
icance (why you do what you do), skills (the attributes and abilities needed to 
do it), and value (the ability to generate revenue from what you do). Achievable 
missions must include all three elements.

Michael Jordan’s clear mission to become a successful baseball player was not 
achievable. While he had the significance, evidenced by his passion for the 
game, he simply did not have the skills needed and could not deliver the value 
he and his team wanted. A dream and passion are not a viable alternative to 
having a balanced mission.

A Mission Is Where the Magic Happens.
A mission that everyone understands is a vital part of alignment. If everyone is 
clear about the goal and why, they will also know what needs to be done to get 
there. However, if it is to be achievable, a mission must lie at the intersection of 
significance, skills, and value. If the mission lacks any of these three elements, 
it is likely to fall short. Think of your mission as the answer to the big “why” 
question, the core reason, and justification for your organization’s existence.

As the author and speaker Simon Sinek said in his massively viewed TED Talks 
and his book Start With Why – the most successful leaders and companies 
establish a deep understanding of and ability to communicate the why for their 
businesses. Why does your business exist? It is not just about making a profit; 
it is about the fundamental purpose behind what you do.

Getting your why right is not just about passion and commitment. It is also 
about what you have the skills to do well and derive value from, as without any 
one of these elements, your mission will be like a three-legged stool with one 
leg missing.

For example, you develop a product that you think offers value. However, if 
 no-one wants that product or it does not provide enough value for the market 
to pay for it, it is a wasted effort. An idea that offers value might be compelling, 
but without the right skills and significance, that value alone will not have the 
power to drive it to success. When you pursue something that you are good at, 
but no one cares about, that is even worse.

The Intersection = A sustainable mission

No

The most important message to remember is that you must establish a viable 
mission built on significance, skills, and value to answer the big why question.

Dreams Are Not Enough.
Ask a successful person what you should do to be successful, and often their 
answer may include the advice; “follow your dreams”. On the surface, that 
seems to make sense, and it feels emotionally right. Some people do follow 
their dreams and turn a passion into a successful career. But, what about the 
far greater number who follow their dreams and fail?

In part, we are misled by what is called survivor bias. Survivors, the ones 
who succeed, are generally the only people who want to tell their stories, so 
we  believe what they say and use them to inspire us. They tell us how they 
 followed a dream and succeeded, but we never hear about the far larger num-
bers of those who followed a dream only to end up broke and unhappy.

Dreams can be valuable in providing passion, energy, and commitment, but 
dreams alone are not enough. You may not have the right skills or value to 
back-up your dream, and there is also a good chance that the market is not 
ready for your dream.

Another piece of advice often dispensed by successful people is “never give 
up”. If you follow a dream, that makes sense; after all, what is left if you give 
up on your dream? If you have a mission instead, sometimes giving up on one 
thing to focus on another is precisely the right thing to do. In his book, The 
Dip,  entrepreneur and author Seth Godin says, “Winners quit all the time. They 
just quit the right stuff at the right time”. In other words, they realize that time, 
energy, and resources are limited and choose to focus on the challenges they 
can win.
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Betting it all on dreams is not basing your venture on the “three legs” of a 
 sustainable mission. The reality is that dreams alone will not always pay the 
bills. Just ask Michael Jordan.

Skill Is Not Enough.
Success can be deceiving. There always is more to the story than just a big 
payoff of awards, celebrity, money, and fame.

Take the case of 23-time Olympic gold medalist Michael Phelps. We look at 
Phelps’ photo on the cover of Sports Illustrated magazine wearing all of his 
medals.

We might think the following:

• Big feet
• Sleek, fish-like physique
• Intense competitor
• Amazing talent
• Natural born swimmer

Those things are all true, but natural 
abilities and innate skills alone did 
not make Phelps a multiple Olympic 
champion. We tend to forget that 
he has been practicing and train-
ing,  often beginning at 4:00 a.m., 
for over ten years. Phelps worked 
 extraordinarily hard to develop his 
natural abilities into the skills needed 
to achieve his mission of becoming 
an Olympic Gold medal winner.

Phelps is an excellent example of what is called “naturalness bias”. We tend to 
favor “naturals” over “strivers” even when their achievements are equal.

Naturals are those we believe have extraordinary innate skills or talents we 
 perceive as the reason for their success. Strivers are those who put in the  extra, 
sustained work to build on their talents and develop their skills to achieve 
 success. The truth is that Phelps is a great example of a striver, as are most 
people who succeed in any field.

Chia Jung Tsay and Mahzarin R. Banaji researched this type of bias. They pub-
lished a report titled, Naturals and Strivers: Preferences and beliefs about sources 
of achievement. They summarize their findings as follows:

“Both talent and effort seem to be relevant to skill development and eventual 
levels of performance, and we should not assume that talent is necessarily less 
malleable than effort, or vice versa.”

Source: Sports Illustrated August 25, 2008

In other words, natural talent can and must be nurtured through effort to create 
skills that deliver on their potential for performance.

Your skills can be improved and must be aligned with significance and value to 
achieve success.

The Fact that People Are Willing to Pay Is Not 
Enough.
In 1899, 30 American automobile manufacturers were each producing 2,500 cars 
a year. Ambitious entrepreneurs recognized a vast potential market, and during 
the next decade, another 485 auto manufacturers entered the market. But by 
1929, the number of active manufacturers had dropped to only 44. The simple 
truth was that many early cars were unreliable, inefficient, and expensive, forc-
ing many manufacturers out of business in a very short time. Today, there are 
only four major car producers in the US.

The lesson is that just because there is a big market for a product that  people are 
willing to pay for does not mean everyone has the skills to produce that prod-
uct at a price that will make it commercially successful. Many early car-makers 
had significance; some offered value, but they could not create sustainable 
businesses without the skills to turn these into viable products.

The Power of Alignment.
You can see how the magic happens when the three necessary elements – 
significance, skills, and value – align with a mission, and not when you follow 
a dream.

Jim Collins, the author of Good to Great and Built to Last, describes the idea of 
proper alignment as the “Hedgehog Concept”. It comes from a comparison of 
foxes and hedgehogs. Foxes are quite good at lots of things, while hedgehogs 
are very good at just one thing. They roll up in a ball so they can’t be eaten. You 
might think that would give foxes a better chance to do well, but by exploiting 
the one thing that they excel at, hedgehogs have successfully survived as a 
species. Collins notes that the equivalent in the business world is “a simple, 
crystalline concept…” that springs from the intersection of the following:

1. What you are deeply passionate about (significance).
2. Recognizing what you can be the best in the world at and, equally impor-

tant, what you cannot be best in the world at (skill), and
3. What drives your economic engine? (value).

In a study of over 1,100 companies, Collins showed that companies committed 
to a Hedgehog Concept were the ones that had the best chance to be great. 
These companies grew four times more and generated 20 times more stock 
value than similar companies that did not adopt the Hedgehog Concept.

visual is missing
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Alignment Can Take Time to Fall into Place.
Sometimes it can take time for all three elements of a mission to fall into place. 
For example, in 1979, Ed Catmull was hired by Lucasfilm to investigate the 
development of digital image effects for movies. Catmull and his team were 
successful and created the Pixar Image Computer (PIC), capable of, amongst 
other things, digitally editing film.

It represented a huge technical step forward, but the editors at Lucasfilm were 
simply not interested. They were knowledgeable and experienced in the old 
method of physically cutting and gluing together movie film lengths and did 
not want to learn an entirely new technique. There was no doubt that the PIC 
offered value, but in 1979 the movie industry was not ready to adopt the new 
technology it offered.

In 1986 Lucasfilm sold the rights to the PIC and the team that had developed it 
to Steve Jobs. His intention was quite different; to market the PIC as a high-end 
workstation, and Catmull became President of Pixar Inc. However, it quickly 
became clear that the market for a graphics workstation that cost in excess of 
$100,000 was very, very limited. The PIC still offered value, but turning it into 
a commercially viable product proved beyond even Steve Jobs.

The breakthrough finally came in 1991 when Pixar made a deal with The Walt 
Disney Company to create three movies. Instead of selling the hardware and 
software they had developed, Pixar would use it themselves to create some-
thing entirely new; digitally animated movies. In 1993, Disney gave the green 
light to production of the first full-length, entirely computer-animated feature 
film, Toy Story.

Before the film’s release in 1995, Steve Jobs (who was also the film’s Executive 
Producer) told reporters that if it made $75 million, Disney and Pixar would 
break even. If it reached $100 million, both companies would make money. Toy 
Story went on to make more than $350 million worldwide, and it became the 
highest-grossing US movie of 1995.

The skills and passion of the Pixar team remained constant, but it took fifteen 
years until these things aligned in a new deal that finally delivered value, and it 
was possible to turn them into a commercial success.

Align Your Mission with Your Business.
The right way to move forward with a properly aligned business is to find a 
mission at that magical intersection of significance, skills, and value.

It means you must be flexible in balancing your passion with the realities of 
finding an aligned mission. With flexibility comes the development of the 
 necessary skills and experience to enable you to reach success faster. Flexibility 
also allows you to be open to related or unexpected opportunities along the 
way, especially if you reach a point where you feel stuck. A mission is not static, 
just as significance, skills, and value evolve.

A mission requires flexibility, as well as consistency of purpose. That does not 
mean that you should never give up, but it may mean keeping on going until 
significance, skills, and value are aligned. The Pixar team could have given up 
on the PIC, but instead, they persevered until they found a deal that allowed 
their skills to coincide with significance and value in creating a mission to create 
animated movies.

Key Steps To Drive Your Mission Forward.
To clarify your significance, skills, and value, use the following exercise. It is your 
preparation process, a time to give your ideas deep thought and test them. 
Strive to be a champion of your ideas but also a tough critic.

Step 1: Agree on what is important

Ask yourself a fundamental question; why does my organization exist? Purpose 
is the pivotal point of a successful organization, according to Forbes magazine 
contributor William Vanderbloemen, citing a study by the Korn Ferry Institute. 
The study found that companies with teams focused on their organization’s 
purpose had annual growth rates nearly three times that of their industry’s 
 average. Your purpose is at the core of your passion, which results in signifi-
cance and leads to mission.

To be discussed later in this section, using the TRUE NORTH tool to identify 
objectives or even a Massive Transformational Purpose (MTP) motivates people 
within an organization and tells them how to work towards that goal. Citing 
research done at the Singularity Institute, author Salim Ismail argues that a 
bigger goal – an MTP – can drive people to change the world.

There is also good evidence that meaningful significance also improves 
 customer engagement. In other words, a purpose-driven company is trusted, 
respected, and held in high esteem by customers. In the book Corporate Culture 
and Performance, Harvard Business School professors John Kotter and James 
Heskett say that over a decade-long period, purposeful, value-driven compa-
nies outperform their counterparts in stock price by a factor of 12.

So, answering the why question is at the heart of a true mission – what is 
important – rather than just a slogan or abstract vision. Your mission should 
capture the human level of motivation behind the passion for your enterprise. 
It means you must figure out the important things you are going to do for the 
world; your significance.

Step 2: Use and develop the right skills

How many startups have founders who already possess all of the talents and 
key skills necessary for success? It is very rare. There usually is no shortage of 
passion (significance) and at least some potential for value in planned products 
and services. But many startups fall short of the right skills to create those 
products. Turning ideas into a viable commercial operation cannot be done 
without the right skills.
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When assessing your skills, watch out for two common mistakes:

1. Overestimation of current skills – A psychological condition called illusion-
ary superiority refers to a vast population who think they are better and more 
skilled than they really are. Many university investigations and psychological 
studies have shown that overconfidence leads to inadequate adaptation to 
task demands, thereby increasing failure. The same can be true in business 
by startup founders who overestimate the number of responsibilities they 
can manage effectively and the level of skills needed for the efficient devel-
opment of their products.

2. Underestimation of work – When I work with startups and innovation 
teams, I know from direct experience that everyone over-estimates the 
 impact and underestimates the time required. My rule of thumb is to mul-
tiply time estimates by three. (Note: Even being aware of this bias, I have 
made the same mistake. I guessed that this book would take six months to 
write. It actually took over 24 months.)

I am sorry to say this, but chances are you are not as good at what you do as 
you think you are. Even if you are successful, your views about how good you 
are at what you do may still be skewed. Research has shown that the best per-
formers are also the most likely to have an accurate and realistic view of their 
capabilities. It is good to be confident, but you still need to be realistic about 
your skills and identify where you and the organization need to improve.

Step 3: Determine the real value

The final step is to assess the value your product or service provides to cus-
tomers. Value includes the benefits you provide and the customer experience. 
Again, this relates to accurately addressing the real job your customers want to 
get done (and we’ll be talking more about that in the next chapter).

According to a Temkin Group study, 73 percent of companies with “above 
 average” customer experience maturity perform better financially than their 
competitors. Customer experience equals value. If you want to be paid for the 
value your products or services offer customers, then you must give them the 
experience they desire or expect.

When prospective customers are not willing to pay what you want for your 
products or services, then re-develop them to offer better value and more accu-
rately match those customers’ (the market’s) needs.

Companies too often fall into the trap of illusionary superiority, thinking that 
their products or services are better than they are or offer more value than they 
actually do. It can result from inadequate market testing or research, as well 
as ineffective product development processes. Again, customers must see the 
value you provide to accomplish the job they want to get done.

Illusionary superiority could have prevented many famous companies from 
re-developing their original product concepts into ones that offered the right 
value for customers. Good companies are rigidly focused on value. Great com-
panies keep pivoting until they find where they deliver the most value. For 
example, consider these companies:

• Flickr, the photo management and sharing platform, started as a game.
• Facebook, the social network platform, started as a “hot or not” type student 

website called FaceMash at Harvard University.
• Twitter, the messaging platform, started as a personal podcasting and audio 

content sharing service.
• PayPal could have died as a service to send money between blackberries. 

Instead, it grew into a billion-dollar company that revolutionized online pay-
ments.

The Mission for Missions.
A clear definition of your mission should be as simple as this: Identify the 
 important thing you want to do (significance), can do (skills), and what people 
want and are willing to pay for (value). Another way to summarize this is that 
you should strive to transform the ideas you are passionate about and can 
 deliver the ideas the world wants (and will pay for).

If you were to pitch an investor about your enterprise, would he/she be sold 
on your mission? Could you “sell” your mission in terms of passion, execution, 
and profitability?

Having an achievable mission is essential, but do not think that this will lead to 
overnight success. A meaningful mission does not magically map out a straight 
line to success. That path will have far more twists and turns than you ever 
expected. After all, 81 percent of the Inc. 500 companies are different from the 
businesses they launched.

However, a business creation process founded on the right mission certainly can 
have a shorter and less challenging journey to success. Using the  Hedgehog 
Concept leads to focusing on what you do best. Learning and product develop-
ment cycles lead due to improvement, making fewer costly mistakes over time 
and the right people handling jobs that suit their skills. Plus, the customer’s 
needs or jobs always rule every step of the company’s growth.

Missions keep you focused on your goals. Zig Ziglar, the legendary  motivational 
speaker, and author, has told a story about this point. He cites the famous 
 archer, Howard Hill, who won all of the 267 archery contests he entered. He 
could hit a bullseye at 50 feet, then split the first arrow with the second shot. 
Would it be possible for you to shoot better than he? Yes, if he were blindfolded!

You cannot hit a target; you cannot see. Even worse, how can you hit a target 
you do not even have! You need to have clear GOALS! Your goals are your 
 target, and a clear mission identifies how you will reach those goals. That is 
your key aim for your business.

A common fallacy with innovators is summarized in the old saying, “If you 
build a better mousetrap, the world will beat a path to your door”. The reality is 
that the world is filled with mousetraps, and most of them are pretty good. In 
today’s world of hyper-competition, your product cannot just be a little better 
than others to accomplish your mission. As entrepreneur Peter Thiel says, you 
must be ten times better.
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If your product is not ten times better, it will be difficult to sell it in a crowded 
market. You will not be able to differentiate your product from existing solu-
tions. Plus, customers will not be willing to pay switching costs – the cost of 
changing from the solution they currently use to your solution – unless they 
are gaining a huge benefit.

He says there is an exception- sometimes cheaper can be better. He offers the 
target half as good and 1/10th of the price.

Whatever your strategy, the key to success is much more than a marginal im-
provement? How do you get there? Through hard work. Hard work results from 
a mix of the right project, the right skills, and ongoing dedication. Getting your 
mission right is the most crucial first step on this path.

Our research clearly shows the power of constancy of purpose and building 
on successes step-by-step. Looking back at the Michael Phelps story, you can 
see how skills, passion, and feedback can make a powerful recipe for success, 
as illustrated below. And remember that the value lies in Phelps’, his sponsors, 
the US Olympic Team’s and others’ return on investment, and benefits from his 
swimming success.

Michael Phelps’ hard work cycle

How Does Your Mission Rate?
Here is a quick exercise to grade your mission.

1. Identify something important you are working on.
2. Rate the significance, your skills, and the value each on a scale of 1 to 10.  

(1 = missing and 10 = perfect)
4. Multiply the scores to create an overall score for your mission.
3. If this is higher than 343 (7*7*7), your mission, – and career or business –

you’re on the right track. If the score is lower than 343, put in the necessary 
work to improve the significance, skills, and value rated below seven.

Next Steps: Take a few minutes to complete this canvas to 
assess the mission for your career or business. Look for how well the 
significance, your skills, and the value align. Also, clearly articulate 
how they overlap in ways that add up to a strong mission.

 

visual is missing
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(update) Download this and other canvases at  
www.tiny.cc/cyclescanvascomments/ 

Key Take-Aways

• Dreams are hopeful aspirations. Missions are achievable 
goals.

• An achievable mission exists at the intersection of three 
things; significance, skill, and value.

• A mission that lacks any of these is not likely to lead to long-term success.

Next Up: Companies routinely overestimate their capabilities 
and choose the wrong strategic focus. But where it goes wrong most 
often is the value they are delivering. The next chapter will help you 
understand how to look at value from your customer’s perspective. 
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CHAPTER 6:
FINDING THE JOBS TO BE DONE: 

ALIGNING YOUR BUSINESS WITH 
CUSTOMER VALUE

Gourmet takeaway and streaming 
music can teach us about  

customers’ true jobs to be done.

Sorry Is the Most Expensive Word…
After working late again, I found myself having to run along the crowded 
 concourse. I dodged between irate passengers, having just 22 minutes to get 
to my train, and still had to pick up takeaways for my wife and me.

The place was Waterloo Station in London, the busiest railway station in the 
UK, with some astonishingly expensive takeaway food vendors. I quickly 
stopped at possibly the most expensive takeaway food stand in all of London 
to buy a luxury chicken Tikki Masala for two and a bouquet of flowers before 
finally running to board my train.

It had become a depressingly regular scenario. Only when looking back, did I 
realize that I could have purchased a cheaper takeaway. But I didn’t! Each time, 
I chose to buy the most expensive, luxury takeaway food available.

In retrospect, the reason was clear; I wasn’t just purchasing good-tasting food; 
I was “hiring” an apology for my wife for being late. Again! Getting something 
to eat was only part of my purchase; the apology was the real job to be done.

Businesses thrive because they help customers get a job done, but sometimes, 
just what that job actually is may not be obvious even to the customer. Looking 
at what products and services offer in terms of (sometimes unwitting) value to 
customers is called Jobs-to-be-Done (JTBD); what job is the customer buying 
that product or service to fulfill?

As discussed in the previous chapter, offering value is a fundamental element 
of any successful new product or service. But, value is not always obvious in 
terms of a purchasing decision, and JTBD is an essential tool for ensuring that 
we really understand the value we offer our customers.

The Sad Truth About Products That Fail.
The vast majority of products fail. Figures quoted in leading business publi-
cations and books cite failure rates ranging from 70% to as high as 90%. The 
typical product development process is clearly not working, and failed products 
too often lead to companies going out of business. We – you – cannot keep 
going on like this.

The big question is, what can we do to reduce the failure rate? A JTBD focus is 
one of the most effective solutions.

We must think about consumer needs when designing products, but these are 
not always clear or obvious. In my takeaway dinner example, buying just any 
dinner would not provide an appropriate solution for the real job to be done. A 
fancy and expensive enough dinner that would also qualify as an apology for 
being home late again was more appropriate.

If your product or service does not deliver on your customer’s real JTBD, what 
you have to offer will never be considered. If you do not do that job better than 
someone else, your product will not be hired. And if the value you provide is too 
low, you will never get paid enough.

The Hard Math of Innovation.
The facts Outcome Numbers

100 products launched 100

About 40% do not do a real job Solution is not even  considered 60

About 50% of the remaining products 
do not offer enough value to be hired

Solution is considered, but not hired 30

About 50% of the remaining products 
are not good enough to sell for the 
price

Solution is hired, but is not profitable 15

Successful products out of 100 launched 15

Source: A combination of data from 12 studies presented in Jobs to be done by Anthony W. Ulwick
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The hard reality is that the unacceptably high product failure rate results from 
companies creating products that are not aligned with what customers want. 
All too often, the product design and marketing processes do not adequately 
consider the context for purchasing decisions or the context for the customers’ 
use of those products.

It is not uncommon for product creators to add new features to products, 
 assuming it adds value. Occasionally this may be successful, but too often, 
prospective customers care less about new features than you might expect and 
far more about a core benefit they consider critical to their needs.

Successful innovation is about achieving two things; offering value to the 
 customer through a product or service and extracting value from that product 
or service. If you do not offer value, no-one is going to buy your new product 
or service. If you cannot make money from it, it will never be a commercially 
viable proposition.

By aligning your product development and innovation efforts with the real 
jobs that customers want to fulfill, you can reduce the number of new product 
 failures and even re-develop existing products to address your customers’ jobs 
better. It may be the difference between the success or failure of your business.

What Is JTBD?
Perhaps the best way to define JTBD is to focus on its core concept. JTBD is 
a way to ask the following uncomfortable question; do customers really care 
about your product? No, they care about what it helps them do. They hire a 
product to get a particular job done. This job is not something you invented; it 
already exists for your customers and may or may not be obvious.

In my case at Waterloo Station, I was not aware of the real job I wanted the 
food to accomplish. My real job was to hire an apology and a form of compen-
sation for my bad habit of being late. My use of the food was not as simple as 
the restauranteur’s intended use, selling a convenient, high-quality dinner at a 
prime location.

A JTBD starts with a situation, an objective, and a desired outcome. For most cus-
tomers, a job can be explained by filling in the blanks in the following  sentence.

Motivation

I want to

Situation

When

Expected outcome

So I can

As you can see, the components of a JTBD are personal. It is more about 
benefits than features, and the only benefit that truly interests the customer 
is the one that applies specifically to his/her case. The benefit fits a situation, 
addresses a motivation, and produces the desired result.

The following questions should help you frame your thinking about applying 
the JTBD theory:

1. What job or personal progress is your prospective customer trying to achieve?
2. What are the circumstances of his/her struggle with the job?
3. What obstacles prevent him/her from getting the job done?
4. What imperfect solution is he/she presently employing to address the job?
5. How would he/she describe a better-quality solution, and what trade-offs 

would be acceptable?

Therefore, before you try to develop a product, you need to ask, “What job 
does a prospective customer want done?” How will that customer use your 
product to address a pain point that has arisen within the context of his/her 
unique  situation? That is the true measure of the value that the product offers 
to  customers.

Your focus must be on using JTBD to understand user experiences with your 
products. Thinking in terms of user experiences acknowledges that customers 
may very well hire your products to accomplish something you would never 
have imagined or intentionally designed those products to do.

But, what about those many benefits you identified through data mining, focus 
groups, and demographic analysis? JTBD does not render all of that informa-
tion useless; it complements it in a more behavior-oriented or experiential way.

Innovation expert Clayton Christensen says that the “functional, emotional, and 
social dimensions of the jobs that customers need to get done constitute the 
circumstances that they buy. The jobs that customers are trying to get done 
or the outcomes they are trying to achieve constitute a circumstance-based 
 categorization of markets.”

To summarize, when you use the JTBD process, you start to view innovation as 
not just adding more features to products or focusing solely on technical func-
tionality. Instead, you strive to look for and develop products that are genuinely 
better in addressing customer needs. They will enable your customers to make 
progress in solving their problems – to get their jobs done.

The Theory of JTBD.
The theory of JTBD is not new. It has been described many ways by dozens (or 
maybe hundreds) of business experts. To grasp how complicated and jaded the 
story of JTBD is, all you have to do is look at how many experts claim to have 
devised it and developed the true, winning application methodology.

Peter Drucker talked about “the job to be done” in reference to innovation back 
in 1985. Before Drucker, there was Theodore Levitt, who, in his book Marketing 
Myopia, proposed the idea that people buy products for the benefits they offer 
and not just their list of features. He famously said that consumers do not buy 
drills; they buy quarter-inch holes – the real value offered by drills.
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There have been many, many books on this subject, including:

• (2005) What Customers Want: Using Outcome-Driven Innovation to Create 
Breakthrough Products and Services, by Anthony Ulwick.

• (2014) The Jobs-to-be-Done Handbook: Practical Techniques for Improving 
Your Application of Jobs-to-be-Done, by Chris Spiek and Bob Moesta.

• (2016) Competing Against Luck: The Story of Innovation and Customer 
Choice, by Clayton Christensen.

• (2016) Jobs to Be Done: A Roadmap for Customer-Centred Innovation, by 
Stephen Wunker and Jessica Wattman et al.

• (2018) When Coffee and Kale Compete: Become great at making products 
people will buy, by Alan Klement.

• (2020) The Jobs To Be Done Playbook, by Jim Kalbach et al.

If your target is to build an innovation into a successful product, using JTBD is 
one of the most important ways to avoid failure. Carefully read the rest of this 
chapter. If you still have questions, buy one of the books listed above. My per-
sonal recommendation is Competing Against Luck. In my opinion, this is one of 
the best business books of all time.

Looking for (Non-Obvious) Jobs in all the 
Right Places.
The key to successful innovation is figuring out the jobs your customers want 
to do and conceptualizing or re-designing your products based on these job 
requirements. It relates directly to why customers purchase particular products 
(solutions), so you can forecast what they will want next with a high degree 
of accuracy. In other words, “What will customers hire our products to do in the 
future?”

Finding current and future jobs is best described as a discovery process. Listening 
to prospective and current customers is vital. It is important to note: I am not 
saying that surveys are the answer here. Customers often do not know or cannot 
articulate precisely what their JTBDs are or can only think in terms of products 
available to them today. You need to keep on asking until you really understand.

Ideally, you should initiate conversations with customers in-person. The goal is 
to learn what they truly wish to accomplish with your product within the scope 
of their circumstances for using it. You are looking for stories – shopping and 
purchasing scenarios – not statistics! As you start to hear similar objectives and 
motivations in those stories, you will get a clearer idea about the elusive jobs 
your customers want to address.

To understand how different JTBD discovery is versus traditional market 
 research, consider companies like Intel. They employ social anthropologists 
to observe and interview prospective customers as they use prototype tech-
nologies. Other companies hire business anthropologists to conduct similar 
studies to exchange ideas about concepts for new products and gain insights 
into the actual circumstances in which customers use those products. Many 
times, they discover that products are used in totally unexpected ways and for 

 unanticipated purposes. The JTBD discovery process can provide highly valua-
ble information through listening, observing, and asking meaningful questions.

Take, for example, the humble dishwasher. You find this appliance in many 
homes, but just what JTBD does it fulfill? The obvious answer may seem to 
be that it provides a more time-efficient way of washing dishes. However, that 
is not true. By the time that you have rinsed the dishes, placed them in the 
dishwasher, and removed them afterward, in most cases, it would actually take 
less time to wash your dishes by hand.

So, what JTBD does the dishwasher really fulfill? Part of the answer is that it 
removes stacked-up, dirty dishes from the sink. No-one likes to see that, yet 
most of us let it happen. By putting these dirty dishes into the dishwasher, you 
can put off the job of washing the dishes without seeing an unwelcome re-
minder every time you go into the kitchen. The dishwasher does not just wash 
dishes; it makes you feel better about your failure to do this job as often as you 
probably should by allowing you to hide the evidence.

Five Questions to Discover JTBD.

Look at jobs in your own life
The next time you buy takeaway food, ask, “Am I buying dinner or something 
else?” When you find your old Apple iPod at the bottom of a drawer covered with 
dust, ask, “Why did I stop using it?” When you buy new products and  services, 
try to identify the real jobs you are trying to get done and how you will measure 
progress. Your question to ask is, why am I really buying this product or service?

Find opportunities in non-consumption
In other words, learn from people who are not currently hiring any product or 
service for jobs they would like to get done. If you are running a restaurant, 
it is easy to focus on other restaurants as your primary competition. But the 
reality is the biggest competitor is probably non-consumption – people staying 
at home to cook and eat. Your question to ask is, is your biggest competitor, 
another company, or non-consumption?

Identify common workarounds
See whether workarounds used by prospective customers are signaling a 
 market that is ripe to be served. A client of mine, TakeAir, saw an opportunity in 
office building air management. Their founder saw that when people become 
fatigued in the office, they open the windows to get some fresh air. He asked 
the question, “Could we simply bring the fresh, invigorating outdoor air into the 
building when the windows are closed?” Based on this insight, they built a new 
air enhancement system that adds natural, beneficial microbial enriched air – 
like forest air – into offices to make people feel refreshed and more alert. Your 
question to ask is; what more effective solutions could replace workarounds?
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Find jobs people do not want to do
We call these negative jobs, and they can signal great opportunities for innova-
tion. Everyone (maybe other than accountants!) hates preparing annual tax re-
turns. The goal is to get them completed as quickly and painlessly as possible. 
Based on this insight, Intuit developed Quicktax. Using Quicktax, consumers 
can take a phone photo of their W-2 form from their employer, answer a few 
questions, submit their taxes digitally and they are finished. Intuit could have 
built a program with far more features, but the JTBD was to minimize the oner-
ous task of tax reporting. Your question to ask is; what are the tasks that people 
must do that could be significantly simplified by your product or service?

Spot unusual or unexpected uses of your products
Discover how customers use your products in ways that are different from what 
you imagined. The reality is that people are often not buying what you think 
you are selling, meaning that there are huge opportunities in pivoting to serve 
those novel uses. In Clayton Christensen’s book, Competing Against Luck, he 
talks about Church & Dwight, the Arm & Hammer baking soda producer. In the 
1960s, management found that consumers were adding their baking soda to 
laundry detergent, mixing it into toothpaste, and sprinkling it on their carpets. 
Today, they sell the cleaning and deodorizing benefits of genuine Arm & Ham-
mer baking soda in products they and other companies developed for those 
specific uses instead of just for cooking. Your question to ask is, how are/might 
my customers use my products to address their jobs in unintended ways?

Choose the most promising JTBD
The chances are that you will identify more than one promising JTBD during 
your discovery process. That means you must prioritize to start with the best 
one. I know that choosing is tough, but it must be done unless you have unlim-
ited product development resources. The best objective measure of your solu-
tion to JTBD is to ask whether it is meaningfully unique? Meaningful means 
how important the job is to the customer, and unique is a measure of how 
many other products or services fulfill the same JTBD. The higher the scores, 
the better the chances of success.

I will illustrate this process by working through a concrete example from the 
music industry, which has significantly changed, from delivery on records, 
tapes, and CDs, to digital downloads and online streaming services. We will 
evaluate a hypothetical new music service using the JTBD process.

Step #1: List all the jobs of your product or service.

There is seldom a product or service that delivers just one job. To begin, list all 
of the JTBD for your conceptual or existing product. Think in terms of function-
al, personal (emotional), and social jobs. A three-column chart like the following 
will help you organize your ideas.

Functional

Listen to music

Choose music I like

Replace the way I 
organize music

Tailor music to my 
needs eg. motivation 
to workout

Discover new music 
to listen to 

Make it easier to 
listen to music

Create a mood for 
time with friends

Share new music 

Personal Social

Jobs to be done

Step #2: Rank the jobs by importance and uniqueness.

When rating jobs, different jobs have different levels of importance. A powerful 
way to classify jobs is to use the meaningful-uniqueness scale developed by 
the consulting firm Eureka! Ranch.

It uses a 0 to 10-point score for each measure and then combines these into 
one overall score (60% meaningfulness and 40% uniqueness). In general, each 
job needs a score of at least six to have a good chance of success.

Here are the questions to ask your team and, importantly, prospective custom-
ers:

1. How much do you like each of the following ideas?
2. How new and different are each of the following ideas?

Your rating system might look like the following:

JTBD # 1: Unlimited music that 
is available via streaming on a 
reasonably priced subscription 
basis. 

JTBD # 2: A streaming music ser-
vice that reduces costs of pay-
per-download, expands access to 
more music, eliminates data storage 
limitations, is device agnostic and 
even may reduce music piracy. 

Meaningful Score 0-10  
(I like the idea) 

Unique Score 0-10  
(This is unique, there is 
no better existing way 
to do this) 

Not at all Perfect

0
1 2 3 54 6 8 9

10
7

Not at all Perfect

0
1 2 3 54 6 8 9

10
7

Not at all Perfect

0
1 2 3 54 6 8 9

10
7

Not at all Perfect

0
1 2 3 54 6 8 9

10
7
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This process might produce an overall score for each job as follows:

Rating Different JTBD

Meaningful Unique Score

0-10 0-10 M x 0.6 + U x 0.4

Discover new music to listen to 9 8 8.6

Tailor music to my needs 8 8 8

Create a mood for time with friends 7 8 7.4

Choose music I like 8 4 6.4

Share new music 6 6 6

Make it easier to listen to music at home 6 5 5.6

Listen to music 8 2 5.6

Millions of songs 2 7 4

If you put these in a graph, the jobs with the best potential are shown in the 
 upper right part of the graph. (For more information, you can read Driving 
 Eureka by Doug Hall or just trust me for now.)

Listen to music

Tailor music to my needs 
eg. motivation to workout

Create a mood for time 
with friends

Share new music

Millions of songs

Choose music I like

Make it easier to 
listen to music 

Replace the way 
I organize music

Discover new music to listen to

Meaningful 

Unique 

Winning solutions score > 6 

0 1 2 3 54 6 8 9 107
0

1

2

3

5

4

6

8

9

10

7

Step #3: Can you extract value?

The meaningful-uniqueness score is useful because it tells you how important 
each job is to the customer and how much competition you face, but that does 
not necessarily mean you can extract value. To assess that, you must combine the 

meaningfulness-uniqueness score with a subjective determination of your ability 
to extract value to assign an overall value extraction score for each job. Again, the 
solution will be to focus on jobs that are as high as possible in both areas.

Value Extraction Scores

Score Value Extraction

Discover new music to listen to 8.6 8

Tailor music to my needs 8 8

Create a mood for time with friends 7.4 8

Choose music I like 6.4 7

Replace the way I organize music 6.2 8

Share new music 6 7

Make it easier to listen to music at home 5.6 4

Listen to music 5.6 4

Millions of songs 4 4

Step #4: Group your “yes” jobs.

The last step is to look for overlap between the jobs that are important to the 
customer and those from which you can extract the most value. You must 
 focus on developing features that address these customer needs. If possible, 
you should try to group these jobs into a single, more comprehensive job with 
an even larger value for your customers.

In our example of a music service, all of the benefits of a streaming music 
service have been combined into the successful company, Spotify. This service 
offers a reduced cost versus pay-per-download, expands access to more music, 
eliminates data storage limitations, is device agnostic, and even may reduce 
music piracy. Spotify fulfills multiple JTBD in a way that allows value capture.

spotify Premium

GET SPOEIFY FREE

Millions of songs. No credit card needed.

Music for everyone.

DownloadHelp Sign up Log In
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JTBD Are More than the Solution Today.
In his new book on JTBD, Anthony Ulwick uses a similar example of JTBD 
but focuses on the key job of creating a mood with music. He shows how this 
fundamental job has remained stable over time. Each time a product got better 
at doing the job, they won the market, but the job remained the same.

The message is clear that JTBD are stable, consistent, and usually exist before 
the solution is created. The big question, and many times the billion-dollar 
question, what is a new and better way to deliver the job consumers are look-
ing for in a product to hire.

Final Thoughts About JTBD.
JTBD is a powerful way to re-invent how you do business, especially how you 
conceptualize, develop, and market new products and services. The JTBD 
 discovery process will enable you to better define the market fit for your 
 products and services by really understanding the jobs customers want to ad-
dress. You can design your entire business around JTBD. It is a way to build 
sustainability by closely aligning with customers’ current jobs and future jobs.

I urge you to adapt the JTBD methods in this chapter to suit your business 
culture, company, and industry – experiment with new and existing products, 
as well as concepts for future products.

Next Steps: Complete Step 2 in the Alignment Canvas. By 
repeating multiple cycles of this process for different products and 
services, you will be able to identify JTBD and promising ways to 
help customers address those jobs.

• When - means the situation, the circumstances or environment, in which the 
customer will use the product.

• I want to - refers to the customer’s motivation for using the product, not just 
the intended function.

• So I can - is the customer’s expected outcome or experience using the prod-
uct.

After completing this step, ask the following three questions:

1. How will customers measure progress?
2. What is the real competition (remember, this might be non-consumption)?
3. Why would customers stop using their current solutions to use your product 

or service instead?

If you can answer these questions clearly and confidently, you are on the right 
path to more successful product and service development. If not, it probably 
makes sense to more carefully assess whether you are offering meaningful and 
unique value with your products or services.

As a helpful exercise, I suggest that you repeat this for several products to get 
a feel for JTBD thinking. Completing this canvas is an essential step towards 
understanding JTBD; writing things down helps to clarify your thinking and 
means you will be able to share your findings.

visual is missing

visual is missing
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(update) Download this and other canvases at www.tiny.cc/cyclescanvas-
comments/
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Key Take-Aways

∙ JTBD is centered on human behavior – that means the 
discovery of the JTBD arises from understanding your 
customers as much as the products and services you 
wish to sell to them.

∙ JTBD is about understanding the real reasons people buy products 
and services – these may not be immediately obvious, even to the 
 customer. You cannot just ask a customer what their real JTBD is; you 
need to engage in a dialogue and deduce this.

∙ Successful innovation is not about the number of new features your 
product offers – it is about the jobs that these features fulfill. Focus on 
features that have high meaningful/uniqueness scores and from which 
you can extract maximum value.

∙ Not all JTBD are created equal – to succeed, you need to focus on 
 delivering meaningful uniqueness.

Next Up: Once you have identified JTBD, your next challenge 
is to look at how you can fine-tune your business model to increase 
the value you offer or the value you can capture. In the next chapter, 
you will learn why business model innovation is a powerful way to 
improve your ability to do both simultaneously.

CHAPTER 7:
LOOKING AT THE BIG PICTURE: 
DELIVERING AND CAPTURING 

MORE VALUE THROUGH BUSINESS 
MODEL INNOVATION

The key to innovation success is 
not the separate pieces and parts of 
your business but how you fit them 

together to deliver and capture value.

Taking a Tumble in Mumbai.
Imagine that you are enjoying a vacation in Mumbai, India. You are ready to 
cross the street and carefully look to the left. As the bike hits you, you realize 
too late they don’t drive on the righthand side of the street in India. You fall, 
grabbing your ankle in excruciating pain; what do you do?
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A few years ago, the options would have been very limited. You could have 
endured a very uncomfortable ride in a rickshaw, or you could have called for 
a private “ambulance” with no trained staff or equipment (and which doubled 
as a hearse when needed). Now, thanks to business model innovation, the 
 situation in Mumbai is very different.

Mumbai-based Ziqitza Health Care Limited (ZHL) provides emergency ambu-
lance services. By changing its business model and the fee structure for these 
services, it has become one of India’s most successful emergency services 
 providers.

The healthcare market in India is unique, as not all patients can pay for emer-
gency services. ZHL introduced a fee structure by basing the cost of using 
their ambulances on the hospital you request. If your destination is one of the 
 municipal, public hospitals, the cost is lower. If you request a private hospital, 
typically used by wealthy people, tourists, and expatriate workers, the cost is 
higher.

This simple change to their business model transformed ZHL and allowed the 
company to grow quickly. ZHL now provides 24/7 call centers with ambulance 
tracking systems that control more than 1,000 well-equipped ambulances 
across five states in India. In other words, their new business model works far 
better than the previous model of charging a flat rate for using an ambulance.

Innovation is not just about making  something new
ZHL did not invent their concept for a product. They adopted the type of emer-
gency medical service – based on ambulances and hospitals – used in the U.S. 
and elsewhere. However, they did innovate by changing key elements in their 
business model to succeed in their unique market. This business model was 
sustainable because the fee structure meant they could serve more people, 
lower their costs, and increase profits.

Do you see how ZHL innovated without making a new product? They still 
 provided the same service, but their unique pricing system and operations 
 design made their venture commercially viable. They provided needed value to 
customers and certainly better value than what was previously available in their 
marketplace. Extracting value is an essential part of creating a viable mission, 
but this can be achieved not just by using JTBD to find out what customers 
really want but also by changing how you do business.

Re-inventing a business model is important because it can both create more 
value and capture more value. The most common example used to explain 
how business model innovation can change an industry is UBER. Five years 
from their start-up, they challenged every assumption of the traditional taxi 
business growing to become a company handling 46% of the taxi rides in the 
US worth 66 billion (more than all the other taxi companies combined). The 
power of this new business model has drastically improved the value proposi-
tion for consumers while increasing margins ten-fold.

Too often, entrepreneurs are wholly focused on what they provide and do not 
spend enough time in their business model, thinking about how they provide 
it. That is a mistake because business model innovation can create more value, 
capture the value created, make your products significantly better, and create 
business systems that will build a profitable business over the long-term.

What is a business model?
Simply put, a business model is a design and operational structure that speci-
fies what you do and how you do it to provide value to customers and make a 
profit. Importantly, models can be replicated and adapted across all industries 
for all types of products and services.

Successful innovators often say that they improved their chances of acquiring 
funding and support with compelling pitches based on their business  models. 
Their success resulted not just from pitching a ground-breaking product or 
service but by emphasizing a value proposition supported by an appropriate 
business model.

Consider the example of Dollar Shave Club. They could have manufactured 
their high-quality razors and established distribution in grocery and drug stores. 
They could afford to sell their razor handles for next to nothing because they 
based their long-term profit model on selling the profitable replacement blades. 
This business model has been used by Gillette, Bic, Schick, and others for many 
years.

Instead, Dollar Shave Club designed a business model based on a ship-direct-
ly-to-consumer subscription instead of a retail store distribution plan. By selling 
direct to consumers, this company could reduce costs and add convenience for 
consumers uniquely. This novel approach increased profitability for the compa-
ny, differentiated them from competitors, and, importantly, created customer 
loyalty with a robust pipeline for additional branded products.

Replicating a story like that of Dollar Shave Club is a big challenge for many en-
trepreneurs. They struggle to develop and define their business models clearly, 
which can be difficult to explain distinctly. If they cannot explain, it can be chal-
lenging to communicate why their product or service is unique and to launch 
successfully.

The concept of a company business model is well described by business pro-
fessors Raphael Amit and Christof Zott in their article “Creating Value Through 
Business Model Innovation,” published in the MIT Sloan Management Review in 
2012. They say that a business model is “…a system of interconnected and inter-
dependent activities that determines the way the company does business with its 
customers, partners, and vendors”. In other words, a business model is a bundle 
of specific activities – an activity system – conducted to satisfy the perceived 
needs of the market, along with the specification of which parties (a company 
or its partners) conduct which activities and how these activities interlinked.

I propose summarizing this for you in the following way: A business model is 
about how an organization creates, delivers, and captures value.
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Business Models Are the New and Better Way 
to Compete.
People do not just buy your product; they buy the value your product delivers. 
Yet, far too few companies aim their innovation efforts at product value that 
stems from business model innovation.

“In the future, competition will take place not between products or companies, 
but between business models,” says Gary Hamel, Director of the Management 
Innovation eXchange.

The fact is that the way we compete has changed dramatically. People want 
new stuff, not just cheaper, but also acquired more easily and offering their 
desired value. Models illustrate how the key to performing competitively is 
 directing attention to the entire value proposition ecosystem and not just the 
products themselves.

In addition to being more sustainable, business model innovation is more profit-
able. In a study of close to 100 companies, the Boston Consulting Group found 
that companies committed to business model innovation are, on average, six 
percent more profitable compared to pure product or process innovators.

The reason is simple and in line with the message in the book Blue Ocean 
 Strategy by Chan Kim and Renée Mauborgne, professors at INSEAD. They say 
that real innovation and sustainable strategies result in “Beating your  competitor 

without trying to beat your competitor.” They go on to say, “…the future is about 
creating new and uncontested markets in which companies can prosper.” The 
way to do this is by doing business differently.

Therefore, the best way to compete in your marketplace is to innovate with 
your business model constantly. Even if it has been successful for a long period, 
any business model will eventually fail to deliver positive results. Remember 
that of the top 12 Dow Jones Index companies in 1900, only one is still in busi-
ness today. In many cases, these once-thriving companies failed to re-invent 
their business models and lost their market share to more innovative compa-
nies. For this reason, you must continuously assess and revise your business 
model to ensure that you create, deliver, and capture value with your products 
and services. You must assume that your known and unknown competitors are 
doing this and will be more than happy to seize your market share if they can.

Understanding Your Current Business Model.

Source: (2013). The St. Gallen business model navigator

The first step towards business model innovation is understanding your current 
business model, and this involves asking four key questions:

What – What value do you provide to customers? You can define your 
value proposition as a holistic view of the products and services that 
are of value to each customer – ones they will buy. It is a fundamental 
question. Without real value for a JTBD to answer the “what”  question, 
there is no reason to pursue the business model.
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Who – Who are your customers? Every business model serves a spe-
cific customer group and delivers a product or service to that group. 
You must know who your customers are, as sometimes the selection 
of your target market is more important than the product you offer.

How – How do you deliver value to those customers? Delivering value 
is about the combination and interaction of resources and process-
es. The key resources are the assets, such as the people, technology, 
facilities, equipment, channels, and brand required to deliver the val-
ue proposition. These elements are important in their own right, but 
also in how they interact with each other. Key processes are the busi-
ness and operational practices necessary to deliver and capture value. 
These are the managerial and operational processes required to deliver 
and capture value in a systematic way.

Why – How do you capture value from delivering a product or service 
to customers? In simple terms, how do you make money? This part 
of the business model unifies aspects such as the cost structure and 
applied revenue mechanisms as well as how money will be made. It 
is an architecture that the company uses to capture value for itself, for 
profits. The revenue model, cost structure, and profit margins are all 
parts of value capture.

There is an important note I want to add regarding this model. Everyone tends 
to focus on the product and service, but the biggest question is usually about 
whether people will pay for the value you deliver. Before you commit to fully 
developing and launching a new product or service, you must accurately deter-
mine if people will be willing to pay for it. In other words, you must know that 
people will buy it, not just hope that they will. It is said to be one of Elon Musk’s 
“first principles”.

Innovating Your Business Model.
Business model innovation is the act of changing how all of your business 
 elements fit together to reconfigure your business model. At the core, it is 
about understanding that a business model is like a formula:

What x Who x How x Why = Business Value
Just as when 1 x 1 x 1 x 0 = 0, getting any one part of this formula wrong can lead 
to zero business value. Every part must contribute to the overall business value.

Once you have answered the What, Who, How, and Why questions about your 
existing business model, it is time to think about how to improve it. Start by 
considering the key challenges you need to overcome to improve under each 
of these headings. Then, think about the changes needed to overcome these 
challenges to deliver or extract more value. In general, you should try to find 
potential improvements in at least two of the four key areas.

There are three key steps in identifying potential improvements.

Source: Visual Inspired by Seizing the white space (2010)

Step 1: Deeply understand the value proposition (JTBD).

As shown in the diagram above, you must determine how you will deliver your 
customer value proposition. This step does not involve thinking about business 
models at all. Instead, it starts with the opportunity to satisfy a real customer 
who needs an important job done. The more precise your understanding of 
their JTBD, the more powerful and enduring, you can develop the customer 
value proposition.

Take, for example, Snickers candy bars. Mars Inc. had always embraced the 
 value proposition for Snickers as a sweet treat, just like any other candy bar. But 
in the early 1990s, they reframed the value proposition as “It satisfies the hunger 
inside you,” that evolved into “Snickers satisfies”.
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What is the difference? The consumer value for Snickers became perceived 
as a meal replacement rather than just a sweet snack. They proposed the 
 nougat, caramel, peanuts, and chocolate bar as a way to stave off hunger akin 
to  currently popular energy snack bars such as Kind Bar, Clif Bar, and Power 
Bar. The word “Satisfies” can now be seen on the wrapper. That was the new 
JTBD and value proposition for customers, front and center. It is the essence of 
what you do or what your product does.

Conversely, deciding what you (or your product) does not do is as important 
as what it does. For example, Herb Kelleher, co-founder of Southwest Airlines, 
is quoted in Buck Up, Suck Up, and Come Back When You Foul Up: 12 Winning 
Secrets from the War Room by James Carville and Paul Begal. He said:

“Once you understand that fact, you can make any decision about 
this company’s future as well as I can. Tracey, from  marketing, 
comes into your office. She says her surveys indicate that the pas-
sengers might enjoy a light entrée on the Houston to Las Vegas 
flight. All we offer is peanuts, and she thinks a nice chicken  Caesar 
salad would be popular. What do you say? You say, Tracey, will 
adding the chicken Caesar salad make us THE low-fare airline 
from Houston to Las Vegas? Because if it doesn’t help us become 
the unchallenged low-fare airline, we’re not serving any damn 
chicken salad.”

Removing unnecessary features and unimportant benefits permits you to focus 
on the real JTBD – the value proposition – for your customers and what they 
really want.

Make a two-column list. In column one, write down all of the elements of your 
customer value proposition. These are the proven reasons why your  customer 
buys your product or service. In column two, list any non-core features or 
 benefits associated with your customer value proposition. Think about the 
 potential benefits, cost savings, and value for customers by eliminating column 
two items.

Step 2: How are you delivering value?

If you clearly understand your customer value proposition – the JTBD – you are 
better positioned to devise a business model that delivers on that value prop-
osition. It is a way to ensure that you do the job better and capture the profit 
necessary to build a sustainable business.

What are the elements of a customer value proposition that deliver value prof-
itably once the JTBD is determined? These may include the following:

1. The product or service functions along with the core benefits required to 
address the JTBD.

2. How much customers will pay for the value of your solution to their JTBD, 
and if that cost provides the right profit for your business.

3. The most attractive or convenient way for customers to pay.
4. Value-based differentiators from your competition, as in what your solution 

provides and does not provide.

You aim to develop something like a formula for characteristics or qualities 
linked to parts of your profit model. Parts include fixed and variable costs for 
the individual product or service and costs to maintain the overall business 
operation. Together, these parts of your profit model add up to the revenue you 
need to thrive.

As you focus on profits, be careful not to think only about incremental changes 
to products or services. We are talking about a complete business model, that 
is the business case for what you do, somewhat like a projected income state-
ment. It is more like re-inventing what you do and how you do it to transform a 
value proposition into a new model adapted to your other products and services.

For example, Nespresso, a machine they claim can make a cup of espresso 
 coffee as good as anything made by a skilled barista. Nespresso was intro-
duced in 1976, and by 1986 it had proved such a commercial flop that there 
was talk of shutting down the business. However, with huge stocks of unsold 
coffee machines, Nestlé (the parent company) was unwilling to write this off.

Instead, Nespresso changed its business model. Up to 1986, they sold these cof-
fee machines to offices and restaurants with technicians coming on-site to re-
plenish coffee “pods” stocks. After 1986 they changed focus to selling directly 
to families and individuals. To facilitate this change, they reduced the machine’s 
initial purchase price and generated revenue through sales of  replacement  coffee 
pods instead. Nespresso also created “Le Club a 24-hour customer  service channel 
through which customers could directly order additional stocks of coffee pods.

The low purchase price and Le Club’s convenience attracted many new cus-
tomers who were willing to pay up to ten times more for Nespresso pods than 
for pre-packaged coffee. Nespresso became a globally successful company not 
by changing what they sold but by changing their business model.

Step 3: Devise a way to assemble the resources and processes needed.

As successful entrepreneurs and investors always say, “Success is all about the 
execution of an idea.” Good execution is usually built on customer insights.

The story of a friend who is a dog breeder illustrates the link between insights 
and business model development. Breeders typically advertise and try to main-
tain visibility within the community of dog lovers for their particular breed. It is 
an advertise-and-hope-for-sales model, so she chose to create another model.

She started with a few insights.

Insight #1: The time to reach people is before they are looking for a 
dog, so she created a place for people to talk about Maltesers.

Insight #2: The process of buying a dog could start when the dog is 
born, so created a WhatsApp group to notify people when the dogs 
are born. They could look at photos and reserve a dog. With early 
contact, people get excited and attached to their dog before delivery.

Insight #3: When a puppy gets too old, their price goes down. By get-
ting an early reservation and creating a bond between the puppies 
and the new owner, she virtually eliminated last-minute cancellations.
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Improvements to her business model are summarized in the table below.

Delivered better via through business model innovation

As is... Improved

What Key challenges What

Healthy, beautiful and well 
socialized Malteser puppies

Overall challenges:
How to be unique
How to manage waiting 
lists
Improve the experience

Specific challenges:

What: little room for 
 differentiation

Who: how to establish 
contact with no pressure

How: how to manage 
 waiting lists

Value: stop negotiating

Healthy, beautiful and well 
socialized Malteser puppies 
and a place to talk about 
Maltesers

Who Who

People that are willing to 
pay extra for top breed dogs

People and enthusiasts 
that are willing to pay  extra 
for top breed dogs on 
WhatsApp. No commitment 
required

How How

Pre-sell litters via personal 
contacts and advertising

An electronic waiting 
list via WhatsApp. 
 Communication from 
birth to delivery. Increase 
 contact, build anticipation

Value extraction Value extraction

A price competitive with 
other dog breeders in the 
area. A lot of last minute 
bargaining

No last minute bargaining. 
A waiting list of involved 
buyers

The net result for her clients is that they are happier and involved; her business 
is also more profitable. More value and more value capture – that is innovation!

Take Your Time and Learn as You Go.
The process of business model innovation, for dog breeders and everyone else, 
is not a straight line with an easy to establish beginning and end. It is a highly 
iterative process where ideas are identified, interactions investigated, and all 
aspects are tested again and again. This testing process is illustrated in the 
diagram below.

Source: Visual Inspired by Seizing the white space (2010)

Remember that as you develop a successful business model for your enter-
prise, you do not need to be the first to use that model. However, you will likely 
have at least some unique elements in your model as business differentiators.

Where to Look for Inspiration.
One way to find inspiration for new business models and the elements that 
comprise them is to have a five-year-old’s curiosity. They are always asking 
why. If you keep asking why and questioning your fundamental business 
 assumptions, you will find inspiration. As you ask why, make sure you also look 
at how other companies in and outside your industry are doing things differ-
ently. Do not forget that great ideas often come from the least likely places.

A study conducted by St. Gallens University analyzed over 250 business 
 models applied in almost as many industries. They found that there were 
just  fifty-five basic business models. They compared these models to those 
of  several  hundred new, successful businesses. They found that 90% of new 
 businesses used re-combinations of previously existing business  models. Inno-
vation arose by mixing and matching elements of those models and adapting 
them to particular businesses.

It is worth reading the St. Gallens report to see all fifty-five business models 
but, in the meantime, here are some examples of different business models to 
launch your thinking about developing a new business model.

Model Examples

Pay royalties for the exclusive right to sell your product 
or service to the existing customers of another company

MBNA

Package related products or services as a bundle Fast-food value meals, iPod, iTunes

Get customers to provide content for free in exchange 
for access to other people’s content

YouTube, Wikipedia

Offer a core package for free, charge for extra/premium 
content/services

WordPress, LinkedIn

Charge a subscription fee for access to a service Netflix, Amazon Prime

Lease rather than selling Car leasing, office equipment leasing

These are only a few examples of different business models. There are many 
more, and it will pay to spend time looking at others that may be directly 
 applicable to your business.

Innovation is not just about creating new products or services; it is also about 
creating and capturing value. In terms of commercial viability, innovating a new 
business model can be just as powerful as creating a successful new product. 
Conversely, having an inappropriate or outdated business model can hamper 
sales of even the best new product or service.
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Just like everything else covered in this book, you can succeed in business 
model innovation if you take it step-by-step. Establish a sound value proposi-
tion, determine how to maximize value creation, and identify a better method 
to capture that value in profitable ways. Also, never stop looking for ideas to 
innovate your business model. That may be your best long-term competitive 
edge.

Next Steps: There is no magical way to innovate your business 
model. It requires honest assessment, creative thinking, research, 
and plenty of experimentation. A good place to start your effort is to 
use the Alignment Canvas Step 3, Delivered better, as shown below.

The following are the key questions to ask to capture value in your business 
model:

1. What is your business model now? Describe the elements in detail.
2. What are the challenges? Describe what gets in the way of delivering the 

value customers want.
3. How could you do what you do better? Describe improvements for  delivering 

value to customers through business model innovation.

visual is missing

The portion of the canvas where you list challenges is critical. In the  article 
“ Creating value through business model innovation”, Raphael Amit and  Christoph 
Zott propose asking the following six questions to examine the  challenges to 
address:

1. What perceived needs could be satisfied through the new [business] model 
design?

2. What novel activities are needed to satisfy these perceived needs? (Business 
model content innovation)

3. How could the required activities be linked to each other in novel ways? 
(Business model structure innovation)

4. Who should perform each of the activities that are part of the business 
model? Should it be the company? A partner? The customer? What nov-
el governance arrangements could enable this structure? (Business model 
 governance innovation)

5. How is value created through the novel business model for each of the par-
ticipants?

6. What revenue model fits with the company’s business model to appropriate 
part of the total value it helps create?
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(update) Download this and other canvases at www.tiny.cc/cyclescanvas-
comments/ Key Take-Aways

∙ Start by asking questions – be sure you can fully  answer 
the What, Who, How, and Why questions about your 
 existing business model.

• Identify challenges – use these answers to identify challenges and areas 
to improve in any of these key areas.

• Work on improvements – find at least two areas where you can  overcome 
challenges to make improvements in your business model.

•  Search for alternative business models – most research suggests a 
 limited number of different business models exist. Look at what is being 
done elsewhere and think about how you can adapt or use these models.

Next Up: How you do things can be as important as what you 
do. The ability to deliver innovation depends on making the right 
strategic choices, but equally important is having a culture in place 
that facilitates and supports innovation. The next chapter provides 
a method to understand your innovation culture and ways to start 
improving it now.
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CHAPTER 8: 
THE VALUE OF CULTURE:  

HOW SUPPORTIVE CULTURES CAN 
REVERSE THE INNOVATION SLOPE

A culture that encourages people  
to work together will always  

beat one that doesn’t.

What Extraordinary Teams Can Accomplish.
On April 12th, 2009, SEAL Team Six faced one of its most challenging  missions. 
Three Somali pirates were holding hostage Richard Phillips, Captain of the 
Maersk Alabama. They had hi-jacked the container ship a few days before. 
The pirates and hostage were now in a lifeboat heading for Somalia when 
discovered in a remote part of the Indian Ocean by a US Navy destroyer, the 
USS Bainbridge.

As the Bainbridge kept the lifeboat under observation, the situation was grow-
ing increasingly dangerous. The three pirates were armed, nervous, and they 
had run out of the narcotic khat leaves they habitually chewed, making them 
restless, aggressive, and unpredictable. They decided to make a run for the 
 Somali coast, assuming that their hostage would keep them safe from any 
attack.

They didn’t know that members of SEAL Team Six, an elite US Navy  Special 
Forces unit, were watching the lifeboat from the helicopter deck of the 
 Bainbridge. However, they ruled out any approach to the lifeboat because it 
would alert the pirates, and any attempt to use SEAL snipers might cause the 
survivors to kill the hostage.

The only possible solution was that the SEAL snipers must kill all three  pirates 
simultaneously and instantly. It had to be done at night and with a target 
 heaving wildly in a rising sea behind the Bainbridge. It’s the kind of life-  or-
death challenge that few of us will ever experience. The three snipers had to 
coordinate the moment to take their shot very carefully, as none could fire until 
all had a clear target and all had to fire at precisely the same moment. If any 
one of the snipers missed their mark, the hostage would almost certainly die.

The SEAL snipers succeeded; each of the pirates was killed simultaneously by 
a single shot to the head, and Captain Phillips was rescued unharmed. How 
did they accomplish that? By operating not as individuals but as parts of an 
effective team. As the SEALS say, “Individuals play the game, but teams beat 
the odds.”

A Culture of “We.”
The previous chapters have discussed what you need to do to achieve align-
ment. This chapter looks at how you can do it. Culture, the relationships 
 between the people in your organization, underpin everything you need to do. 
Having the right culture in place makes it much simpler and is possibly the 
single most crucial factor in achieving alignment.

A “Me” culture is characterized by self-indulgence, entitlement, and  individuals 
that pursue their own interests. Unfortunately, many teams in commercial 
 organizations are Me-teams. SEALS provide an example of the opposite, a 
“We” culture that takes its philosophy from English poet John Donne’s famous 
quote:

“No man is an island, entire of itself; 
every man is a piece of the continent,  

a part of the main.”
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A We culture facilitates a shared focus on getting the job done. It promotes 
support within the team to ensure that goals are achieved. In a Me culture, 
every team member is focused on self-interest and working towards their own 
goals. No matter how talented its individual members, a Me culture will always 
be less effective than a We culture where efforts and resources are focused and 
coordinated.

Fortunately, a Me culture can be converted to a We culture. An essential part of 
this transition is alignment with a broader philosophy, a set of common goals 
towards which all team members work.

In this chapter, we will show you how to create a We culture of your own.

Contagious Change and Bad Apples.
Research scientists at the Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, a private research 
university in New York, published a study describing how committed minori-
ties in any social grouping can have a disproportionate effect on all members’ 
views. What they found was startling; if just 10% of the members of any group 
firmly hold a particular belief, that belief will inevitably spread to the whole 
group. It is important because you do not have to persuade everybody when 
you are trying to establish a new culture. Get 10% or more strongly on-board 
with the new philosophy, and it will spread to the rest.

However, it is not only positive ideas that are contagious. Other studies high-
light the negative effects of “bad apples”, disagreeable or irresponsible team 
members who will not or cannot become part of a supportive We culture. 
These studies clearly show that even a single bad apple in a team negatively 
affects the performance. An analysis of twenty-five published studies by the 
University of Washington School of Business researchers William Felps and 
Terence Mitchell noted that:

“The negativity of just one individual is 
pervasive, destructive, and can spread 

quickly.”

It is not the first or only study to show such results. A single negative employee 
can affect how a team performs and can even impact an entire organization’s 
efficient function. Such employees may be negligent with their work, emotion-
ally unstable, and may bully, attack, or undermine colleagues. These bad apples 
have no place in a We culture.

Changing from Me to We.
A We culture will support, nurture, and promote innovation. A Me culture will 
not. But, how do you change a Me culture to a We culture? The answer is 
 simple; you use the opposite of bad apples, “positive deviants”, to build the 10% 
you need to make the We culture contagious.

If at least 10% of any team are “strong yes-sayers” and people open to change 
and committed to improvement, that attitude will spread to the whole team. 
Conversely, if a team includes even a few bad apples, it will be pervaded by 
negativity and inertia.

It is something you must consider when you are building teams to support 
 innovation. Identify bad apples and keep them out of innovation teams; they 
will act as “energy-vampires”, reducing motivation and stifling innovation.  Select 
positive deviants and make sure they form at least 10% of the team.
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Think of yourself as the mythical Sisyphus, condemned to pushing a  boulder 
up a steep mountain for all of eternity. Making innovation work within an 
 organization can also feel like a never-ending task but creating a supportive 
We culture makes a dramatic difference by reducing the mountain’s slope and 
making it easier to roll that boulder.

What Is Culture?
What do we mean when we talk about culture in the context of an organiza-
tion? In his book The Culture Code, author Daniel Coyle defines organizational 
culture as: “Culture is a set of living relationships working toward a shared goal. 
It’s not something you are: your intelligence, talents, or experience. It’s the stuff 
you do.”

In the book, Coyle argues that effective cultures are created when team mem-
bers engage in behaviors that promote bonding within the group. Groups with 
such behaviors are more resilient during crises, more able to accept and effec-
tively act on feedback, and are generally “high-performing”. The essential factor 
is that these cultures are inherently supportive. Supportive cultures enable and 
facilitate constant innovation.

Supportive cultures include positive deviants that sway the culture of the group 
in the right direction. A supportive culture leads to a constancy of purpose, 
supports active learning essential to innovation, and generates overall organi-
zational health improvements.

If you can screen out the bad apples and include positive deviants, you can 
guarantee that your team will regularly accomplish innovation. However, 
 suppose you can also create a supportive culture that fosters and encourages 
creativity. In that case, you can create an “extraordinary team” that is highly 
innovative and will perform significantly better than the competition.

What Is an Effective Innovation Culture?
We have studied more than 400 companies over a period of four years, finding 
that there are important common factors in cultures that  regularly  succeed at 
innovation:

1. They are aligned strategically and at every level.
2. Give employees autonomy within the overall context of alignment, ensuring 

a concentration of effort and that everyone is aiming for the same goals.
3. Once alignment, attitudes, and learning orientation is in place, systemic 

changes follow.
4. Successful companies find the right balance between disruptive and incre-

mental innovation.
5. They reward proactivity.
6. They learn to walk before they try to run.
7. Whether the company is big or small, established or new, each team mem-

ber acts as though they are part of a successful startup.

We found that successful innovation cultures in small and large companies are 
built on the same basic foundation, and these cultures acquire the knack of 
constant innovation. However, to reach this point, they evolve by going through 
four distinct stages.

Over 90% of companies go through these stages sequentially. That means the right way to 
move forward is almost always to simply identify the stage a company is at now and 

then work on what will get them to the next stage
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Stage 1: Basics - The foundation of innovative teams.

Characteristics: A desire for innovation, strategic alignment to inno-
vating, and a need to constantly learn.

Stage 2:  Processes - The systems that enable innovation.

Characteristics: valuing diversity in opinions, having structures that 
promote innovation, being customer-oriented with feedback systems.

Stage 3: Discipline and Persistence - Filtering out distractions.

Characteristics: regularly completing projects, quick cycle time, and 
team-wide discipline.

Stage 4: Openness - Being open to change/collaboration.

Characteristics: entrepreneurial orientation, working with competitors 
to create a better product, reflection.

All the companies we have studied go through the same four stages, and it 
takes hard work to progress across all four. It is also worth noting that this is 
not a one-off project; it is a never-ending process. Customer-needs change over 
time. New constraints come into place, and systems must evolve to deal with 
them. Companies that innovate successfully keep going up and down these 
stages as the world changes. They embrace change and understand the need 
to continually advance across the four stages and act on this need.

Where Are You Now and Where Do You Want 
to Be?
Here are three steps to changing any organizational culture:

1. Assess where you are now.
2. Focus on the next step.
3. Move ahead.

Step 1: Where am I today?

Before you begin transforming your corporate culture, you need to know where 
you are today. It is fundamental; if you are not sure where you are, you cannot 
see where you need to go. However, accurately and objectively assessing your 
current organizational culture is very challenging. In fact, it may be one of the 
most difficult things you do; while most companies think they know where 
they are in terms of the four stages, the truth is that few actually do.

To facilitate making this essential assessment, we have created a series of 
questions specifically intended to help you assess where you are, right now, in 
terms of the four stages. I cannot emphasize enough how important this is. We 
all tend to overestimate our performance. However, objectivity is essential at 
this stage. If you do not have the basics in place, you will be wasting your time 
if you try to work on the stages that follow.

The successful companies that we hear about have already worked through 
these stages to build their innovation culture “house”. That means that we 
often see these companies adding final detail ornaments on the roof, which 
makes some people assume that they should also be doing the same to be 
successful. Do not make this mistake; start with the foundations first, building 
step-by-step from there. It may be some time until you are ready to work on 
the roof, but if you take it step-by-step, you will have a sound structure when 
you get there.

Working through these questions will not be quick, and you must be honest 
and objective in your answers. However, the outcome will help tell you where 
you really are. I stress the importance of taking the time to thoroughly and 
 objectively do this assessment as if you get the basics wrong; you will be build-
ing on unstable foundations. Be sure about where you are now before you start 
thinking about where you want to be in the future.

Stage 1: The Basics.

Desire/Hunger/Philosophies Strongly 
disagree Your Score
Innovation is a part of everyone's job

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

There is a sense of urgency regarding the 
importance of change 
and innovation

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Change is regarded as an opportunity 
rather than a threat 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Strategy alignment
Our innovation strategy is clearly 
communicated so that
everyone knows the targets for 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

There is a clear link between the 
innovation projects we carry
out and the overall strategy of the 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

It's clear what products or services we 
specialize in 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Learning
The basic values of our organization 
include learning as key to
business improvement

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Managers basically agree that our 
organization's ability to 
learn is the key to our competitive 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

We always analyze unsuccessful 
organizational endeavors 
and communicate the lessons learned 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

If your score is less than 60 this is an area to work on 

The Basics

Strongly agree

visual is missing
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Stage 2: Processes.

People processes Strongly 
disagree Your Score
In my company, the quality of an idea is 
more important than
whose idea it is

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

We encourage new ways of thinking and 
solutions from diverse
perspectives

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

We value bringing in external people to 
bring "reality" into the 
organization

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Organizational Design
Our workplace provides the freedom to 
pursue new opportunities 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

We have a deliberate, comprehensive and 
disciplined approach 
to innovation

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

In my company, an individual's 
contribution to team 
performance is as important as their 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Customer Focus
We have effective and modern feedback 
loops to ensure that 
the customer is always heard

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Our strategy for competitive advantage is 
based on our 
understanding of customer needs

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

We have mechanisms to make sure 
everyone (not just the 
marketing department) understands 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Systems/ processes

Strongly agree

visual is missing

Stage 3: Discipline.

Speed/Results focus Strongly 
disagree Your Score
There is a continuous effort to reduce the 
cycle time between
idea selection, processing and product 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

We are driven and courageous to move 
faster in everything we 
do

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

When working on a new project, we 
regularly define what is
outside the scope of the project to ensure 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Systems to select ideas
We methodically filter and refine ideas to 
identify the most
promising opportunities

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Early in projects, we set up measurement 
criteria to decide if
the project should be stopped

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

When we launch new ideas, we always 
make sure that there is 
an overt/obvious customer benefit before 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Organizational Persistence
We have a burning desire to explore 
opportunities and to
create new things

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

The sense around here is that employee 
learning is an investment,
not an expense

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Personnel in this enterprise realize that 
the very way they perceive
the marketplace must be continually 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

If your score is less than 60 this is an area to work on 

Discipline /Persistence

Strongly agree

visual is missing
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Stage 4: Open to the world.

Co-creation Strongly 
disagree Your Score
We regularly use external experts to help 
us improve products
or services, or to solve problems

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Our organization or team has instituted 
formal processes to 
network outside the company to find new 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Our organization makes it easy and 
encourages other organizations 
to approach us with new ideas, potential 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Ecosystem Management
We never launch a product without first 
thinking about other
products/services on which our success 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

We actively look for ways to reduce risks 
by working closely
with business partners

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

We give clear mandates to some people 
to build and manage
new ecosystems

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Entrepreneurial Orientation
We have a strong emphasis on 
developing and marketing new 
products and services based on 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

We usually lead and competitors react to 
our business initiatives 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

We have a strong emphasis on adapting 
freely to changing 
circumstances without too much concern 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

If your score is less than 60 this is an area to work on 

Open to the world

Strongly agree

visual is missing

Step 2: The next best step is one step forward.

Building a culture that will support innovation is a complex task. When you 
have finished assessing where you are now, deciding on the next step can feel 
intimidating. The best way forward is to take things logically, step-by-step. Use 
the results of the assessment questions to tell you which areas need work. 
 Always begin by working on the basics first and progressing through processes, 
discipline, and openness.

You may discover that you are at stage 1, 2, or 3. The best thing you can do is 
take one simple step forward towards creating a culture of innovation. If your 
team is well aligned, the next goal is working on systemic changes (stage 2) 
to make innovation constant. If you are already at stage 2, the next step will 
involve focused action so you can advance into stages 3 and 4 to create an 
authentic culture of innovation.

Think of this in terms of sport. Suppose you are teaching someone to play 
tennis, and they want to learn how to do a fade-way backhand smash. That 
is a perfectly reasonable aim, but before they can learn this, they must have 
 mastered the basic skills like grip, stance and learned to play a strong backhand. 
If you tried to teach a tennis beginner how to play a fade-way backhand smash, 
the result would be frustration. Building an innovation culture is the same; if 
you start too high, without getting the basics in place first, the outcome will be 
a waste of time and energy. Use the assessment questions to help you decide 
what to work on first.

Using your results

Fill in your scores Where to focus

Score

Stage 1 Basics Find the first stage <60
That is your area to focus on now

Stage 2 Processes

Stage 3 Discipline

Stage 4 Openness

Link to full assessment: www.fast-bridge.net/innovready

When you do the full assessment, how to work on that area is also provided.

Step 3: Moving towards an innovation culture.

Creating an innovation culture is not something that can be achieved in a 
 single leap. It is a process that gradually builds through small improvements. 
You have to take one thing at a time and then move to the next. Individually, 
these changes may not seem to make much difference, but cumulatively they 
will add up to significant change. That may only become apparent after some 
time has passed; one day, you will suddenly realize that your innovation culture 
has become high-functioning.
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In the first chapter of his bestseller, Atomic Habits, James Cleary provides an 
excellent example of this type of cumulative change. He describes how the 
British cycling team used targeted action to identify incremental changes that 
allowed them to evolve into champions.

When Dave Brailsford arrived in 2003 to take up the Performance Manager’s 
position with the cycling team, Britain had won just one Olympic cycling medal 
in more than ninety years. No British cyclist had ever won the prestigious Tour 
de France. Instead of looking for a single transformative change, Brailsford was 
committed to “the aggregation of marginal gains”; the philosophy of searching 
for lots of tiny improvements. He said: “If you broke down everything you could 
think of that goes into riding a bike, and then improved it all by 1 percent, you will 
get a significant increase when you put them all together.”

A 1% improvement may not seem like much, but the aggregation of many 
1% improvements adds up to a massive leap forward. Brailsford prioritized by 
taking focused action to make small improvements. He became obsessed 
with step-by-step optimization, even looking at things like the ideal pillow and 
 mattress to ensure a good night’s sleep and painting the team transporters 
white inside to make it easy to spot tiny specks of dirt that might have harmed 
the bike’s performance.

Individually, the impact of each of these small improvements was  relatively 
insignificant, but, when aggregated, they made a huge difference. Under 
 Brailsford’s leadership, the British team won an unprecedented eight gold 
 medals for cycling at the Beijing Olympics in 2008. Four years later, at the 
London Olympics, they once again won eight gold medals. The accumulation 
of small improvements led to the British cycling team becoming not only suc-
cessful but utterly dominant in the world of competitive cycling.

Step-By-Step You Scale The Mountain.

“Success is a few simple disciplines, 
practiced every day; while failure 

is simply a few errors in judgment, 
repeated every day.”

 JIM ROHN

The success of the British cycling team graphically illustrates the benefits 
 offered by small, focused improvements. When you are trying to build an inno-
vation culture, you would prefer to see major improvements instantly. That is 
natural but can lead to unrealistic expectations, which can then depress morale. 
It is much better to pursue small meaningful improvements that help you to 
advance through the stages. However, for this to be effective, it is essential that 
you focus on one step at a time.

At first, the choice between being 1% better or 1% worse does not seem very 
important, but these small improvements compound in time. Suddenly, there 
is a vast difference between people who make slightly better decisions daily 
versus those who do not.

Whether you are starting from stage 1 or stage 3, you do not have to make mas-
sive changes immediately. It is often the small structural changes that matter, 
and eventually, with the accumulated 1%, your team too will become extra-
ordinary.

Dave Brailsford transformed the way the British Olympic cycling team per-
formed. Having an effective plan to grow and improve over time is very 
 important for developing the right culture. What is your growth plan? Are you 
committed to years of progress? That is what you need to do to build a great 
culture.

The Leaders of Extraordinary Teams.
My experience and several studies confirm that the most consistently success-
ful innovation leaders share a number of common characteristics:

They give clear direction. If everyone is aligned in where they are  going, 
they should know what to do in any situation. This is essential for suc-
cessful innovation. Leaders must provide a set of common goals to-
wards which all members of a team are working. Team members need 
the autonomy to be creative, but autonomy without the context of clear 
direction leads to chaos and wasted effort.

They have a learning mindset. Not all innovation projects will succeed, 
but even failures can lead to learning. Learning can be one of the most 
important things to emerge from any innovation project. Successful 
 innovation leaders understand this and ensure that learning is captured, 
shared, and used to improve.

They get the right balance between addressing weakness and building on 
strength. It is important to identify weaknesses and improve on them. 
However, it is just as important (perhaps more so) to recognize success 
and build on that. Good companies ask the question; what went wrong, 
and how can we avoid it happening again? Great companies also ask, 
what did we do well, and how can we leverage that in the future?

They continually challenge the team. The most effective leaders have 
a vision of what they want to achieve. They share this with the team 
providing a challenge to find creative solutions. This development of 
creative tension is an iterative process. The leader’s vision must be con-
tinually reassessed and updated to ensure that it continues to challenge 
the team. Teams must understand that this is not a destination; it is a 
reason for undertaking the journey.
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Supportive Cultures Are NOT Soft.
There is one other important characteristic of all successful innovation team 
leaders and cultures; they are supportive. However, the word “supportive” is 
behind one of the most common misapprehensions that supportive cultures 
are inherently soft. They are not! Think back to US Navy SEAL’s example at the 
beginning of this chapter; SEAL teams incorporate a very supportive culture, 
but they are anything but soft.

A supportive culture provides psychological safety and trust in team mem-
bers to not be punished for saying what they think or making an honest mis-
take. Many studies have shown that psychological safety encourages people 
to speak out, be creative, and enables moderate risk-taking. These are all good 
indicators of innovation success. When we feel safe, we are more motivated, 
persistent, and our problem-solving ability improves. These things are stifled in 
a more threatening work environment, and so is innovation.

Supportive cultures do not enable or accept laziness, incompetence, careless-
ness, or lack of commitment. Creating a supportive culture is not about making 
people happy. It is about creating a situation where people feel confident to 
raise new ideas and are willing to discuss and debate those and others’ ideas.

Supportive cultures are also not about having everyone agree all the time. 
Some degree of tension and debate is not only healthy; it is probably inevitable 
in any team that is genuinely trying to achieve something new. Psychological 
security is not about creating a group that is in complete accord; it is about 
creating a situation where team members have the confidence and context to 
be effectively creative.

An innovation culture is NOT soft 

Everyone wants

Source: video: Three Steps for creating an innovative Culture (Gary Pisano)

•Tolerance for failure
•Willingness to Experiment
•Collaborative
•Freedom to speak up
•Flat

•Intolerance for incompetence 
•Demand disciplined action
•Individual accountability
•Brutal Candor
•Strong Leadership

The reality

Culture + systems = strategy.
When introducing anything new, we tend to think about announcing strategy 
first and then putting in systems to support that strategy. Then we  expect 
a healthy organizational culture to follow. This approach seems intuitively 
 correct; alignment first, then systems, and your culture will automatically start 
improving. However, this is not what we have observed in companies that con-
stantly innovate. What we have seen instead is that:

Culture + systems create strategy.
In companies that consistently succeed at innovation, culture drives company 
processes, not the other way around. In turn, those processes and systems feed 
right back into culture. This process creates a powerful feedback loop that leads 
to the development of a strategy.

A strategy that is not supported by culture will simply not succeed. Instead, 
start with changing culture through assessing where you are in the four stages 
and moving on. Change systems to support that culture and improve commu-
nication. The strategy will evolve from this.

Final Thoughts.
Culture affects your company’s performance more than you realize. You  cannot 
execute a strategy that is not supported by culture. Supportive culture  promotes 
innovation, while a toxic culture can significantly hinder it. Changing from a 
Me culture to a supportive We culture is essential for effective and  consistent 
innovation.

Changing culture starts with the basics; a desire to innovate, strategic align-
ment, and learning orientation. Systems are then put in place to promote inno-
vation, filtering out distractions, and supporting team-wide discipline. Then it is 
time for the final step; an openness to change and criticism.

This process is long-term and can take years to reach the final stage. Do not 
expect instant results, and do not try to do everything at once. Be focused and 
look for those 1% improvements that will accumulate to provide overall change.

To begin your journey towards creating an innovation culture, follow the three-
step method. Use the assessment questions to understand where your culture 
is now and then work out what you need to get to the next step before taking 
targeted action.

Recognize the importance of leaders in promoting a healthy and supportive 
company culture and prioritizing systems that promote group chemistry. Under-
stand that being part of a supportive innovation culture is not a  comfort-bubble; 
it is a way of channeling effort and getting the best out of people.
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Next Steps: Assess what stage your organization is currently 
in before getting started on your three steps to creating a supportive 
culture with the following canvas.

(update) Download this and other canvases at www.tiny.cc/cyclescanvas-
comments/
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Key Take-Aways

∙ Culture matters – the relationships between the people 
in your organization define how effectively they perform 
and how creative they are.

∙ “We” always beats “Me” – supportive, collaborative, team-based cultures 
always perform better than competitive cultures focused on individuals.

∙ Culture can be changed – take it step-by-step, and you can build the 
innovation culture you need.

∙ Culture change takes time – building a new culture takes time. It is a 
cumulative process where the aggregation of small changes gradually 
leads to positive change.

∙ Walk before you run – companies that try to change too much too fast 
frustrate their employees and usually fail. It might feel frustrating to start 
slowly, but it will increase your odds of success dramatically.

Next Up: In this chapter and the previous three, we took a 
tour of some of the important decisions you need to make in your 
 company to ensure you are ready to begin your innovation jour-
ney. In the next chapter, we will show you how to summarize these 
thoughts as TRUE NORTH mission statements that clarify precisely 
where you want to go and who you want to become.
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CHAPTER 9:  
ALIGNMENT: CONCLUSION

Alignment matters. Many studies show a direct correlation between good 
alignment and effective innovation. Alignment is both external, taking account 
of market trends and needs, and internal, making sure everyone understands 
the company’s objectives. Alignment isn’t just about telling people the prior-
ities and putting a few mission statement posters around the workplace. It’s 
about making sure that everyone in the organization understands the objec-
tives they are working towards and how they can help achieve those. It’s about 
setting the context within which people work.

Alignment can control autonomy. Giving people the freedom to be creative is 
essential in promoting innovation. Too much control can stifle innovation. But, 
autonomy without the context of alignment can lead to wasteful internal com-
petition and even chaos. Alignment means:

• Choosing a direction.
• Communicating it clearly.
• Creating buy-in and understanding up, down, and across the organization.

Where Are We Going?
Over the previous four chapters, we looked at your business from many 
 different perspectives. We looked at what you are doing, are you delivering 
value, how could you deliver more value and what are the cultural changes you 
need to make?

These chapters required you to ask some tough and important questions.  The 
order of the chapters was not random, but a progression of ideas where each 
 additional level of depth might cause you to take a step back and re-think your 
business.

 

If you have thought hard about these questions, you are ready to move on to 
the next step…

Tell the Story.
Setting objectives is an integral part of alignment. Many organizations assume 
that all they need to do to build alignment is to create objectives. However, 
a PWC study in 2015 found that only half of middle-managers could identify 
even one of their company’s strategic objectives. That’s a fundamental prob-
lem. If people don’t know what an organization’s strategic objectives are, they 
cannot be working towards achieving them.

“Most corporate mission statements 
are worthless. They consist largely of 
pious platitudes such as: ‘We will hold 
ourselves to the highest standards of 

professionalism and ethical behavior.’”
RUSSELL ACKOFF 

ENABLING ORGANIZATIONAL ALIGNMENT

Consider this example. Imagine you were hired at international fast-food chain 
Wendy’s to work on strategic innovation. The company’s mission statement 
was, “Wendy’s Mission is to deliver superior quality products and services for our 
customers and communities through leadership, innovation, and partnerships.” 
Does this clearly tell people what they are expected to do next and every day? 
Probably not.

Suppose an organization sets objectives at a very high level or which are vague 
or uninspiring. In that case, it may not be apparent throughout the  organization 
how divisions and individuals can contribute towards achieving these. These 
objectives can seem to be someone else’s problem, the province of upper 
 management, and of little relevance to day-to-day operations. A lack of clarity 
leads to objectives that don’t achieve what’s needed, and we are never as clear 
as we think we are.

visual is missing



107106

Military commanders face similar problems. Like today’s rapidly  changing 
 markets, the battlefield is a dynamic, high-risk, and sometimes chaotic 
 environment. Military leaders must be able to communicate objectives clearly 
so that every soldier understands not just what to do but why they are doing it. 
If a plan of attack fails, troops may use their initiative to find alternate methods 
of achieving their objectives. In other words, they are free to innovate within the 
context provided by a clear expression of their leader’s intentions.

In military terms, this is known as Commander’s Intent. The US Marine Corps 
first used this term, but it is now widely used throughout several military organ-
izations. The concepts behind Commander’s Intent are just as applicable to the 
business world as to the battlefield. They provide a simple guide to the setting 
of objectives. Commander’s Intent must be:

• Clear. Objectives must be at such a level that every person can  understand 
how they can help achieve them. Military leaders distinguish  between 
 Strategic Objectives, high-level aims that reflect national policy, and  lower-level 
 Operational Objectives. Companies, too, need Strategic  Objectives, but these 
should be underpinned by Operational Objectives, which can be used as a 
guide in day-to-day decision making.

• Short and simple. If you want people to remember something while  focused 
on other tasks, it must be easily remembered. For that, it must be brief.

• In narrative form. A list of bullet points just isn’t going to tell a story, and 
many, many studies have shown that people better remember information 
presented in narrative form.

• Available to everyone. Commander’s Intent statements are included in 
every military briefing. In business, objectives must be communicated and 
repeated through integration in training, awareness-raising, and existing sys-
tems and processes.

Most importantly, Commander’s Intent should not merely describe an aspi-
ration but instead must provide a clear definition of an achievable, desired, 
and measurable outcome. Practical business objectives are integrated into the 
workflow and used to guide decisions. TRUE NORTH provides a tool to create 
these objectives.

TRUE NORTH is a simple process designed to achieve a clear statement of 
Commander’s Intent. The steps in this process are:

• What is the story? (Narrative)
• What do you want to be? (Outcome)
• What don’t you want to do? (Restrictions)
• What are the operational constraints? (Tactical)
• Where do people start? (Here are places to start)
• Then, a simple one-line summary (TRUE)

The TRUE NORTH process helps define a destination, allowing for clear 
 objectives to be defined, and creating the foundation of alignment. It provides 
context for autonomy within workforces without prescribing what to do to get 
there. That’s important because it does not block agility, being the ability to 
modify or even completely change direction according to circumstances. It 
 allows management to focus on WHAT and WHY while allowing people to use 
their expertise to define HOW.

The objectives derived from the TRUE NORTH process are cascading, ranging 
from high-level strategic objectives to lower-level operational objectives. They 
apply vertically in an organization, affecting every level from upper manage-
ment to the workforce, but they are also shared horizontally, crossing divisional 
silos. I recommend that you create at least three objectives one strategic, one 
operational related to working smarter, and one focused on culture change. 
The objectives derived from this process must be:

• Clear, simple, and easy to understand.
• Strong, bold, and challenging.
• Meaningful.
• Achievable.
• Motivating.

visual is missing
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Most importantly, these objectives must tell people what success will look like, 
motivate them to strive for it, and tell them what they should do next to work 
towards it. Important; research reported in the journal Research Technology 
Management found that the two most significant drivers of innovation port-
folio success are: 1) Project aligned with business objective, 2) Development 
spending reflects the business’s strategy.

Let’s return to the example mentioned earlier of Wendy’s. Using the TRUE 
NORTH process, their mission statement might have looked like this:

This version provides a much clearer set of objectives that don’t just offer 
 motivation but support decision-making at every level. Developing these 
 objectives takes time, but not too much time; people need a period to adjust to 
change, and the sooner effective objectives are in place, the sooner alignment 
will  happen.

Using Alignment To Become Exponential.
The book Exponential Organizations from the author Salim Ismail describes 
 organizations that have gone beyond profitable and successful to become 
what he calls “exponential”, having a disproportionate output and effect on the 
 marketplace. Ismail identifies common factors in such companies,  including 
innovative corporate structures and leveraging new tech effectively. One 
 important factor is that these organizations all have a higher aspirational 
 purpose that transcends strategic objectives.

This over-arching aspiration, defined as a “Massive Transformational Purpose” 
(MTP), drives the organization at every level. It’s why the organization exists, 
and the MTP provides not just motivation but also an essential guiding princi-
ple for decision-making. The best MTPs are simple and can be expressed in a 
few words. Examples include:

visual is missing

• Google ‘Organize the World’s Information.’
• SpaceX ‘Humans must become a multi-planetary species.’
• Tesla ‘Accelerate the transition to sustainable transportation.’
• Boston Children’s Hospital ‘Until Every Child is Well.’
• Best Friends Animal Rescue ‘Save them All.’

An essential element of the process of evolving into an Exponential Organi-
zation is defining MTP. Fortunately, alignment provides not just a framework 
for defining objectives but also the ability to develop MTP. We have added 
to  earlier work done on JTBD and business model innovation to create an 
 alignment process and a template to gather your thoughts about MTP.

MTP can provide a powerful driver for change that resonates throughout an 
 organization. Defining an organization’s reason for existence boosts morale 
and provides alignment at every level and a guiding principle for innovation.

Final Thoughts.
Alignment is the cornerstone of innovation success. It is quite simply the foun-
dation on which everything else is built.

By its very nature, innovation demands that people are given autonomy and the 
freedom to be creative. If uncontrolled, these things can lead to internal com-
petition, conflict, and wasted time and resources. Alignment provides a higher 
purpose, the framework within which creative freedom can be  channeled and 
controlled.

But, alignment provides much more than a context for innovation. It compels 
an organization to consider fundamental questions of why it exists, where it is 
now, and where it wants to be in the future. It provides a vision of what success 
looks like and enables the development of clear, effective, and useful strategic 
and operational objectives, perhaps even to MTP. These provide motivation 
and direction and ensure that everyone is working towards the same vision of 
success.

Alignment provides the map for the journey of innovation, ensuring that every-
one understands the direction of travel and how they can contribute to moving 
things forward. Alignment is the essential foundation upon which all successful 
change is built.

visual is missing
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3 3 
BUILD

PART

CHAPTER 10:  
BUILD INTRODUCTION

Once you know what you want to do, it is time to build ideas that have a 
chance to deliver on your objectives. Contrary to the belief that building ideas 
is limited to a select few, there are tools and techniques to help any team build 
better ideas.

1. Better problem formulation
2. Effectuation (looking for ideas at home using available resources)
3. Systematic search for stimulus and diversity
4. Techniques to continue building ideas

With these tools and techniques, the process is clear, but clear does not mean 
easy. Building ideas is a numbers game. If you want good ideas, you need to 
build a lot of ideas and then start getting a lot of feedback to improve these 
ideas. Without a doubt, the key to success in idea building is persistence and 
a constant sense of purpose. Genius and inspiration will get you started but 
won’t get you all the way.

In this section, you will learn a 7-step process anyone can use to build ideas 
faster and more effectively.

A step-by-step process Where you’ll find more info

Step 1 Familiarize yourself with the objectives 
and challenges.

Chapter 11: Defining Your Innovation 
challenge: What Is the Problem You  
Need to Solve?Step 2 Challenge the problem definition.

Step 3 Understand what you have and how to 
leverage it.

Chapter 12: Starting with What You Have: 
Effectuation and the Power of Action.

Step 4 Stimulus mining. Chapter 13: No More Brain Drains. It’s 
Time to Start Building Ideas. If You Want 
More and Better Ideas, Look for Stimulus 
and Diversity.

Step 5 Individual brainwriting.

Step 6 Group Work.

Step 7 Rework. Chapter 14: The Power of Persistence: 
Why You Must Keep Moving Forward 
While Being Prepared to Change 
 Direction.

Deliverables.
After going through this section of the book, you will be better able to build 
new ideas and improve existing ideas that fit your TRUE NORTH objectives.

Learning
Systems
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CHAPTER 11: 
DEFINING YOUR  

INNOVATION CHALLENGE:  
WHAT IS THE PROBLEM  

YOU NEED TO SOLVE?

 
We all like to solve problems,  

but that isn’t always the most  
effective way to make things better.

 

“The Lines Are Too Long!”
Waiting in a line that seemed to go on forever, stretching along a sunbaked 
sidewalk, little Suzie was unfazed. She was captivated by Cinderella talking to 
all of the little girls; her brother Johnny was not interested in princesses. Before 
he could pull Suzie’s hair again, Buzz Lightyear arrived, and it was Johnny’s 
turn to be starstruck. Both Dad and Mom breathed a sigh of relief.

“The lines are too long ... was the complaint regularly received from  otherwise 
happy customers at Walt Disney Company theme parks. Disneyland in both 
California and Florida, while hugely popular, both suffered from the same 
 problem; the sheer number of visitors meant that queues for rides were con-
sistently long.

When tasked with finding a solution, the team chose to focus on the problem 
and determined that reducing the queues’ length was a seemingly impossible 
challenge. For safety reasons, they could not change the number of people 
admitted at a time, and space restrictions did not allow for additional rides. It 
was then that the Disney “Imagineers” took a completely different approach; 
instead of trying to eliminate the queues, they set out to make them part of the 
enjoyable theme park experience.

Art and murals were added to queueing areas, and as technology developed, 
they installed videos and interactive games to keep their guests distracted. 
They sent the Disney characters to interact with the anxious parents and their 
over-excited but impatient children, keeping them entertained during the long 
wait. The queues did not get shorter, but customers stopped complaining as 
being in line was now part of the fun and offered welcome relief to parents. 
Sometimes tackling a problem head-on may not be the best approach, but 
viewing it from a different perspective could provide the perfect solution.

Dealing with business problems is not just a matter of looking for solutions. 
That may sound counterintuitive, but there is a better, more systematic way to 
approach problems that has been shown to produce good results consistently.

Instead of rushing to provide a solution, spend time looking at the problem. In 
the Disney example, the obvious approach was to shorten the queues. Instead, 
changing customers’ perception of the queueing experience was the key. Look-
ing at problems differently can help avoid the issue that faces many managers 
who find themselves solving the same problems repeatedly.

In this chapter, you will learn that it is not just about finding solutions but learn-
ing a more effective approach by looking at the whole problem-solving process 
in new ways.

We All Love to Solve Problems…

“If I had an hour to solve a problem, 
I’d spend fifty-five minutes thinking 
about the problem and five minutes 

thinking about solutions.”
ALBERT EINSTEIN
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There is a perception that one of the leading roles of management in any or-
ganization is to solve problems. It may offer some truth, but there is a danger 
that managers come to see their roles as wholly defined by their ability to solve 
problems as promptly and efficiently as possible.

The desire to quickly find and implement a solution is understandable, but it 
can solve the wrong problems or find neither effective nor permanent solu-
tions. Reactive problem solving can be a barrier to innovation. The temptation 
is always to use the solution that worked last time, even though this implies 
that a solution to the original problem was never found.

Of course, managers must solve problems! But learning from those problems 
offers a more long-term benefit to the organization. If they take the time to 
really study the problem and consider all alternative angles, it can provide even 
more benefit, thus generating better and more innovative solutions.

Problems facing organizations are rarely simple. Most are the outcome of com-
plex causation chains and separate but connected sub-problems. Trying to 
solve a problem without fully understanding the underlying issues is equivalent 
to bailing water out of a small leaky boat. It may help keep you afloat in the 
short-term, but it would be better to understand why the boat is leaking and 
to fix that instead.

There are many different terms used to describe complex problems, but one 
of the most common is “messy”, first used by author Dave Hancock in his 
book Tame, Messy and Wicked Risk Leadership. According to Hancock, messy 
problems are “clusters of interrelated or interdependent problems, or systems of 
problems”. These are approached by first attempting to understand the scope 
and reach of the problem entirely and only then attempting to resolve their 
complexities and look for solutions.

Even if taking the time to understand your problem seems like a lot of work, it 
is important not to skip this step. If you want to be an artist of creativity, you 
can follow the advice of Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi in his book Creativity and 
problem finding in art. He shows what separates good artists from great artists 
is seldom their ability to find solutions, but rather their ability to identify the 
right problems.

 

Problem finding is what makes expert idea builders

Csikszentmihalyi, M., & Getzels, J.W (1988), Creativity and problem finding in art.

Do You Have a Problem?
Yes? The start is not about solving a problem; it is about identifying if you have 
a problem. At first glance, this seems like a weak question, as we can all recog-
nize a problem when we encounter one. However, if we are going to consider 
how best to approach problem-solving, we also need to spend a little time 
thinking about just what we mean by a problem.

In very general terms, a problem is a mismatch between how things are at the 
moment and how we would like them to be. Arthur B. VanGundy, in his book 
Techniques of Structured Problem Solving, proposed a more formal definition. A 
problem, he claimed, consists of five distinct preconditions:

1. The existence of a gap between what is and what should be.
2. An awareness that a gap exists.
3. The motivation to decrease the gap.
4. An ability to measure the size of the gap, and,
5. The ability and resources required to close the gap.

This formal definition may be helpful because we can then break down how 
we decide if we have a problem by looking at each of these conditions in turn. 
In this way, the process may look like this:
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Doing the Wrong Thing, Righter.

“We fail more often because we solve 
the wrong problem than because we 
get the wrong solution to the right 

problem.”
RUSSELL ACKOFF

Once we decide that we have a problem, the next issue is precisely describing 
what that problem is. We often base problem-solving on the mistaken assump-
tion that all the issues around that problem are already understood by merely 
identifying a problem, and all we then need to do is focus on these to identify 
a solution. Unfortunately, this is rarely true. Messy problems are the most com-
mon in large organizations and are generally complex. Unless the real nature 
of a problem is understood, solutions are likely to be superficial and ineffective.

When looking at a problem, do not just accept the information you are given; 
think about other factors that may not yet have been identified. Think about 
the perception of the problem; sometimes, meaningful change can come not 
from seeking solutions but from changing perceptions. Think about underlying 
causes, objectives, and motivations. Are these fully understood? If not, can a 
change in thinking negate the problem or lead to a different solution?

If we attempt to solve problems quickly, without an understanding of the under-
lying issues, there is a danger that the solutions we provide may  actually make 
things worse. Solving a problem as if it were entirely separate from everything 
else that goes on in an organization may create more serious problems. Even 
asking stakeholders what they need may not help. Henry Ford is reported to 
have said, when asked about the design for his first automobiles: “If I had asked 
people what they wanted, they would have said faster horses.”

The reality is the problems your users are raising, or your experts are talking about 
are often not the real problems. Part of what you need to do is to  empathize more 
deeply to understand the problem entirely. With a more  in-depth understanding, 
you can take different actions. Instead of delivering faster horses, you can focus 
on designing better ways to commute, like  improved  motored vehicles.

Here are some questions that will help you gain a more in-depth understanding 
of the problem:

• WHAT is it about? 
• WHAT are the barriers or constraints?
• WHO has the problem?
• WHO is the real user, or what does the real user need (not what they are 

saying, but the job they are trying to do)?
• WHEN does it occur or not occur?

• WHERE does it occur or not occur?
• HOW would we measure if it was improved or solved or made worse?

A deep understanding of the problem is essential. Without this, we may tackle 
the wrong problem or the right problem in the wrong way. The title of this 
 section comes from a quote by Russell Ackoff:

“The righter we do the wrong thing, the wronger we become. When we make 
a mistake doing the wrong thing and correct it, we become wronger. When we 
make a mistake doing the right thing and correct it, we become righter.”

Providing a quick-fix solution may mean that we continue to follow the wrong 
approach and get better at it. That is doing the wrong thing, righter. Far more 
effective is using a problem structuring approach to find the right thing and 
then learn how to do it better.

Problem Structuring.
The main purpose of structuring is to reduce a problem to its essence and, as 
far as possible, unclouded by personal bias. Only when we are at this point can 
we begin to consider what to do about the problem itself.

Problem structuring is best done not just by one person but by a team who 
brings their perspectives to the process. We all tend to react to problems sub-
jectively based on our own experience and expertise. Suppose we are trying to 
resolve a complex, multidisciplinary problem. In that case, we are more likely 
to fully understand it if we have a range of different experiences and expertise 
involved in the process.

Using a team to undertake problem structuring also helps avoid personal bias. 
It can affect how we see any particular problem, and it often arises when we 
are very familiar with a specific part of an organization or a particular process. 
Russell Ackoff tells a story which illustrates this perfectly:

A much-loved elderly woman attended a newly established free health 
clinic to have a check-up. She had health issues which involved her 
heart. On her way back up the stairs to her fourth-story apartment, she 
had a heart attack, collapsed, and died on the stairs.

The new clinic team was horrified, and the Head of Medical Services 
lamented the lack of doctors; “If only we had more doctors, we could 
arrange home visits, and this wouldn’t have happened. The Head of 
 Finance disagreed; There are lots of doctors, but the problem is that 
they’re all in private practice, and she couldn’t have afforded a home visit. 
The Head of Support Services disagreed with both; If we had installed an 
elevator in that old building, this wouldn’t have happened! The Head of 
Social Work didn’t agree with any of them; If she hadn’t been alienated 
from her son who owns a large bungalow, she could have lived with him, 
and this wouldn’t have happened!”
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What kind of problem was this? Was it a medical, financial, architectural, or 
social work problem? The answer is that it was simultaneously none of these 
things, and all of them – labels like this do not help define the real nature of the 
problem; they simply reveal the experiential bias of the people applying them.

How do we recognize when our structuring of the problem has gone as far as 
it can? One way of checking this is by asking a series of fundamental questions 
about the problem:

• Do we agree that we have all the information we need to structure the 
problem?

• Are we all agreed that we have an understanding of the real essence of the 
problem?

• Does everybody involved understand the problem in the same way?
• Are we all agreed that we are defining the right problem?

Only if the answer to all of these questions is “yes” can we assume that we have 
a good understanding of the problem and the structuring phase is complete. 
However, we are not yet ready to think about solutions. Instead, we need to 
consider whether we have framed the problem in the best way?

Framing the Problem.

“The formulation of a problem is often 
more essential than its solution...”

VANGUNDY

Framing is how we describe and interpret a problem, including the context 
 within which the problem exists. It is essential because framing a problem 
 poorly can be a barrier to finding an effective solution. Even more useful, 
 reframing can itself sometimes suggest a solution.

Behavioral scientist J. W. Getzels published an article titled The Problem of the 
Problem. This article included an anecdote that neatly encapsulates the bene-
fits of framing / reframing problems. The story, as related by Getzels, goes like 
this:

On their way to a seminar, two people in separate hire cars are driving 
on a deserted highway. The first car has a puncture, and the driver stops. 
On checking the trunk, he discovers that no jack has been provided, so 
he cannot change the tire. He formulates the problem as “I need a jack” 
and he begins to walk back towards the nearest town, hoping that he 
will be able to hitch a lift and find a shop where he can buy a jack.

A short time later, the second hire car also has a puncture along the 
same stretch of the deserted highway. The driver stops and also discov-
ers that no jack has been provided. However, this driver formulates the 

problem as “I need a means of raising the car.” This driver sees an open 
barn a short distance away with a block and tackle, used to raise heavy 
bales of hay. This driver takes the car to the barn and uses the block and 
tackle to raise it to change the flat tire.

The result is that the second driver is on his way to the seminar while the first is 
still walking back towards town to search for a jack. In each case, the situation 
was the same, but by framing the problem differently, the second driver saw an 
easily accessible solution close at hand, which the first driver missed because 
his focus was on a narrower view of the problem.

Sometimes, reframing suggests a solution that is contained within the problem 
itself. It has been described as a “Problution”, a term first used by VanGundy 
to “symbolize the close relationship between problems and solutions”. The act 
of reframing the problem in different ways can produce a framing in which 
the solution is inherent, and this combination of problem and solution is more 
common than might be expected.

Reframing not only helps to find ways of dealing with a problem but can also 
make the process more positive. Ronald Lippitt at the University of Michigan 
observed that when groups begin tackling a situation by focusing on problems, 
they get depressed. Setting out to solve a problem overwhelms people and 
drains their energy. By contrast, Lippitt saw that when groups began working 
towards a vibrant vision of a “preferred future”, they had more energy and mo-
tivation. Remember the Disney example; finding ways to make queues move 
faster would probably not have been an exciting piece of work, but creating a 
more enjoyable queueing experience provided the Imagineers with satisfaction 
and fulfillment. Do not focus on problems; focus on where you want to be once 
you fix them.

I suggest you repeat this process at least four times or until you find a problu-
tion.

If, after four attempts, you have not been able to reframe in a way that negates 
the problem, it is finally time to think about what can be done to deal with the 
problem itself.
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Making Problems Dissolve Away.

“Give a hungry man a fish, and you feed 
him for a day. Teach him to fish, and 

you feed him for a lifetime.”
CHINESE PROVERB

Most of us think that the best response to a problem is to find a solution. How-
ever, Dr. Russell Ackoff described four different ways of dealing with problems, 
of which only one involves finding a solution. All are valid approaches, but all 
have particular applications and benefits, and these four ways are generally 
considered as a hierarchy, from least to most effective:

We will use the example. Your partner is complaining that you never cook nice 
dinners anymore.

Absolution means ignoring the problem in the hope that it will become 
less important over time. If we accept that a problem is a gap between 
where we are and where we want to be, absolution means modifying 
the view of where we want to be. It is probably the most common way 
to deal with problems in an organization – unless the problem is suffi-
ciently serious, we learn to live with it and work around it. Absolution 
can work well in a static environment, though where there are constant 
changes, an ignored problem can become more rather than less signif-
icant over time. It may also work well where a problem has a fixed and 
known duration – there is no point in undertaking a six-month program 
to examine a problem that is likely to last only three months.

Example, absolution would mean simply ignoring this complaint and 
hoping that it will be forgotten. (ps. From personal experience, this is not 
a suggested solution)

Resolution means looking into the past to find ways of dealing with 
a current problem. It does not necessarily mean that you will find an 
 optimum solution, but there is a strong temptation to believe that it 
may work again if it worked previously. This approach involves qualita-
tive judgments, trial, and error, and may provide an answer that is “good 
enough” and takes us back to a previous state where the problem did 
not exist.

Example, resolution would mean that you would once again cook a 
meal for your partner that had previously turned out well.

Solution means precisely what it says, finding a course of action that 
negates the problem as far as possible. It is what we are conditioned to 
do, but there is a danger that a solution that is not fully considered will 
provide only short-term answers or may even create new problems. It 
is also worth considering that no problem ever truly stays solved in a 

dynamic organizational environment. Problems exist within a particu-
lar and ever-changing context, so even though this may seem the best 
 approach, it will only provide a temporary solution.

Example, a solution would be if you went ahead and cooked something 
new and appetizing. However, your partner may then expect you to con-
tinue cooking interesting new meals.

Dissolution means redesigning the system in which the problem exists 
to remove it or change perceptions or approaches to negate the prob-
lem. It is the best approach and the most effective way to create lasting 
change.

Example, you take your partner out for a pleasant meal in a restaurant 
rather than cooking yourself.

Often, restructuring or reframing a problem can help find ways to dissolve it. 
However, that is not always possible. In that case, a solution should be sought. 
If a solution cannot be found, it may be possible to consider a resolution for the 
problem. If none of these are workable, we may have to absolve ourselves of 
responsibility for finding a response and instead learn to live with it. Let’s take 
a look at a particular, real-life example.

Refrigerator doors can open from the left or the right. Demand for either 
type varies according to the customer’s personal preferences and where 
the refrigerator is to be placed in relation to other units and appliances.

In the 1950s, the Appliance Division of General Electric was one of the 
largest suppliers of refrigerators in the US market. Stocking both right-
hand and left-hand doors caused major inventory problems. Both types 
had to be stocked, and demand variations often led to an excess of one 
type and running out of another. It directly affected sales, as if a custom-
er could not buy a GE refrigerator with the door opening they wanted, 
they were likely to buy another brand.

The initial response to what was seen as a stock-control problem was 
absolution, simply ignoring the issue, but this had a marked and nega-
tive effect on sales. Next was resolution, and they asked the sales teams 
to use historical data to forecast future demand for stocks of both 
door types. This solution was partially successful, but the variations in 
 demand continued to be a problem.

The final answer to the problem was dissolution. GE redesigned all of its 
refrigerators with doors that could be hung on either side. Customers no 
longer had to choose between one or the other and, even better, if the 
refrigerator was moved to a new location, the door could be rehung to 
open the other way if required. GE sales of refrigerators improved, and 
the problem dissolved.

In this example, reframing changed the focus so that this was no longer seen 
as merely a stock-control problem and helped lead to dissolution as the most 
effective response. However, that is not always possible. If the problem cannot 
be dissolved, you may have to look at solutions.



123122

We Have a Problem…
If you have identified a problem and decided that absolution, resolution, and 
dissolution are impossible, you will want to start looking at potential solutions. 
In general, problems fall into two distinct categories:

Engineering Problems are relatively simple, and the solution will involve 
a defined and limited change to a technology, a process, or a system.

Non-Structured Problems are more complex, and their solution will 
 involve a high degree of creativity.

If you are dealing with an engineering problem, you can develop a hypothesis 
that will lead to a theory that can be tested, prototyped, and refined. You may 
need to involve engineers and specialists in developing your hypothesis, but 
this should allow you to create a theory reasonably fast. In general, finding a 
solution to an Engineering Problem is relatively simple.

If you are dealing with a non-structured problem which may include nested 
sub-problems and cut across several processes and systems, your solution 
must be a creative one. This type of problem, also referred to as “messy”, will be 
complex and most likely require a complex solution. Developing such a solu-
tion can be made easier by using the “True North” concept introduced earlier.

Using the True North approach provides a framework to allow you to define 
your approach to a problem. It is important because whatever approach you 
take is probably not going to be simple. Having a coherent way to express the 
problem and what you intended to do about it is extremely useful in planning 
and communicating this to others.

visual is missing

visual is missing

Solving problems is an essential part of innovation. But innovation does not 
just happen when we solve a problem; innovation is the solution that results 
from taking a structured approach to problem-solving.

Next Steps: 

visual is missing
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(update) Download this and other canvases at www.tiny.cc/cyclescanvas-
comments/

Key Take-Aways

• Do not rush to find a solution – first, use problem 
 structuring to make sure you really understand the problem.

• Try reframing the problem – sometimes, looking at the 
problem  differently can lead to it not being a problem at all.

• A solution is not always the best answer – dissolution is usually best, 
but absolution and resolution are also viable options for dealing with a 
problem.

Next Up: Problem-solving is an essential part of innovation; 
 innovations are often solutions to problems. However, the process of 
building ideas into commercially viable products or services involves 
much more than just solving problems. In the next chapter, we will 
look at an approach that the most effective innovators use to turn 
their ideas into business opportunities.
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CHAPTER 12:  
STARTING WITH WHAT YOU HAVE: 

EFFECTUATION AND  
THE POWER OF ACTION

Some people are consistently better at 
building ideas and businesses. What is 

different about them?

We Need to Make Dinner with What!
Mike looked into his bag a second time, and things didn’t look any better. Sue 
did the same hoping that a second look would somehow change what she saw 
in her bag.

I had just split my MBA course into groups, each tasked with making a part of 
our upcoming meal. For example, group 1 had a bag with figs, onions, carrots, 
eggs, olives, and veal. Their job was to make the main dish. Group 2’s bag had 
anchovies, butter, lemons, sour cream, and port wine. Their job was to make 
the appetizer.

They had two hours to prepare and serve the meal and meet the challenge 
to impress the Dean and his wife with their culinary skills. But the rules were 
 simple – they needed to cook with what they had. If the other groups were 
willing, they could trade ingredients. But looking up recipe ideas on the inter-
net – that would be cheating!

I assured them that previous groups had succeeded, and they would learn a 
lot from this experience. Earlier in the day, I had been teaching the theory of 
effectuation, talking about concepts like “a bird in the hand” (start with what 
you have), crazy quilts (forming partnerships), and the lemonade principle 
( leveraging surprise). For the students, all these ideas made perfect sense when 
we talked about the lives of entrepreneurs.

But now it was time to put these ideas into action, and the “proof would be 
in the pudding”. Earlier that day, they would have never imagined the hodge-
podge collection of ingredients they’d be handed with the expectation of pre-
paring a meal!

Being a competitive group, they accepted the challenge. They started by ran-
domly combining weird ingredients and forming groups to run experiments. 
They talked about meals they had eaten in the past and looked for inspirations 
in their collective experiences. (This process is technically called leveraging 
means.)

The first combinations weren’t great, and some were even worse than you 
could imagine, bordering on being disgusting. Then they started classifying 
ingredients that might work together and started trading between the groups. 
Group 1 traded eggs and lemon for port, butter, and some sour cream, to  create 
a dish of gently sauteed veal garnished with caramelized onions and figs, 
topped off with sour cream. Group 2 cooked the eggs and served the ancho-
vies with chopped eggs topped with lemon. They couldn’t figure out what to 
do with the olives, so they used them to garnish the plate.

The result was better than anyone imagined and was probably better than if 
they had been given a credit card and gone shopping. Both groups learned the 
real power of working with what you have, trying what you can, and taking 
action again and again.

One of the key messages I had continuously shared throughout the course 
was that chance favors those that make the best use of what they have. Even 
if you’re handed lemons, great innovators find ways to make lemonade (or 
combine lemon with chopped eggs and anchovies to make a great appetizer).
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Successful Idea Builders Are Different…

“The critical ingredient is getting off 
your butt and doing something.  

It’s as simple as that. A lot of people 
have ideas, but there are few who 

decide to do something about them 
now. Not tomorrow. Not next week. 
But today. The true entrepreneur is  

a doer, not a dreamer.”
NOLAN BUSHNELL, FOUNDER OF ATARI INC.

During my MBA course, making dinner made me think about how we  approach 
innovation and what kind of mindset is needed to produce the most effective 
approach. In simple terms, there are two options; you can plan, or you can take 
action. Planning may be of limited value in an uncertain and rapidly-changing 
world, but as we were forced to do in preparing our meal, moving directly to 
action brought about fast, innovative and memorable results.

I found that I wasn’t the only person interested in this. Cognitive scientist 
Professor Saras D. Sarasvathy of the University of Virginia Darden School of 
Business spent over fifteen years working with a team of researchers to iden-
tify common factors in the mindset of the most successful “serial” innovators. 
Anyone can get lucky once, but if someone succeeds at innovation over and 
over again, that suggests that they are using a different and more effective 
approach. What she found was that four separate but linked elements were 
common to the mindset of all these consistent innovation winners:

First, they were willing to take action. Many people have ideas. Fewer 
are prepared to take the necessary action to test and refine those ideas. 
After all, no-one wants to fail, and the most reliable way to avoid failure 
is not to do anything. It takes boldness and vision to take the action 
required to turn an idea into something concrete. That’s the most signif-
icant difference between successful innovators and the rest. Some ideas 
will become successful new products, and some won’t. The only way to 
find out is to work at developing and testing the idea. Unless you act, 
your great idea will remain no more than a great idea...

Second, they started with what they already had. The conventional 
approach to developing a new product is to identify a Job-To-Be-Done 
and gather the resources needed to create a product that fulfills that 
JTBD. What Professor Sarasvathy discovered is that’s not how the most 
successful serial innovators work. Instead, they begin with a hunch about 
a potential new product or service. They then look at what they already 
have available in terms of resources, experience, and potential partners, 
and then work towards building a solution based on this.

Third, they reduced both risk and fear. Successful innovators reduce 
fear by looking at the worst that could happen (see the Face Your Fears 
chapter) and deciding in advance how much they could afford to lose if 
the idea did not succeed. Having a clear understanding of the downside 
also allows them to mitigate potential risks, and bringing in partners to 
spread that risk.

Fourth, they were flexible in how they worked towards their goal. 
The solution they develop may not meet the JTBD in the way original-
ly envisaged. Sometimes it may end up meeting an entirely different 
JTBD. Recognizing this and being prepared to change direction or pivot 
completely is a crucial element of the winning innovation mindset.

Professor Sarasvathy called the mindset that comes from these four elements 
“effectuation”. Effectuation isn’t a set of rules for innovation or guidelines for 
starting a new business. It’s a different way of thinking and, in particular, a dif-
ferent way of approaching innovation. The good news is, anyone can develop 
this winning mindset.

Action Beats Uncertainty.

“Thinking (differently or otherwise) is 
great, but absolutely nothing changes 

unless you act. Painters can think 
all they want about painting, but 

until they pick up a brush, there is no 
picture. And if you are in business, 
you can think all you want about 

a new product or service, but until 
you act on the idea, there is nothing 

tangible to show for all that thought.”
LEONARD SCHLESINGER, JUST START

A willingness to take action lies at the heart of effectuation. It’s about using 
what you have available right now to start making progress towards your goal 
rather than delaying action until you have the perfect set of ingredients. Using 
effectual thinking may not lead to precisely the solution you had imagined. 
Still, it will lead to action, and taking action is a critical and fundamental part of 
effective idea building.

The world is changing rapidly, and any attempt to predict the future is risky. 
That’s one of the problems with causal thinking; the approach taught in most 
business schools and most entrepreneurship courses. Causal thinking is based 
on a supposition that we can accurately predict the future and map out a 
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 detailed strategy, a clearly defined objective, and a set of pre-set milestones. 
But who really knows what the world will look like in six months or a year? 
 Using effectual action, action based on effectual thinking means that, instead 
of struggling to understand what the future may look like, you instead take 
action that will help to define that future.

More importantly, you don’t learn from just thinking; you learn from doing. 
Learning is one of the fundamental keys to innovation, and effective innovation 
comes from learning faster than your competitors. The faster you act, the faster 
you learn. Effectuation provides a framework for capturing learning, reducing 
risk, and ensuring that action is effective.

“Action Trumps Everything.”
LEONARD SCHLESINGER, JUST START

Applying an effectual approach makes action not just more likely but inevita-
ble. If you adopt the effectual mindset, you won’t be wondering when or if you 
should start acting; all you need to consider is what to do next. 

Effectual action is based on five principles.

Five Principles for Effectual Action:
1. Start with what you have. This is fundamental to effectual thinking. Don’t 
plan where you want to be, and then start gathering all the resources you need 
to get there. That’s causal thinking. Stand that on its head and use effectual 
thinking; look at what you already have and consider what you can make out of 
that. Stop looking for Big Ideas that will change everything and focus on things 
you can start working on now with what you already have.

Start within your opportunity space, the area in which available knowledge and 
experience give you the most insight and the market and sector you know best. 
Look for “opportunity bubbles”, emerging trends or markets that offer commer-
cial possibilities within that space. Consider how you can create new associa-
tions by combining and recombining existing resources to take advantage of 
those opportunities.

Limiting yourself to working within this space creates constraints, but a great deal 
of research suggests that this is an excellent way to improve creativity. A study 
carried out in 2015 by Ravi Mehta at the University of Illinois and Meng Zhu at 
Johns Hopkins University, Creating When You Have Less: The Impact of Resource 
Scarcity on Product Use Creativity, found that the type of constraint introduced 
by working with limited resources actually produces more effective innovation.

When people work on innovation with limited assets, they are forced to con-
sider creating new associations from existing resources. They do this because 
there is no alternative; they must find new ways to use what’s already there, 
and this demands a mental dexterity that would otherwise remain untapped. 

Far from reducing creativity, working within your opportunity space produces 
more effective innovation.

For example, in 2007, two young men from New York were having problems 
finding money to pay the rent on their shared apartment in San Francisco. 
Neither had a job, and the rent had just increased by 25%. They read a news-
paper article about the forthcoming IDSA Industrial Design conference. The 
 conference was so popular that most of the city’s hotels were fully booked, and 
the few remaining rooms were being offered at exorbitant prices.

The only resources the two men had available was space on their apartment floor 
and a couple of inflatable mattresses. Like most successful innovators, they start-
ed with this, a potential opportunity and a “what if?” question; what if they were 
to offer people who wanted to attend the conference the chance to sleep on an 
air mattress on the floor at low cost? They set up a website, Air Mattress Bed, and 
Breakfast, and attracted three guests during the conference. That allowed them 
to pay the rent, but they also wondered if the idea had any long-term potential?

Brian Chesky and Joe Gebbia are now multi-millionaires, and Airbnb is the 
largest property sharing site in the world with a net worth of over $25 billion. 
Starting with only what you already have and using that to take advantage of 
an opportunity can lead to some very successful idea building!

2. Trust your hunches. We have all had hunches and intuitive ideas that don’t 
necessarily seem backed up by empirical evidence. It can be tempting to ignore 
these hunches because we can’t readily explain them, but hunches can actually 
lead to very productive innovation. The most successful innovators frequently 
begin with a hunch about a new product. Then they ask people if they’d be 
willing to pay for it? If the answer is “yes”, they often don’t even bother with any 
detailed research; they go straight to testing whether that hunch could lead to 
a viable product.

The interesting thing about hunches is that research confirms they are often 
based on empirical data, but this is processed subconsciously. In Blink: The 
Power of Thinking Without Thinking by Malcolm Gladwell, the author describes 
the work of a psychologist, John Gottman, who provided counseling to couples 
and had an almost uncanny ability to predict whether a relationship would last 
after nothing more than a short and seemingly unrelated general conversation 
of less than 10 minutes.

Gottman’s predictions were hunches, but they were so consistently correct that 
they clearly weren’t just guesses. Extensive research showed that, due to his 
 experience of talking with couples, Gottman had such a deep, instinctive under-
standing of body language and facial cues that he understood the underlying 
dynamics of a relationship just by chatting with a couple for less than fifteen 
minutes. Even Gottman himself wasn’t aware of precisely how this worked, but 
he learned to trust his hunches.

Hunches happen when your subconscious processes empirical data, and an 
idea pops into your mind, seemingly from nowhere. In truth, this often comes 
from the unconscious application of your experience and knowledge to the 
available data.
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Hunches are valuable because they originate in your opportunity space and 
come directly from what you know best. Of course, hunches must be subject 
to the same development and testing as any other idea to ensure that they 
meet a real JTBD and that they have the potential to lead to a viable product. 
But you ignore hunches at your peril. Hunches allow you to act quickly, without 
waiting for the outcome of lengthy data analysis, and speed is always some-
thing to value in innovation.

3. Manage risk. Decide in advance how much you can afford to lose on pur-
suing a new idea (not how much you hope to make). Set this as the limit for 
expenditure to get you to the point where you decide to kill the idea or go 
forward with it. Knowing and understanding this reduces fear and uncertainty 
(see Protecting the Downside in the Face Your Fears chapter), which in turn, 
increases your willingness and ability to act.

It also makes sense not to try to follow many different ideas at the same time. 
Instead, focus on those that have the potential to lead to exceptional prod-
ucts or services and choose one to take forward. Conduct small-scale, focused 
 experiments to determine if the idea really has potential. Continue only to the 
point where you can assess whether or not it has the capability to become a 
viable business model. When you get there, continue the project to completion 
or kill it and learn from its failure.

4. Act to learn. Not all innovation is going to be successful. However, learning 
comes both from wins and failures, and one of the keys to successful innova-
tion is learning faster than your competitors. Inaction leads no-where. Action 
always leads to learning. If you act and are open to learning, you can be wrong, 
successfully, and turn challenges into opportunities.

Learning also promotes the ability to change direction productively. Some-
times, you don’t need to start again; you just need to consider your idea in a 
different context. What might seem initially to be a failure may turn out to be a 
success if you look at it in another way.

During World War Two, engineer James Wright worked in the General Electric 
laboratory in New Haven, Connecticut, on a project for the US War Production 
Board intended to find an alternative to rubber. He added boric acid to silicone 
oil and created a more flexible and even bouncier substance than real rubber. 
The problem was that rival projects had already produced cheaper synthetic 
rubbers that more closely matched natural rubber properties.

GE attempted to market the new substance with the name “nutty putty” but 
found little interest. It seemed that James Wright’s innovation was a failure 
 until 1949 when an unemployed advertising executive, Peter Hodgson, saw 
nutty putty at a party. He bought GE’s rights and marketed the new substance 
not as an alternative to rubber but as a children’s toy that he re-named “Silly 
Putty®”. The new toy became an instant bestseller and one of the most recog-
nized brand-names in America and beyond.

The most successful innovators take action, and they learn from that action. 
There is no learning without action, and action without learning is worthless. 
Even if an idea doesn’t lead to a viable new product, the learning from the expe-

rience of refining and testing can be extremely valuable, and it can even reveal 
new and different ways of selling that idea.

5. Get help. The best innovators look carefully at what is available to them, 
especially in current and potential stakeholders’ knowledge and experience. 
Having the right team allows the effective testing and confirmation of hunches 
and gives access to additional resources. Successful innovators don’t start with 
research and data; they start with a hunch and a team.

Bringing additional stakeholders, partners, and collaborators into the team 
 increases the opportunity space and spreads risk. Obsessing about competition 
leads to the wrong focus; studies show that up to 80% of successful innovators 
don’t even consider the competition until confident that their hunch could lead 
to a viable product.

Even the best idea will go through changes, updates, and improvements before 
it finally turns into a viable product. What you end up with may look nothing 
like the original idea, so beginning by looking at what the competition is do-
ing may be a waste of time and effort. Instead, focus on collaboration; the 
more people involved and the more varied their knowledge and experience, the 
 faster and more complete the development and testing process will be, and the 
more you will learn.

Geniuses vs. Idea Builders.

“I have not failed. I’ve just found  
10,000 ways that won’t work.”

THOMAS EDISON

The word “genius” is probably overused today, but throughout history, there 
have been a small number of people who are not only wildly creative; they 
seem to be able to do this effortlessly. The composer Wolfgang Amadeus 
 Mozart is a good example. He arrived in Vienna to perform one of his sympho-
nies, and he discovered to his horror that many people had already heard it. So, 
Mozart wrote an entirely new symphony in three days. The English poet Percy 
Bysshe Shelley wrote one of his most famous poems, Ozymandias, in less than 
fifteen minutes on the back of an old shopping list.

People like this work to a different set of rules and at a different tempo to most 
of the population. Real geniuses have less need to act and learn because they 
can figure everything out inside their heads; Einstein didn’t need to travel into 
space to build his ideas. He created a working model of the universe inside his 
mind.

Unfortunately, the notion of that kind of genius has pervaded the idea of 
 innovation. We associate the development of new ideas with creative genius. 
The problem is that this is very, very rare. Frankly, if you are a creative genius 
on Mozart or Shelley or Einstein’s level, there is little point in reading any more 
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of this chapter. Seriously, there probably isn’t anything helpful I can tell you, so 
you might as well leave now and spend your time creating something new and 
wonderful.

Bye!

OK, now that all the geniuses have left the room, we can talk about idea build-
ing, which is how the ordinary folk approach creativity. To do that, we need 
to take action because action leads to learning. And don’t worry, not being 
a  genius doesn’t mean you can’t be a great innovator. For example, Thomas 
 Edison isn’t generally regarded as a genius in the same way that some people 
are, but he was one of the most prolific inventors of all time. An important 
clue to Edison’s mindset was that when he built a research and development 
facility at Menlo Park in New Jersey, he referred to it, not as a laboratory but a 
workshop.

Laboratories are places where geniuses work. Workshops are places where 
 ordinary folk begin with hunches, take action by tinkering, refining, testing, and 
improving until they finally grind out something worthwhile. Many of the ideas 
developed at Menlo Park failed to produce useful products. Edison didn’t mind, 
just as long as he learned something from each failure.

If you want to succeed at innovation, employ a genius of Mozart or Shelley’s 
stature. If you can’t find one of those (and I’m afraid they are surpassingly 
rare), build a workshop, not a laboratory. For most of us, ideas don’t arrive 
 fully-formed and ready to sell; they are built incrementally as part of an iterative 
and repeatable idea building process through action.

Conclusion.

“Action is the foundational key  
to all success.”

PABLO PICASSO

We have probably all heard someone say, “I have a great idea for a book”. Here’s 
the thing; if they don’t sit down and pound out that book, word by painful 
word, it will remain nothing more than an idea, and no-one will ever read it. The 
process of actually writing a book is time-consuming, requires plenty of hard 
work, and the book you write is never, ever the same as the book you imagined 
because the act of writing always changes and refines your ideas.

Innovation is precisely the same. You can have the best idea ever, but if you 
want to turn that into a product, you can’t just think about it; you must act. If 
you are going to get there before your competitors, you need to act quickly.

Channel and control that action by using effectual thinking. Start inside your 
opportunity space, with what you already know and have, and build from there. 

Investigate your hunches step-by-step. Create new associations from existing 
products or services and minimize the risk by bringing in partners and deciding 
in advance how much you can afford to lose. Be prepared to change direction if 
needed. Don’t try to investigate too many things at once; be focused and learn 
from failure and success.

The real secret is to emulate the most successful serial innovators by creating 
a mindset where action is not just desirable; it’s inevitable, and the only logical 
thing you can do. Action does not always guarantee success; even if you take 
action, you may still fail. But if you don’t act on your ideas, you can be 100% 
certain that you will never succeed.

Now, what are you going to do?

Next Steps: Here is a step-by-step canvas that will take you 
through the most important things seen in this chapter.

 

visual is missing

visual is missing
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(update) Download this and other canvases at www.tiny.cc/cyclescanvas-
comments/

Key Take-Aways

• You can’t sell ideas – you can have a great idea, but if 
you don’t take action to test, develop, and refine that 
idea, it won’t ever become a viable product.

• Think effectually – Studies of the most consistently successful  innovators 
show that effectual thinking works. You, too, can use this mindset.

• Action always beats inaction – Action doesn’t always lead to successful 
innovation, but it does always lead to learning. Inaction leads nowhere. 
Don’t let the fear of failure stop you from acting.

• Start with what you have – don’t look at a JTBD and think about what 
you need to buy to create a solution. Think about what you already have, 
what and who you know, and how you can combine these to create a 
solution to a JTBD.

• Build a workshop, not a laboratory – idea building isn’t about making 
huge creative leaps; it’s about testing, developing, refining, and  combining 
what you already have, step-by-step.

Next Up: If you’ve gone through this chapter and the previous 
chapter, you’re ready to move to the next stage. You’ll learn how to 
leverage stimulus, diversity, and work better in groups. Too often, 
brainstorming is a painfully frustrating process that leads nowhere. 
You’ll learn the keys to building better ideas fast.
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CHAPTER 13:  
NO MORE BRAIN DRAINS.  

IT’S TIME TO START BUILDING 
IDEAS. IF YOU WANT MORE 

HIGH-QUALITY IDEAS, LOOK FOR 
STIMULUS AND DIVERSITY

 

Ideas are like cocktails.  
Mix, match, and taste

“Houston, we’ve had a problem here…”
Apollo 13, the third NASA manned moon mission, lifted off from the Kennedy 
Space Center on April 11, 1970. Two days later, an oxygen tank exploded while 
the spacecraft was two hundred thousand miles from Earth’s surface.

They abandoned the moon landing and calculated that it would take six days 
to bring the craft back to Earth safely. Although stocked with sufficient food, 
water, and oxygen for the trip, the explosion forced the astronauts to move from 
the damaged Command Module (CM) into the much smaller Lunar Module 
(LM). It wasn’t long before it became obvious that there was a critical problem.

The Lunar Module was fitted with CO
2
 scrubbers, units designed to remove 

deadly carbon dioxide from the atmosphere. These used removable cartridges, 
but cartridges equipped in the LM only last for two days. There were spare CO

2 
cartridges in the CM, but these were shaped and sized differently.

At the Kennedy Space Center, engineers were assembled and given a stark 
briefing: find a way to use the CM cartridges in the LM CO

2
 scrubbers, or the 

astronauts would die long before Apollo 13 returned to Earth. All they could use 
were the items available to the astronauts in the spacecraft, leaving them faced 
with a life-or-death innovation challenge.

The result was the “mailbox”, an inelegant combination of parts taken from 
 other equipment and laminated covers from operating manuals, all held 
 together with plenty of duct tape. But it worked, allowing the crew of Apollo 13 
to return to Earth safely.

There was nothing new in terms of the parts used to construct the mailbox 
on Apollo 13. It was merely a new way of putting together what was already 
 available on the spacecraft. But that is true of innovation in general.

The most common misconception about innovation is that it is based on big 
transformative ideas generated by extraordinary people. In my experience, that 
is entirely wrong. The best ideas arise from systematically putting together 
components you already have in new ways, thus creating new associations. 
The most creative innovation may come when you’re forced to work with a 
limited number of potential components.

This chapter will help you take a systematic approach to innovation, allowing 
you to develop the highest possible number of new ideas, identify and build on 
those that should be taken further, and kill those that should not.

What Is an Idea?
This chapter is about idea building, but perhaps we need to take a moment to 
answer the question, “what is an idea?”. There are hundreds, if not thousands, 
of different definitions of an idea. Perhaps an idea is like great art; you know it 
when you see it, but it is difficult to define. For this chapter (and this book), our 
definition of an idea is a spark, a seed, or an insight that has the potential to be 
grown into an innovation.

An idea =====> An innovation
Idea building

Spark, seed, insight Value = meaningfully/Unique
Capable of providing value 

 extraction

Ideas are not innovations. But some ideas can be developed, refined, and 
 improved until they become commercially viable innovations. That is what we 
mean by idea building.
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Why a Systematic Approach?

“There is no such thing as a new idea. 
It is impossible. We simply take a lot of 

old ideas and put them into a sort of 
mental kaleidoscope.”

MARK TWAIN

Successful innovation is about building ideas through a cycle of testing and 
learning underpinned by a systematic approach. Systems are the engines 
that drive the innovation process. Systems enable a consistent, step-by-step 
 approach to ensure that we have the ingredients we need for a repeatable 
 creative process. Average people who use great systems will always outperform 
talented people who work without a system.

People may be confused by the connection between a systematic approach and 
creativity. These are often seen as opposites, but that is not true.  Creativity often 
arises as part of a systematic approach. Take, for example, the very  successful 
and endlessly creative novelist Stephen King. Often praised for his ability to 
invent, King writes two thousand words every day, regardless of  circumstances. 
This disciplined, systematic approach ensures that he produces many ideas. Of 
course, not all of those ideas are great, but the more ideas you have, the better 
chance you have of creating something outstanding. Being systematic is the 
only way to ensure that you generate lots of ideas, and  generating lots of ideas 
is the best way of coming up with great ideas.

Consider that innovation does not involve anything new. (For a great discus-
sion of this in more detail, you may want to read Stephen Johnson’s book 
Where Good Ideas Come From: The Natural History of Innovation.) Innovation is 
 almost always about combining existing things in different ways and creating 
new associations. Just like those engineers at the Kennedy Space Center, you 
need to look at what’s already available and find new ways to use it.

Where do you get your new ideas? Is the single most popular question aspiring 
writers ask Stephen King. Part of the answer is that King is systematic; if you 
make yourself write two thousand words every day, you’ll inevitably generate 
new ideas. But King also acknowledges that many of his ideas are not new at 
all. On his website, he wrote: “I get my ideas from everywhere. But what all of my 
ideas boil down to is seeing maybe one thing, but in a lot of cases, it’s seeing two 
things and having them come together in some new and interesting way, and 
then adding the question ‘What if’. ‘What if’ is always the key question.”

Being systematic about innovation inevitably leads to the generation of more 
ideas, which gives a higher probability of finding useful new associations by 
asking, “what if?” Systems also provide processes for refining and improving 
new ideas and for capturing learnings.

How do you generate “what if” ideas? The most common approach is to use 
brainstorming, but it must be used at the right time to generate maximum 
benefit.

Brainstorming Alone Is not The Answer.
For a very long time, the most common approach to developing new ideas was 
brainstorming, a technique first introduced in the book, How To Think Up by 
advertising executive Alex Osborn. Osborn claimed that group brainstorming 
provided 50% more ideas than those working individually. For more than six 
decades, this has generally been taken as gospel. Part of the reason for its 
success is that this technique feels intuitively right; if a group of intelligent, 
committed people sit down together and toss ideas around, then great ideas 
are bound to come up, right?

Unfortunately, the answer appears to be less straightforward than you might 
imagine. New studies have shown that brainstorming can actually reduce 
 creativity. The most significant factor is social anxiety; in a group setting,  people 
are less likely to propose new ideas because they are concerned these will not 
be well-received by others.

A critical factor in the effectiveness of brainstorming is timing. If you use this 
technique too early, it can stifle new ideas because people have not had a 
chance to think through their ideas, making them less confident to speak up. 
However, if used later, after people have had an opportunity to work out their 
individual thoughts, it can prove more helpful.

1+1+1 = 1,5

With No pre-work 
Little Brains

With pre-work 
Big Brains

1+1+1 = 5

However, brainstorming is not about confronting people with a blank sheet 
and asking for their best ideas. You must instead provide stimulus, the raw 
material from which people can see potentially different associations. If used 
within the context of a system and, most importantly, if used at the right point 
in a stimulus-based approach, brainstorming can be a useful tool in the idea 
building process.



143142

Where New Ideas Come From.
Try this simple exercise. Take a blank sheet of paper, and at the top write a 
heading, like “New Ideas for Cool Vacations”. Now, without doing anything else, 
write down your best ideas.

I’m willing to bet that your ideas were limited. Now, try the same thing but, 
before you start writing anything down, Google “cool vacation ideas”. Limit 
yourself to looking at no more than five web pages. Now write down your 
 ideas. Do you see the difference?

The stimulus provided by looking at those web pages suggested new  locations 
and new activities. Maybe you found an article about wingsuit gliding in the 
Alps and another about the beauty of the Rocky Mountains. These led to 
the notion of wingsuit gliding in the Rockies. You have not invented wingsuit 
 gliding nor the idea of visiting the Rockies, but you may have created a new 
association by combining the two. All new ideas are really feats of association.

That is how stimulus works. You expose your brain to a wide range of  stimuli, 
which sets off a chain reaction of new thoughts and associations. There 
are two types of Stimulus; unrelated and related. Unrelated Stimulus is not 
 directly  connected to what you are looking for and can allow you to generate 
 meaningful and unique ideas, though it tends to lead to fewer ideas. Related 
Stimulus is directly relevant to your goal and tends to result in more but less 
unique ideas.

A great example of how unrelated stimulus can lead to innovation; consider the 
case of Swiss engineer George de Mestral. De Mestral was developing a new 
fastening for shoes and clothes that was more reliable than the ties common in 
the 1940s. He was not making a great deal of progress when he decided to take 
a break and go hiking in the Jura Mountains in the summer of 1948.

When he returned home, de Mestral noticed that many cockle-burs attached 
firmly to his clothing. Curious, he looked at these under a microscope and 
 discovered that tiny hooks on the burrs had engaged with loops in the fabric 
of his clothes. From that discovery, de Mestral created Velcro. There was no 
obvious way a walk in the Swiss mountains should have provided the stimulus 
for an entirely new form of fastening, but that is precisely what happened. 
Stimulus can work best when it is not obviously related and, sometimes, ideas 
come from completely unexpected places.

A great tool that can help to gather, and using stimulus, is a Spark Deck 
 approach. I learned this technique in seminars run by Innovation Engineering. 
Ideas are collected and put into “Sparks” that can be shared.

On the left
•Name
•Picture/Quote

On the right
•Questions
•Ideas raised

How to make a spark deck slide

Idea Starters

•How can we help 
people fail during the 
program

•How can we help 
people learn from 
their failures

Helping people fall

•During struggles we 
learn best

Using this approach, stimulus is collected individually and by the team in line 
with an overall strategic objective. This stimulus is then sorted and presented 
as a set of eight to twelve slides or papers, with each providing one theme 
or spark. Spark decks are a good way of allowing different stimuli to mix and 
match in new and unexpected ways. Note: for those of you familiar with light-
ning demos, the lighting demo process is similar. What I prefer in the spark deck 
method is the additional work on idea starters.

Stimulus is at the heart of idea building. Providing related and unrelated  stimuli 
enables you to mix and match to generate new associations. Of course, you can 
have too much and too little stimulus, so you need clear boundaries and objec-
tives, and context within the limits of a systematic approach. The  seven-step 
approach to idea building provides that.
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Seven Steps to Building Ideas.
There are seven clear and defined steps to effective idea building. These are:

1. Get clarity.
2. Get stimulus.
3. Get diversity.
4. Get ideas individually first.
5. Mix and match.
6. Get value from your team.
7. Kill, work more, or go.

Get clarity
Before you start looking for stimulus, you need to be clear about why are you 
looking for new ideas? Have you worked through the Alignment section of this 
book? In that case, you will already appreciate the importance of everyone un-
derstanding where the organization wants to go and how they can contribute.

With clarity on the direction, it is time to formulate your problem. (We went 
into this in some detail in Chapter 11.) It is also important to build a clear idea of 
what you have, and you can then leverage things (see effectuation, Chapter 12).

A good innovation target defines both what you are looking for and what you 
are not looking for and any relevant financial, time, functional, or other con-
straints.

Most of the available evidence suggests that the best creativity happens within 
clearly understood constraints. Blue-sky thinking has its place, but effective 
innovation is often about looking for new associations within clear guidelines.

Get stimulus
Stimulus is the fuel our brains use to create new associations. Creativity is really 
about processing stimulus; the higher the number of stimuli, the higher the 
number of new ideas. Finding stimulus is called “stimulus mining” and is an 
essential part of idea building.

If I organize an ideation workshop for a client, I may spend anything up to two 
months beforehand searching out appropriate related and unrelated stimuli. 
But how much stimulus is enough? You could spend years gathering stimulus 
and never be ready to start idea building. My suggestion is that you look for 
stimulus-related to four defined headings; the market (what are your compet-
itors doing?), insights (is there an unfulfilled customer Job To Be Done?), tech-
nology (are there new developments, even if these are not directly related to 
your market or segment?) and the future (are there identifiable new trends or 
social interactions?). I suggest that you find a minimum of five stimuli, related 
or unrelated, for each heading.

You can find unrelated stimuli almost anywhere. Most exist as unrelated videos, 
pictures, words, or objects that may not be directly related to the challenge. The 

truth is, in some ways, the more unrelated the stimuli, the better. When our 
brain tries to connect two unrelated stimuli, we force ourselves to make new 
associations, and our brains mix and match and think differently, assuming 
anything is possible. The key is to combine both related and unrelated stimuli 
to facilitate new associations. By doing this, you free your mind to skip from 
one idea to the next and break free from familiar thought patterns. It helps 
create several different mental tracks rather than staying locked into one single 
dimension.

Basic free association is used to generate ideas and represents a more natural 
approach where one thought leads to another. Stimulus is an essential element 
in this process. To give you an idea of what this might look like, some of the 
related and unrelated stimuli that I used in a discussion about turning the good 
behaviors into long-term habits started in a design sprint.

Related Stimuli

Unrelated Stimuli

Idea Starters

•What is the difference 
between one time and 
transformation

•Could you improve 
your training with 
video?

Dot

1

Duration

Period Endless

TRANSACTION TRANSITION TRANSFORMATION

Direction

Habit are about 
transformation 

Idea Starters

•Who should be leading 
the sprint?

•How to include the 
customer’s need in the 
sprint?

A man who wants to 
lead the orchestra 
must turn his back 

to the crowd 

Overcoming the Monster
Rags to Riches
The Quest
Voyage and Return 
Rebirth
Tragedy

The Stories of all-time

Apple
Starbucks
Amazon
Ben & Jerrys
Volvo
Nike

Famous Companies

Comedy
Drama
Horror
Action
Bollywood
Western

Types of Movies

The more diverse the stimuli, the more unique your ideas will be. Just imagine 
what you might come up with as an idea if you were asked to combine:

Bollywood + Rebirth + Apple
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Get diversity

“If everyone is thinking alike,  
then somebody isn’t thinking.”

GENERAL GEORGE S. PATTON

One of the most often overlooked and underestimated elements of innovation 
is the importance of diversity. Several studies have proven this to be a signifi-
cant factor in the generation of new ideas.

Diversity is bringing together a range of people from different backgrounds, 
 different skill-sets, and different abilities. You might instinctively feel that bringing 
together the smartest and most experienced people in your organization is the 
best way to get new ideas, but diversity trumps skill and experience every time.

Let’s consider two groups of problem-solving agents and rank these agents 
by their average performance. The Alpha group has the 20 “best” agents, and 
the Diverse group has 20 “random” agents. Each group works collectively. The 
Alpha Group brings together people with similar IQs, intelligence, and prob-
lem-solving abilities. Comparing the two groups purely from IQ, the Alpha 
group clearly looks the best.

Alpha Group Diverse Group

135 132 135

139 138 137 121 11184

75 91135

 

The Diverse group is a random collection of people with high IQ but low prob-
lem-solving ability, and others may have a low IQ but a high problem-solving abil-
ity. The results of many studies confirm that the Alpha group will provide a narrow 
range of solutions where the Diverse group will produce more and varied ideas.

Alpha Group Diverse Group

BCD ADE BCD

ABC ABD ACD AHK AEGFD

EZ ILBCD

“Most of the time, the diverse group 
outperforms the group of the best  

by a substantial margin.”
SEE LU HONG AND SCOTT PAGE  

PROCEEDINGS OF THE NATIONAL ACADEMY OF SCIENCES

Bringing new members into a team, even if they are less experienced, makes 
the group smarter because the new members can offer what is not already 
known by everyone else. It also keeps people’s mistakes from being correlated. 
Diversity increases both the depth and breadth of your business thinking. The 
ideal group includes a diversity of knowledge and ability, combined with suffi-
cient connection points to allow people to work harmoniously together.

Get ideas individually first
Before people are brought together in a team, they need time to develop ideas 
individually. Set objectives, introduce Spark Decks, and give people the time 
and space to consider them independently. It is sometimes called brainwriting 
and is proven to increase creativity while allowing the participants to overcome 
any social anxiety that may prevent them from speaking out in a brainstorm-
ing session. This process is also called Combined Brainwriting when, after free 
individual writing, each participant then brings their ideas for discussion by the 
group.

There are several brainwriting techniques, but one I find particularly useful is 
a timed exercise that uses sketches and doodles rather than complex written 
arguments. Working alone, each participant is given twenty minutes to gather 
information and a further twenty minutes to outline solutions. After which just 
eight minutes are offered to draft eight simple sketches representing eight pos-
sible solutions (Crazy-8s) before taking a final thirty minutes to provide details 
of the most viable solution.

Notes

Gather key info
20 min.

Doodle rough solutions
20 min.

Try rapid variations
8 min.

Figure out the details
30+ min.

Ideas Crazy 8s Solution Sketch
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The technique you decide to use for individual brainwriting is less important 
than understanding that allowing people to develop ideas individually before 
they meet as a team is a great way to boost creativity. It is also an excellent way 
to get more out of brainstorming; if people come to sessions having already had 
a chance to develop their ideas, they will be more confident about sharing these.

Mix and match

“Inventions are ideas that have sex.”
BUSINESS INSIDER ARTICLE, MATT RIDLEY

It can be argued that there are no new ideas, just new combinations of existing 
ideas, creating associations. For example, someone put a trolley and a suitcase 
together and developed a suitcase with wheels. Someone put a bell and a clock 
together and created an alarm clock. The quote above is about; innovation, just 
like evolution in sexual species, is an accumulation of small individual changes 
that add together to make something new.

After people have worked individually, pull the innovation team together, and 
tease out the key ideas. See how these fit together and select nine of the best 
ideas to work on. There are many ways of capturing ideas, of which mind maps 
is one example. However, one technique I find helpful is the Lotus Blossom 
Map, first created by Japanese management consultant Yasuo Matsumura.

The technique is straightforward. Place a core word or idea in the center of a 
three-by-three grid. From this core word, eight more associated words or ideas 
are then placed in each of the eight surrounding boxes, creating the lotus’s petals.

1

8

7

3

4

56

2

1 2 3

4

567

8 Core
Ideas

visual is missing

The words or ideas from each “petal” can then be placed in their own map. 
Then in each new map, you can add additional stimulus. We have seen that 
the best practice is three related and three unrelated stimuli. Using the example 
from earlier, this might look something like this:

Using this technique is a great way of generating and capturing free associa-
tion and linking things in entirely new ways. Most of the ground-breaking inno-
vations have come about not because of blue-sky thinking but because people 
created new associations out of something already there.

The power of this technique and other methods of forced associations is the 
number of combinations. With 8 related ideas + 3 related + 3 unrelated stimuli, 
there are 72 prompts for new ideas (3*3*8).

The truth is that virtually all innovation comes from creating new associations 
from existing things. This truth is backed up by a study of patent applications 
that found that less than 3% of all patents have originated from something 
genuinely new. (For more, check out the book TRIZICS) On the other side, 
this means that 97% might be called “recombinant innovation”, or combining 
existing things in different ways to produce something new. To give you an idea 
of new combinations, here are many things you believe are truly new. But in 
reality, they are more “mix and a match” than a revolution.

INVENTION ASSOCIATION OF...

The Printing Press, 1440 Technology of the wine press
Knowledge of metallurgy
Improving literacy

The Wright Flyer, 1903 Development of the internal combustion engine
Previous work on aerodynamics
Knowledge of engineering through bicycle repair  
and construction

E-Mail, 1972 Intracomputer messaging application
Intercomputer file transfer protocol
Availability of experimental computer network,  ARPANET
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Get value out of your team
Our general perception is that talented individuals are capable of making better 
decisions than groups of varying ability. The truth is very different. One of the 
first people to realize this was Sir Francis Galton, an English scientist, explorer, 
statistician, and psychologist. He attended a farmer’s fair in Plymouth, England, 
and was intrigued by a competition to guess a large ox’s weight. Eight hundred 
people entered and, after the contest, Galton was given all the entries so that 
he could run statistical analysis.

The results staggered him; the average weight taken from all entries was just 
one pound less than the correct weight (for an ox that weighed almost two 
thousand pounds!). This average was closer than the winner’s guess and closer 
than the guesses of several cattle experts. It seemed that, somehow, the crowd 
as a whole was capable of collectively providing a more accurate answer than 
the most talented and experienced individuals.

Galton called this Vox Populi (the wisdom of crowds). Some subsequent  studies 
have confirmed his findings; groups, even groups of mixed ability, generally 
 arrive at better answers than the most talented individual.

“Under the right circumstances, 
groups are remarkably intelligent and 
are often smarter than the smartest 
people in them. Groups do not need 

to be dominated by exceptionally 
intelligent people in order to be smart.”

JAMES SUROWIECKI, THE WISDOM OF CROWDS

It is as true for groups involved in innovation as for any other. To get the best 
out of the innovation teams, you need:

• Diversity of knowledge, ability, experience, and opinion.
• People who have arrived at independent solutions first (through  brainwriting).
• A mechanism for aggregating individual opinions into collective decisions.

Diversity matters; the most effective groups include members who have rad-
ically different viewpoints and may even disagree with other members. The 
second point is also significant; if people arrive at ideas together, there is a 
greater chance that all will be similarly biased, negating the essential effect of 
individual viewpoints. The last point is particularly important. A transparent ra-
tionale and method for moving from individuals stating their views to reaching 
one or more agreed, collective decisions need to be in place. It is the equivalent 
of averaging out the group’s views and is needed to exclude ideas that may not 
lead anywhere.

This is the point in the innovation process, where brainstorming is helpful. 
 Moderated brainstorming sessions are a good way of arriving at collective 
 decisions, but only after the team members have had the opportunity to devel-
op and refine ideas separately.

Kill, work more or go
For each idea developed, you have three options; you can kill it and do nothing 
more; you can do more work to decide if it is viable or go ahead and begin 
developing that idea into a product or service.

Killing ideas that will not lead to exceptional products is never pleasant, but it is 
essential to focus resources where they will do the most good. (We will discuss 
this in much more detail in Chapter 19.) Unless you are confident that an idea has 
the potential to become exceptional, you must kill it before it goes any further.

If you are confident that an idea does have the potential to become exponential, 
you will include it in an innovation project with defined timescales and outcomes.

Occasionally you may come up with the idea that renders you unsure. Maybe 
you feel you need more time to work on it to find out more. Be clear about 
what you need to find out and by when you expect to know, with a predeter-
mined timescale for making the final decision. Consider each idea in terms of 
whether it is moving towards your objectives. Make a decision:

• If the idea has no value, stop.
• If the idea has value but will never lead to an exceptional product or service, 

stop.
• If the idea looks as if it might lead to something exceptional, but you need 

more data, keep going.
• If the idea will lead to something exceptional, go!

Time for a Cocktail.
Let’s take a concrete example of idea building and work through the seven 
steps. Suppose you own a cocktail bar, and a major driver for customers is 
the availability of new and unique cocktails. You want to develop one or more 
new cocktails to attract customers. You employ several staff with experience in 
making cocktails.

Get clarity. You want a cocktail that can be simply described so that it will 
be potentially attractive to customers. You do not want a cocktail that is so 
expensive that people will not pay for it, which tastes terrible, or will make your 
customers ill.

Get stimulus. Related stimuli may involve looking at popular cocktails  provided 
by your competitors, but it might also include looking at cocktails provided in 
other areas of the world. Unrelated stimuli might involve looking at  other  sources 
of inspiration, such as flavor combinations used in cooking or, for  example, ice 
cream. Remember the four headings; market, insights, technology, and the 
 future. Try to get several examples of stimuli that fit under each heading.
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Get diversity. Your bar staff are a good start of a cocktail innovation team, but 
how can you increase diversity? Can you persuade a chef to join the group? 
Or a customer? Or the guy who looks after the sound system in your bar? The 
more diversity you have, the better the chance of coming up with something 
radically new.

Get ideas individually first. Each member of the team should individually try 
to come up with their ideas for new cocktails. Only when they have done this 
should you bring them together.

Mix and match. Look at the ideas that individual members have brought to 
the group. Can you take elements of one idea and combine them with another? 
Look for new associations.

Get value out of your team. Once you have ideas for new cocktails, assess 
which provides value. Now may be a good time for a brainstorming session, 
where members of the team bring individual ideas to the table. Take the most 
promising ideas and test by serving them to customers and getting feedback. 
Which are popular? Which are not? Can you identify why?

Kill, work more, or go. Some of the new cocktail ideas are just not going to 
lead anywhere. They will be so expensive that no-one will buy them or involve 
such weird flavor combinations that customers will be reluctant to try them. 
Kill them now. Some may need more work; that parsnip and creme de  menthe 
cocktail might just work, but only if you can find the right type of parsnip. 
Some combinations are clearly good – customer feedback is positive, and the 
cost is not prohibitive. These are the cocktails you will want to add to the menu 
right now.

Conclusion.
Idea building is at the heart of the innovation process, but there is nothing 
mysterious about it. It is the systematic process that allows you to progress 
from initial insight to a viable new product or service. If you follow the step-by-
step guidance in this chapter, you will develop lots of new ideas that may come 
from anyone in your organization. The more ideas you generate, the better 
the chance that some will lead to game-changing innovation. Sometimes, the 
problem may be too many ideas, and you will find it necessary to kill a large 
percentage to focus only on the most promising.

Like many other aspects of innovation, effective idea building means rejecting 
fallacies and popular approaches that just do not work. Forget the notion that 
creativity is something that only special people can do or a matter of waiting 
for inspiration. No organization can afford to do that, and without new ideas, 
there can be no innovation. Instead, you must use the process of idea building 
to pursue the generation of new insights actively and to identify those worth 
taking further systematically.

visual is missing

Next Steps: Building ideas takes time and energy. Here are 
4 canvases to help.
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(update) Download this and other canvases at www.tiny.cc/cyclescanvas-
comments/

Key Take-Aways

∙ Creativity isn’t just about inspiration – the most  creative 
people are often the most systematic. No  business can 
afford to wait for new ideas; you must create a system to 
generate those ideas.

∙ Great ideas often aren’t new – they’re about making new combinations 
of existing things and creating associations.

∙ Stimulus drives new associations – our brains are machines designed to 
create new associations from stimulus. No stimulus = no new  associations.

∙ Brainstorming isn’t the starting point – asking for ideas without provid-
ing stimulus and allowing people to consider solutions individually first is 
not a good way to generate new ideas.

∙ Diversity trumps skill – a team made up of talented, intelligent people 
from a similar background just won’t generate as many new ideas as a 
group with diverse experience and ability.

∙ Kill or go – be prepared to go with ideas that have the potential to 
 become exceptional new products or services. Be equally ready to kill 
those that don’t.

Next Up: Idea building is not a one night stand. It is about 
 ongoing commitment. In the next chapter, you’ll learn how great 
 ideas are built through a persistent and continuous effort.
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CHAPTER 14:  
THE POWER OF PERSISTENCE: 

WHY YOU MUST KEEP MOVING 
FORWARD WHILE BEING 

PREPARED TO CHANGE DIRECTION

“Nothing in the world can take the 
place of persistence. Talent will 

not; nothing is more common than 
unsuccessful men with talent. Genius 
will not; unrewarded genius is almost 

a proverb. Education will not; the 
world is full of educated derelicts. 

Persistence and determination alone 
are omnipotent.”

US PRESIDENT CALVIN COOLIDGE

Learn from the Godfather of Gadgets,  
James Dyson.
He had dust in his hair and his eyes, but he was smiling. After fifteen hundred 
prototypes, James Dyson finally had a vacuum cleaner design that did what he 
wanted. Dyson hated vacuuming and especially loathed the dust-filled bags of 
conventional vacuum cleaners. He looked for a solution by working on a design 
for the first bag-less vacuum cleaner.

Dyson is often cited as an exemplar of innovation success, and the bag-less 
vacuum cleaner is probably his best-known creation. However, most people 
do not realize that Dyson produced more than five thousand prototypes and 
spent fifteen years refining his idea before being satisfied that he had a product 
ready for the market.

Today Dyson Ltd is a hugely successful global company that brings in $3 billion 
a year. The success of the radical vacuum cleaner and the company created to 
sell it are largely due to sheer persistence. Dyson succeeded because he was 
willing to keep going where others might have given up.

“Everyone gets knocked back; no-one 
rises smoothly to the top without 
hindrance. The ones who succeed 

are those who say, right, let’s give it 
another go.”
SIR JAMES DYSON

There is an invaluable innovation lesson here; persistence, a willingness to  listen 
to and learn from feedback, and a long-term vision will always win against 
instant success expectations. You will find perseverance and a single-minded 
commitment to the continuous innovation and development of an idea behind 
every significant innovation.

Innovation Is Seldom About Epiphany.
We tend to think of innovation in terms of a big idea, a single magical moment 
when something new is created. Of course, innovation involves creativity and 
new ideas, but that is only part of the process. Think of James Dyson; his big 
idea was using a cyclone to extract dust particles from the air in a vacuum 
cleaner. That was certainly a novel idea back in 1978, but it took almost fifteen 
years of application and hard work to turn this idea into a viable product.

Most real innovation is like that. When we hear about successful innovation, we 
are often aware of the big idea, but we rarely understand all the work that leads 
to it. Take the best known big idea in history; Archimedes’ Eureka moment. 
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Archimedes was a Greek scientist and mathematician living on the island of 
Sicily around two thousand years ago. King Hieron set Archimedes a seeming-
ly simple task; how to tell whether a new royal crown was made of pure gold 
without damaging it.

While thinking about the problem, Archimedes took a bath. When he climbed 
in, the water rose and slopped over the side, giving the scientist the notion 
that he could measure the density of something by seeing how much  water 
it  displaced. He could use this principle to tell if the crown was pure gold. 
 According to legend, he was so excited by this realization that he leapt out of 
his bath and ran naked into the streets of Syracuse, shouting, “Eureka!” (I have 
it!).

That image has become the archetype of the big idea, and we now often de-
scribe a sudden epiphany as a “Eureka moment”. The thing is; this story com-
pletely ignores the fact that Archimedes had been methodically working on the 
problem for some time. He had tried all sorts of ideas that did not work before 
he climbed into the bath. His Eureka moment only arrived because he had 
already tried and discarded several other approaches.

Most innovation works the same way. There is not generally a single light-
bulb moment when everything becomes clear. Instead, there are many smaller 
 insights gained over time through refinement and sheer hard work. In retro-
spect, it is often possible to identify a particular idea or piece of work that is 
particularly significant, but few genuine Eureka moments. Big ideas do not 
generally arrive out of the blue; they are a culmination of small ideas built into 
something substantial over time through a systematic process.

Continually Searching for New Ideas Can Lead 
Nowhere.
The search for new ideas can be exciting, but there is a danger that you can 
become fixated on thinking instead of doing. Companies are not built on ideas; 
they are built on the practical development of those ideas into business oppor-
tunities.

There is also a danger that searching for new ideas can become an excuse for 
doing nothing. Waiting for inspiration to strike can make you feel as if you are 
doing something useful, but is not a recipe for successful innovation. You need 
to be working now on refining the ideas you already have, not hoping for the 
arrival of the one big idea that will transform everything.

“Ideas won’t keep.  
Something must be done about them.”

ALFRED NORTH WHITEHEAD

The notion that one big idea will transform your business without effort is a 
fallacy. Innovation is taking small ideas and refining them relentlessly until they 
develop into practical applications. It is this that separates those who succeed 
from those who fail.

Consider writing; how many times have you heard someone say that they have 
an excellent idea for a book or that they have a “book inside them”. The truth is 
that great writing does not just come from having an idea; it is a craft, some-
thing that is learned and refined through working at it every day. You may have 
the best story idea in the world, but if you do not sit down and write, it will 
never become a book.

For example, take the creator of the fantastically successful Game of Thrones 
series of books and television screenplays, George R. R. Martin. Martin began 
writing professionally in 1970, at the age of twenty-one. He published novels, 
novellas, screenplays, and short stories for twenty-five years without achieving 
notable commercial success. Some of his early books were so badly received 
that he considered dropping writing and becoming a realtor instead.

In 1996 he published A Game of Thrones, the first book in the Song of Ice and 
Fire series. It seemed that Martin had achieved overnight success with this 
 novel, but the truth is that this success only arrived after many years of devel-
oping his ideas and learning his craft.

Creativity is part of the reason for George R. R. Martin’s success but, without 
his willingness to persevere in the face of adversity, George Martin would be a 
realtor, and none of us would have enjoyed Game of Thrones. The same thing 
applies to innovation. If you spend time continually looking for the one big 
 innovation idea, you may be wasting your time. That idea may never turn up 
and, even if it does, you must be prepared to spend time refining it into some-
thing worthwhile.
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The point I want to make is that creativity is part of innovation, but it is not the 
whole process or even the most important part of that process.  Sometimes, 
 creativity and inactivity can amount to the same thing, especially if you 
are  willing to wait for inspiration to arrive. If you pursue innovation through 
 creativity without acknowledging the persistence and traction needed to drive 
the process forward, you may just be spinning your wheels.

Five Steps to Building Your Ideas.
New prospects are exciting! You are positive that your idea is the next big thing, 
and it is normal to want to rush towards the shiny stuff. But, when we jump in 
without a plan, the odds of hitting the target are dramatically reduced. There is 
a reason why “Ready, Steady, Go” is in that particular order!

In innovation, the challenge is how to build an idea into a practical application 
that provides a solid business solution. Rather than trying to achieve this in a 
single, mighty bound, it is much better to break things down into a series of 
steps and accept that these will take time to accomplish. Each step can then 
be defined by milestones, and progress can be measured in incremental stages. 
Using this systematic, step-by-step approach promotes the long-term strategy 
you need to cultivate. The steps I recommend are:

1. Embrace innovation as a long-term process.
2. Learn to love your failures.
3. Aim for progress, not perfection.
4. Focus on idea building.
5. Act until Echo. (until you get feedback)

Every successful innovation idea is developed by following these systematic 
steps to adapt and evolve to changing dynamics.

Embrace Innovation as a Long-Term Process.
Overnight success is almost always an illusion or the result of a carefully  developed 
marketing narrative. What may appear to be a sudden success is usually just the 
tip of the iceberg, the visible part of a much larger development process. Virtually 
every product that the market suddenly becomes aware of is the outcome of a 
long period of hard work, refinement, disappointment, and overcoming setbacks.

Even the search for new ideas is a long-term process, not done only during 
occasional brainstorming sessions. Looking for new ideas must become part 
of the day-to-day operation of a business. It is also notable that most of the 
best ideas do not seem to emerge during brain-storming sessions; but rather 
as part of the on-going development process that follows. When you find new 
ideas, you must recognize that those will not transform into a practical solution 
without focused effort, and there will always be a development process.

These things mean that you have to be patient and recognize that innovation 
success will take time from the outset. You cannot afford to sit back and just 
wait for it to happen; you must keep working, looking for new ideas, and refin-
ing them when you do find them.

Learn to Love Your Failures.

“Success is stumbling from failure to 
failure with no loss of enthusiasm.”

WINSTON S. CHURCHILL

The most important thing you need to do while developing innovation is to 
check your ideas continuously. The best way is to seek feedback. Not all of 
that feedback will be positive, but you must not make the mistake of ignoring 
negative reactions; on the contrary, negative feedback can provide valuable 
information from a different perspective.

A series of studies, including one by Stacey Finkelstein and Ayelet Fishbach, 
highlighted that while novice developers focused on positive feedback, experts 
sought and responded better to negative feedback. Negative feedback can be 
extremely instructive and can help keep development on-track towards creat-
ing a viable end result.

The CEO of Anheuser-Busch was in Asia when he noticed people pouring 
beer over ice. Was that a new trend the company could exploit? At that point, 
he could have called in consultants and started long-term studies. Instead, 
the company started serving beer over ice to people taking the tour of the 
 Anheuser-Busch plant in St. Louis. The result; everyone hated it, and the com-
pany abandoned this as a potential marketing strategy. It is possible to waste 
a great deal of time on complex testing and evaluation when a simple test like 
this can provide a quick answer, avoiding an unnecessary waste of time and 
resources.

The best way of testing your idea is by making (or faking) a prototype of your 
product. Trying out something real and tangible helps potential customers to 
understand your vision. The better they understand, the more useful their feed-
back will be. Some of that feedback may be negative but do not be tempted 
to discard it. All feedback is useful because it helps to refine your idea into a 
viable product.

Learn to accept and learn from your failures because they are an essential step 
toward improvement. Get feedback as early in the innovation process as possi-
ble; the faster you fail, the faster you learn!

Aim for Progress, not Perfection.
The theory of evolution tells us that over time organisms gradually adapt 
to their environment. Organisms that are better adapted to deal with their 
 surroundings survive while those that don’t become extinct. No organism starts 
perfectly adapted; slowly and gradually, organisms become better equipped to 
face whatever nature throws at them over many generations.
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Innovation follows a similar pattern. Like organisms, processes, products, 
and services tend to evolve steadily, adapting to perform better. Ineffective 
 processes and products tend to be replaced by better options. Innovation is 
more often the result of evolution than revolution.

Most innovation ideas are not wholly new; they are built on existing ideas, 
processes, and products. A common mistake is to focus only on the big break-
through. No matter how revolutionary an idea is, it must adapt to create a 
lasting impact and value.

Even when you think your idea is perfect, it is not, as refinement and 
 improvement are always possible. Innovation is not about producing perfect, 
 fully-formed products that need no further work. Realistically, it is an iterative 
process, a series of cycles aimed at gradually developing an idea over time. If 
your goal is perfection, you will fail.

If you aim for progressive improvement, you stand a much better chance of 
success. Peter J. Williamson and Eden Yin have studied how successful  Chinese 
companies are tackling innovation in a fundamentally unusual way. These 
companies aim at faster development cycles leading to gradual improvement 
rather than major breakthroughs.

They studied more than twenty Chinese companies in several industries, dis-
covering that, by breaking the innovation process into smaller steps, they could 
complete projects and deliver results faster. In most cases, each step produced 
an incremental improvement rather than a significant change, but products 
and processes benefitted hugely from this cycle of progressive improvement.

Perfection should never be a goal for innovation because it implies something 
that cannot ever be improved. In the business world, that just is not realistic; 
everything can be improved. Successful innovators aim for continual, iterative 
improvement, which leads to the evolution of an idea.

Focus on Idea Building.
Idea building is at the heart of innovation. However, there is a common miscon-
ception that this is something done only during short brainstorming sessions. 
Instead, the search for new ideas is something that your organization should 
be doing every day of the year.

Brainstorming can be an invaluable tool in the innovation process, but you 
have to use it carefully. You must be ready and willing to use the output of 
brainstorming to make effective change. How many times have you attended 
brainstorming sessions where great ideas are tossed around, and then every-
one goes back to doing things in precisely the same way they always have? 
Instead, these ideas must become part of the innovation process, where they 
will be refined and developed.

Experience also shows that the best ideas do not emerge during brainstorming 
sessions but during the development process that follows. New ideas will also 
emerge outside the brainstorming process, with the people involved in your 

business’s day-to-day operations who see improvement potential. Your job is to 
capture these ideas for refinement and development. Brainstorming is a useful 
innovation tool, but it is not the only or even the best way to build ideas.

“Focus is a muscle,  
and you can build it.”

ELIE VENEZKY, AUTHOR OF HACK YOUR BRAIN

Focus is an essential element of idea building. Successful innovators focus 
 relentlessly on refining ideas into viable business opportunities. That can be 
difficult because, according to many studies, our ability to focus is reducing. 
The many distractions of the modern world encourage a short attention span 
and moving rapidly from one thing to the next. However, focus is an essential 
part of the journey towards innovation.

The amount of work that can be accomplished by a small, focused team is 
incredible. As an innovation leader, you need to decide how to use that focus. 
You need to be clear about what needs to be focused on now, in the next week, 
the next month, and the next year. You will be amazed at how productive a 
team can be when they have a single challenge to focus on and clearly defined 
steps to follow.

This process is called a “sprint”. A team comprising people from different parts 
of an organization being given the task of refining and developing an idea in 
a fixed (and usually short) timescale. Sprints can be satisfying for participants 
because they produce results more quickly than a typical long-term project. 
They must also be flexible, allowing the team to change course if development 
suggests a new and more productive direction.

Sprints are an important element of focused idea building. They are an 
 excellent way of quickly identifying ideas with business potential and ruling 
out those that do not. They also provide intangible business benefits in terms 
of  employee enthusiasm and engagement and breaking down boundaries 
 between different organization areas.

New ideas do not just come from brainstorming. As an innovation leader, part 
of your role is to ensure that idea building is part of your business every day. 
Once ideas emerge, they must be captured, and you must ensure focus on 
their development and refinement, using sprints where appropriate.

Act Until Echo. (Until You Get Feedback)
Too many people fail at innovation because it does not produce instant results. 
The last step is the culmination of everything discussed in the previous steps. 
The message is straightforward; you must persist in idea development until 
you get useful feedback; the echo.
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Whether it is positive or negative, feedback ensures there is discussion of your 
product and that prospective customers test it and give their opinion. Whether 
you use traditional research methods or opt for a quick test, you must keep 
working until you get feedback.

You can introduce a prototype or create a survey to get the product into the 
 target audience’s hands. It will provide the feedback you need to facilitate 
the continuing refinement process and ensure your new idea does what it is 
 intended to do. After all, what is the point of building a product that customers 
do not want?

Whatever your goal might be, you must be prepared to act until echo. Work 
methodically until you are ready to get feedback. Do this as early in the devel-
opment process as possible and use this feedback to help define what to do 
next.

Closing the Knowing-Doing Gap.
All successful business innovation results from refinement and improvement of 
building ideas over time into viable products. Successful innovation is always 
about evolution, not revolution.

Persistence is an essential part of this process. There are no magic shortcuts 
to innovation, no big ideas that arrive fully-formed and ready to sell. Ideas are 
turned into business opportunities through a process of refinement and devel-
opment. But persistence must not be confused with a stubborn unwillingness 
to change course. You need to keep going in the face of setbacks, but feedback 
may tell you that you need to change direction to meet market needs and 
expectations.

“Persistence doesn’t mean marching 
on the same program, against the same 

hill, with the same sledgehammer. 
Persistence means you keep trying, but 

you change your tactics. You modify 
your strategy, you think differently 

about how to solve the problem, and 
you don’t give up.”

ERIC SCHMIDT, EX CEO OF GOOGLE AND CURRENT  

CHAIRMAN OF THE US DEPARTMENT OF DEFENSE INNOVATION BOARD

visual is missing

Successful innovators combine focus and persistence with flexibility, adapt-
ability, and a willingness to listen to and learn from feedback, even negative 
feedback. If you can do this, you will dramatically increase your chances of 
innovation success.

Overnight success takes time and effort; understand this before you begin, 
manage your expectations, and those of others accordingly, and you will set 
the stage for successful innovation. Be relentless in your efforts to build ideas 
and maintain focus on what really matters and use feedback to make sure you 
are headed in the right direction. But whatever you do, don’t give up!

Next Steps: Use the Build Canvas below to define something 
you need to get feedback on and describe how you plan to do it.

What idea do you need an ECHO for?
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(update) Download this and other canvases at www.tiny.cc/cyclescanvas-
comments/

Key Take-Aways

∙ Being persistent doesn’t mean being unwilling to 
change direction – Successful innovators don’t give up 
even in the face of setbacks, but they are willing to make 
changes if feedback tells them that is needed.

∙ Overnight success takes time – innovation is the result of a systematic 
process, not the outcome of a sudden burst of creativity. Recognize this 
before you start.

∙ The best big ideas begin as small ideas – don’t waste time waiting for 
the one big idea that will transform your business. Take the small ideas 
you already have and work on developing them now.

∙ Innovation isn’t just about ideas – it’s a process designed to turn ideas 
into practical applications and a step on the way towards a viable product 
that meets a real need.

∙ Focus is the heart of innovation – don’t move from idea to idea and 
project to project. Keep focused on what matters right now and see it 
through before moving to the next thing.

∙ Failures can be successes – feedback is essential to the process of 
 developing ideas into products. Negative feedback is just as valuable as 
 positive in keeping the process on track.

∙ Don’t give up – persistence is the key difference between successful and 
unsuccessful innovators. Every successful innovation involves overcoming 
adversity and setback. To succeed, you must keep going!

Next Up: If you’ve gone through all the idea building steps, 
you’re probably pretty chuffed by your ideas. The bad news is your 
ideas are probably not as clear as you think they are or,  unfortunately, 
as good as you think they are. In the communicate and check 
 section, the rubber is going to hit the road. You’ll learn better ways to 
communicate your ideas, get real feedback, and evaluate if any idea 
is really worth pursuing.

http://www.tiny.cc/cyclescanvascomments/
http://www.tiny.cc/cyclescanvascomments/
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CHAPTER 15:  
BUILD CONCLUSION

Great innovators everywhere will tell you that building ideas is a craft. The craft 
starts with identifying the problems to solve. Alignment and problem definition 
is where you can’t get things wrong because solutions to wrong problems are 
very seldom good ideas.

Building an idea may feel important, but is the easiest to outsource. Often, it is 
people that know the least about your business who are best at building ide-
as. It is a numbers game you can win with the right mix of stimulus, diversity, 
and persistence. But this doesn’t mean you can simply skip over idea building. 
 Doing it right takes clear thinking, time, and persistence.

Before leaving this section of the book, I’d strongly encourage you to take the 
time to build some ideas that you think will deliver on your TRUE NORTH 
objectives. With these ideas in hand, you can move forward to communicating 
and checking your ideas, and if they pass the “shoot the puppy test”, you can 
improve them step by step.

Without some ideas, the rest of this journey will be like leaving for a long trip 
with no gas in your car. Take some time and fill up with some ideas.

You’ll like the next section.
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4 4 
COMMUNICATE  

AND CHECK

PART

CHAPTER 16:  
COMMUNICATE / CHECK 

INTRODUCTION

If you’re looking to build bigger and better ideas, you need to get feedback.

For effective feedback, you need to clearly explain your ideas and really listen 
(listening is not just hearing!). Slow down to make sure you are on the right 
path, and most importantly, be ready to kill bad ideas if people don’t want 
or are unwilling to pay for the product or service.

Deliverables
1. Do people understand your idea?
2. Are they really interested?
3. Will they pay?
4. How to decide to kill or continue?

Learning
Systems
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CHAPTER 17:  
THE POWER OF CLARITY: 

UNDERSTANDING, HUMILITY, AND 
THE CURSE OF KNOWLEDGE

Sometimes, knowledge can  
actually make it more difficult  

to communicate clearly.

The Curse of Knowledge.
The “tapper” was frustrated. After tapping out “Happy Birthday to you…” so 
many times, her finger was getting tired. She could hear the song in her head 
as she tapped, so how could the listener not identify it? It was possibly the most 
recognizable tune in the world, in any language. Surely, it was obvious……..!!!!

The experiment, devised by a Stanford Ph.D. named Elizabeth Newton, was 
simple; you can try it with family and friends. One person, the “tapper”, thinks 
of a popular melody and then taps out the tune on a piece of wood while a 
second person listens and tries to identify it.

Before the experiment began, they asked the tappers what they thought the 
chances were of their listener guessing the tune. They estimated that listeners 
had a one in two (50%) chance of guessing the melody correctly. The actual 
results were very different; less than one in forty (2.5%) of listeners actually 
guessed correctly.

The problem was that listeners heard only a series of seemingly random taps. 
To the tapper, who could hear the melody in their head, it seemed incredible 
that they could not easily identify the tune. It has become known as “The Curse 
of Knowledge”, where having prior knowledge can be a barrier to communicat-
ing clearly.

What is the relevance of this to innovation? To build an idea into an innovation, 
you must be able to explain it clearly. Initially, you need to explain to others in 
your organization, but you will need to describe your idea to potential custom-
ers before long. Feedback is essential in refining and improving a product or 
service, but you can only get useful feedback if customers really understand 
your idea.

The Curse of Knowledge can make communication more difficult because you 
already know the subject very well. This chapter is about taking the innovative 
ideas in your head and communicating them simply and effectively.



175174

Why Clarity Matters.
Dealing with “The New” is intrinsic to innovation. The people directly involved 
in the innovation process gradually overcome this as they build knowledge. 
One of the greatest challenges is making the benefits of The New readily 
 understandable to other people who do not have that knowledge. Unless you 
can clearly explain the benefits, it is unlikely that an organization will take a 
project forward or that potential customers will be able to give useful feedback.

The problem is compounded because, in the modern world, we are constant-
ly bombarded with information. It is estimated that people are exposed to 
somewhere between four and ten thousand messages every day. You must be 
 absolutely clear about the benefit your innovation offers if you have any hope 
of being heard and understood. Say only what you need to say without burying 
the essence of your idea in too many words.

Look at the innovation descriptions below. Which works best?

• An innovative patent-pending hand hygiene solution to help hospitals im-
prove hand hygiene compliance, or, Clean hands save lives?

• A new golf club integrates a patented springboard face and is designed to hit 
balls further, or, A club that hits the ball 7.9% further on average.

• A new dog food which includes patented dental crystals, or, Keep your dog’s 
breath fresh for up to twelve hours.

These are all fairly obvious, but think about why. In each case, the first version is 
longer and focuses on features while the second is shorter, simpler, and clearly 
communicates the benefit the innovation offers.

Just explaining your idea is not enough. People need relatable, understandable, 
simple stories that generate emotions; emotions drive people’s decisions. The 
starting point for communication clarity is to be aware that we often fail to 
communicate even our best ideas. With a healthy dose of humility, you need 
to ask the following important questions again and again until you have hard 
answers:

• Does your story capture the problem you want to solve?
• Have you described the benefit in a way people can readily understand?

Before you try to answer these questions, ask yourself whether you can see it 
from someone else’s point-of-view, and express the benefit of your innovation 
without making assumptions about prior knowledge? If not, go back and try 
again.

The reality is that it may be challenging to answer even these simple questions. 
But do not give up. In this chapter, we provide a six-step process to refine and 
build clarity into your ideas. By the end, you will be able to communicate about 
your product or service clearly and simply.

As you move forward with your innovation projects, I would like you to put a 
small sign on your desk:

How can you get feedback on it if people don’t understand what it is?

It will serve as a constant reminder of the need to communicate with clarity. It 
has worked for me throughout the years, and it should work for you!

Building Clarity.
Consider the following brands. All involve complex products, but the key  benefit 
can be expressed in just a few words:

Facebook = connect with friends

Google = find anything

Volvo = safety (*)

(*) now they say it is “prosperity”, but for me, it remains “safety”. Sorry, Volvo!

No matter how many features they add to their services, these providers will 
always be recognized by these simple promises. What does this tell us? More is 
not a winner; less is the key to clarity.

Building clarity and making things clear and simple is hard work and takes 
time! I have found the best way is to use a six-step process:

1. What is the essence?
2. Who are you talking to?
3. Structure is key.
4. Tell a story.
5. The power of touch.
6. Remove and simplify.

Following the process outlined in this section will help to build clarity systemati-
cally. It is not a once-off process; you will be coming back again and again to the 
essence of your idea, using feedback to refine and simplify until you reach some-
thing that expresses the core benefit of your innovation as concisely as possible.
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1. What is the essence?
When we work with innovation every day, we tend to focus on features and 
forget about benefits. We get excited about creativity, but we can forget that 
other people are not as interested in our products’ nuts-and-bolts as we are.

In a previous chapter, we talked about Jobs-to-be-Done. The core benefit we 
offer is the essence of the new product or service. We must reduce the essence 
to the simplest terms to express this clearly (Volvo = safety). But, it is crucial 
to recognize that what we start with is rarely the true essence. A full under-
standing of the essence is only reached through an iterative process involving 
refinement through consumer feedback.

For example, Uber started with the idea of disintermediating the taxi business. 
That evolved, and most people now understand that Uber is about cheap, 
friendly rides whenever, wherever you want. The description of the original 
idea was not simple enough to clearly explain the benefit to the consumer. 
However, the essence is. Here are some other examples of how starting ideas 
developed into a clearly understood essence.

Product The starting idea As a JTBD The essence

Listerine An antiseptic also 
used to treat dandruff 
and as an aftershave

Halitosis and how to 
avoid it becoming a 
social anxiety

Kills germs that cause 
bad breath

Snickers A “real food” candy 
bar. With nuts and 
good ingredients

The right energy 
when you don’t have 
time to eat

Snickers satisfies

Instagram App which allows 
users to check-in and 
share plans

Share photographs 
and short messages

Photo sharing

To get useful feedback, you need people to understand the core benefit of 
what you are offering, the essence. The more simply and briefly you can do 
this, the better their understanding will be.

2. Who are you talking to?
Almost twenty years ago, the term “buyer persona” was first used to denote 
research-based information about consumers. According to a recent survey, 
80% of the people working in organizations are confused about what buyer 
personas are, and only 15% reported that these were effective. This result tells 
us that most companies still do not understand the importance of knowing 
who their consumers are.

You cannot achieve clarity unless you can put yourself in the shoes of the 
consumer. To do this, you need to know who that consumer is. The best start-
ing point is to create a persona or personas of the people you want to talk to. 
Personas serve to embody and represent a human need that we can address, 
rather than a specific demographic. It often helps to create the portrait of a real 
person and to identify what is important:

• Give him or her a name?
• Why might he/she be interested in your product/service?
• What jobs are they looking to get done that your innovation could help with?
• How are they getting these jobs done now?
• What would it take to get your product chosen to do one or more of these 

jobs?

Creating a persona for potential consumers helps you see things from their 
perspective. That insight develops the empathy you need to understand who 
you are talking to and what they want.

Note: If you want to dig deeper into this idea, search for “empathy map” and 
“persona mapping”. You will find dozens of great tools.

3. Structure is key.
We have already discussed in previous chapters why a systematic approach 
to innovation is essential. That is as true of achieving clarity as with any 
 other aspect of the process. Fortunately, we can adapt some tried and tested 
 approaches.

Proctor & Gamble (P&G) is a globally successful company that has achieved 
leadership in marketing consumer goods worldwide. Part of the reason for their 
success is their ability to communicate clearly.

In my opinion, P&G is a true pioneer in communication. In many ways, they 
 invented marketing as we know it today. At P&G, communication is built around 
a structure using concepts first and then using them to develop creative ideas.

A concept is a promise a product makes to resolve an unmet consumer need, 
the reason it satisfies that need, and a description or portrayal of any key el-
ement that will affect the product’s perception. The P&G approach is not just 
about marketing; it is also a powerful tool to clarify your thinking and to help 
you communicate more effectively about your idea. The three core elements of 
the P&G concept approach are:

• Consumer Truth (showing that you understand the customer’s needs)
• Benefit Statement (what value do you provide to the customer?)
• Reason to Believe (why should the customer believe you?)

Your communication is a strong  
as your weakest link

visual is missing
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Consumer Truth – “You understand me.” A concise definition of the prob-
lem your innovation will address. However, it describes this from a consum-
er’s  perspective and helps create a context within which the benefit and 
 reason-to-believe make sense. It must be based on a deep understanding 
of the potential consumer’s point-of-view and acknowledge why they see a 
 particular situation as a problem.

Consumer Truth must be backed-up with effective research that will tease out 
the required information; the problems you seek to address may be tangible 
(what does the innovation do?) or emotional (how does it make the consumer 
feel?). The consumer feelings and frustrations you need to understand may be 
unspoken and perhaps not clearly articulated by the consumers themselves.

The Consumer Truth must clearly tell the target consumer that you understand 
their problem. This truth can be as simple as: Kids make tough stains.

This insight can then be leveraged to develop new products or services such as 
a detergent designed to remove the tough stains kids make.

Examples of Consumer Truths:

• Dyed hair doesn’t look natural.
• Stopping for gas takes too much time and interrupts my trip.
• Soap dries my skin.

Benefit Statement – “What’s in it for me?” The benefit statement explains 
how your innovation solves the problem identified in the Consumer Truth by 
answering the question, “What’s in it for me?” on behalf of a target consumer. 
Ideally, this should be presented as a single benefit. Offering more than one 
benefit can be confusing and challenging to promote effectively.

The benefit must be easy to understand, valuable to the potential consumer, 
and provide your innovation with a clear competitive advantage.

Examples of benefits:

• Crest™ makes dental checkups easier.
• No more embarrassing static cling with Bounce™.
• Ikea™ creates great affordable home design.

Reason to Believe (RTB) – “Why should I believe you?” The RTB statement 
explains why consumers should believe that the benefit you promise will be 
delivered. The RTB can be a particular feature, ingredient, or process of the 
innovation or an endorsement. The strength of brand equity also contributes 
to the RTB.

Examples of RTBs:

• Trident Gum: “4 out of 5 dentists surveyed recommend sugarless gum.”
• Tylenol’s™ hospital endorsement.
• Volvo’s™ car crash demonstrations.

The 4Ps. The P&G approach is powerful, but additional tools can help  improve 
clarity even further; checklists and formulas. These are a powerful aid to 
 simplification and ensure that you cover everything and get the essentials right. 
Creating a checklist or following a formula is always more effective than merely 
listing points.

Here are some of my favorite approaches used to help develop clarity in inno-
vation:

The Founder Institute, a US business incubator, entrepreneur training, 
and startup launch program, suggests using the following formula to 
produce a simple statement that will ensure you are focused on the 
benefit your product or service has to offer:

My company: (company name) is developing (a defined of-
fering) to help (target audience) (solve a problem) (with secret 
sauce).

Doug Hall, building on the concept ideas of P&G, offers in his book “Jump 
start your business brain” an alternative formula to focus on the essence 
of your idea:

(Business name) is the first to offer (Overt Benefit) that’s be-
cause of (Reason to Believe).

This is important because (Dramatic Difference).

In his latest book, Driving Eureka, Hall has simplified this even further to 
just three points:

Problem, promise, proof (the 3Ps).

Although I like the simplicity of all these approaches, I would recommend  going 
into a little more detail. The best format I have seen is a combination of the 
3Ps from Doug Hall with a clearer focus on the payoff and how your innovation 
will improve the lives of those who use it. If you think in terms of payoff, you 
cannot avoid focusing on the essence. The result is the 4Ps format, and this is 
what we will use in this book.

The 4Ps form an iterative cycle that ensures clarity in your thinking and allows 
you to communicate effectively. The 4Ps are as follows:

1. Problem – What is the problem your innovation addresses? Who is this a 
problem for? (Make sure it is a real and relevant problem.)

2. Promise – What benefit does the innovation deliver? (Remember, features 
and benefits are not the same.)

3. Proof – What evidence can you provide to ensure that consumers believe 
you?

4. Payoff – How will your innovation improve the life quality of people who 
use it?
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Taking the time to apply the 4Ps to your innovation will force you to think 
explicitly about the real benefit it offers. However, sometimes the benefit is 
not obvious or even logical. For example, on a trip to Japan, I came across this 
product; Sapporo Diet Water:

On the face of it, the idea of low-calorie water is just silly – all water is zero 
calories. If you apply the 4Ps logically, this product should not work. There 
is no Problem and, therefore, no Promise, no Proof, and no real Payoff. I was 
 surprised that this product even existed, but Diet Water not only proved popu-
lar, it even spawned several competitive products. How can that be?

The answer is that the problem does not have to be grounded in logic or even 
reality as long as it engages with customer perception. Obesity is a Problem, 
and it seems that people are willing to believe a Promise that drinking a par-
ticular brand of water will help them lose weight. The science behind this is, 
at best, debatable, but in terms of marketing, that may not be important. If 
customers believe the Promise you give as a solution to their Problem, they will 
buy your product. Using the 4Ps makes sure that you stay focused on these 
key areas.

4. Tell a story.
The structured approach of using the 4Ps will help to generate clarity, but for 
truly effective communication, you should go one step further and develop 
your ideas into a story. The human mind is essentially a high-powered story 
 machine. According to research, a message delivered in story form is  twenty-two 
times more memorable than a simple fact. Stories act as mnemonic devices by 
organizing facts into a narrative framework.

A great trick used by people who appear to have phenomenal memories is 
creating stories from facts. These people do not have a better memory than 
you or me; they are just better at framing facts within stories. It is often done by 
visualizing important facts and placing them at particular locations on a mental 
journey, such as walking through your house. This approach, the “method of 
loci” (also known as the memory journey or memory palace), was first used by 
Roman and Greek orators and remains effective today.

This technique works because our brains love stories. Research by the Univer-
sity of California confirms that people read through, recall, and enjoy narrative 
texts better than encyclopedic ones. Stories are also powerful drivers of emo-
tional value. When communicating about the benefit of your innovation, it is 
more effective if framed within the context of a story.

By stories, we do not mean writing fiction. Build the facts you already have into 
a narrative:

• What drives your organization?
• How did the idea come to you?
• What was your initial reaction to the thought?
• Is there a way to make people relate emotively to the problem your idea 

seeks to solve?

Once you have the outline of your story, you need to frame it in a way that is 
intriguing or inspiring or relatable or, ideally, all three. Include the three main 
elements; Context, Action, and Result (CAR), to build the narrative.

Here is an example of a story which uses CAR:

Context – Where did it all begin? What is your background?

Example: In a social experiment called the Significant Objects Project, several 
people bought two hundred random objects in thrift shops and garage sales 
for a total of 129 USD.

Action –  What can you do? What do you want to do? What is the problem?

Example: Each object was sold on eBay with the addition of a fictional piece of 
writing relating to the object. It was not an attempt to fool  buyers; the stories 
clearly were not true.

Result – What is your proposed solution?

Example: The random objects sold for over 8,000 USD on eBay, thus confirm-
ing the narrative’s persuasive power.

“Stories are such a powerful driver of 
emotional value that their effect on 

any given object’s subjective value can 
actually be measured objectively.”

JOSHUA GLENN AND ROB WALKER, THE SIGNIFICANT OBJECTS PROJECT
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While developing your story, imagine that you are telling it to a ten-year-old, 
which will force you to be simple, clear, and concise. Why ten-year-olds? Even 
smart people need simple information. The higher the position that a person 
holds, the less time they have. It is best to chew people’s food for them.

5. The power of touch.
Framing your innovation’s benefit within a story is good, but if you can allow 
your target consumers to experience it, that works even better. This is the con-
cept behind “pretotyping”, a term first used by Alberto Savioa, Google’s first 
Engineering Director. Savioa defines this as “building the right product before 
you invest in building your product right” (you can find out more in his book, 
Pretotype It). Pretotyping means creating mock-up versions of products that 
allow certain features to be tested or even faking the whole experience before 
you even build the first test version.

Although this term is relatively new, the approach is not. Back in the 1980s, 
IBM came up with the idea of computer voice recognition. To clarify whether 
such a product was viable before committing the investment required to build 
it, they developed a created experience to test consumer reaction.

They invited a few consumers to try out a “Voice Recognition Machine”. For the 
test, they used a hidden typist who transcribed spoken words onto the screen 
to fake voice recognition. Google Assistant, Alexa, and Siri are all developed 
using the same idea.

Instead of just telling the consumers about their unique service, IBM created 
the experience. It allowed them to identify potential problems (confidentiality, 
sore throats, etc.) and receive useful feedback. Discussions during  brainstorming 
sessions only, would not have identified many of these problems at this early 
stage.

Dear Mr
Jones,

In reply to 
your letter,

I...

text text 
text text 
text text 
text text 
text text 
text text

Pretotyping can be a valuable approach because it enables you to quickly 
 receive customer feedback without the time and expense required to create a 
working prototype.

6. Remove and simplify.

“Perfection is achieved, not when there 
is nothing more to add, but when there 

is nothing left to take away.”
ANTOINE DE SAINT-EXUPERY

In terms of communication, simpler is always better. In the modern world, we 
are overwhelmed with information; it has been estimated that the average 
 human receives the equivalent of over 32 GB of visual and aural information 
every single day. If your message is going to be memorable, it must be simple.

Research suggests that the average person’s attention span is now under 
eight seconds; that is even less than a goldfish! That is how long you have 
to tell  people about your innovation and why it is critical to deliver the right 
information simply and concisely. It is confirmed by a research study done 
by the  University of Chicago that found that “irrelevant information weakens 
 consumers’ beliefs in the product’s ability to deliver the benefit”.

When done right, simplicity looks really simple, but achieving it is not easy. It 
means going over the same process repeatedly (essentially, cycles) until you 
can express something in its most basic form. In terms of clarity, less is always 
more. Your job is to use feedback to make your ideas simpler, stronger, and 
clearer.

Can you explain your innovation idea clearly to a ten-year-old in eight seconds? 
If not, you need to simplify until you arrive at ideas as concise as these:

• Overnight? Send via FedEx
• Safety important? Buy a Volvo
• Think Different? Buy Apple

Why Does All This Matter?
Working on clarity builds innovation muscle. It forces you to think about the 
core benefit of what you are offering, the essence, and to whom it is useful and 
why. Focusing on the essence keeps you on track and clarifies your thinking. It 
allows you to communicate more clearly, and this is essential if you are to get 
the real and useful feedback needed to refine and improve your idea. Feedback 
is crucial in building ideas into commercially viable innovations, and clarity is an 
essential factor in getting this feedback.



185184

Next Steps: Step 1: Using the canvas below, develop a concept 
around your innovation idea. We recommend doing this exercise five 
times to help you get to the core of your message and the essence 
of your new product or service.

Step 2: Remove and simplify! Take the best of your five concepts and 
make it even shorter and simpler. Remember these points:

1. What is the story?
2. What is the big P (the payoff)?
3. Does it make people understand and feel it in order to get their 

feedback?

(update) Download this and other canvases at www.tiny.cc/cyclescanvas-
comments/

visual is missing
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Key Take-Aways

∙ Clarity is at the heart of effective innovation – this 
 applies both to your thinking and how you communicate 
your idea.

∙ Empathy is important – to clearly communicate the benefit of an 
 innovation, you must step into the shoes of a target consumer.

∙ Use the 4Ps, and the concept approach to provide structure – a  systematic 
approach to communication brings clarity.

∙ Building clarity is an iterative process – understanding and communi-
cating the essence of your idea will not happen immediately; it will devel-
op as part of a continuous feedback and refinement process.

∙ Can you explain the benefit of your innovation idea in eight seconds 
to a ten-year-old? – if not, keep simplifying.

Next Up: Feedback is an essential part of the innovation  process. 
It confirms that you have found a job that customers are willing to 
pay to get done, and their feedback helps to refine and improve your 
idea into a commercially viable product. Clarity helps you to describe 
your new idea, but how do you get the feedback you need?

CHAPTER 18:  
WHAT YOU SEE ISN’T ALWAYS 

WHAT YOU GET! GOOD RESEARCH, 
BAD RESEARCH AND THE ART OF 
REALLY LISTENING TO FEEDBACK

You need feedback to make a 
successful innovation,  

but you need to really listen to that 
feedback to make a difference.

Just the Facts.
“How can you be so stupid!” Angrily, she slammed her hand on the table again. 
“How can anyone not understand the facts about global warming? Look at how 
cold it was last winter and how much snow we had. The only possible cause is 
global warming! It’s obvious…”

He answered carefully, knowing how angry she got when she was riled-up like 
this, “But the year before, the winter was warmer, and then you also said that 
was due to global warming…”

She looked even more disgusted, “You just don’t understand…”

Though I won’t name the people involved, this was a real conversation I over-
heard. It is interesting because it illustrates a particular fallacy, namely that all 
we need to do to understand a specific situation is to examine the facts objec-
tively. The truth is that “facts” are tricky things; meaning is what we derive from 
data, but bias and preconception often cloud our ability to do that.
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In this case, two perfectly sensible, intelligent people used the same data to 
derive completely different conclusions. In innovation, as it is in other aspects 
of life, this is common. I call it:

I will see it when I believe it

vs.

I will believe it when I see it

If you start expecting a particular outcome, that is how you will interpret the 
results, as you will see what you already believe. This chapter is about  turning 
things around to do meaningful research that actually leads to learning, 
 enabling you instead to believe in what you see.

Are You Really Listening?
Most market research is based on talking to consumers, prospective  consumers, 
and stakeholders. The problem is, we do not always ask the right questions 
and, even when we do, we do not really listen to the answers. It is true because 
somewhere between 70-95% of new products fail even though the vast major-
ity involved market research. If that had been effective, the rate of failure would 
be much lower.

When asking research questions, you must be certain that you ask the right 
questions and carefully listen to the answers.

The most significant assets you gain from talking to consumers are insights. 
These are light-bulb moments when you suddenly understand a better way 
of doing something or even a completely new idea or direction. Often, these 
insights are more useful than the actual answers to the questions you asked.

Consumers did not directly request some of the most significant innovations; 
no-one ever asked for the electric light bulb, the telephone, or the personal 
computer. These were derived from insights gained from a deep understanding 
of unarticulated consumer needs.

Often, insights arise indirectly from an intuitive grasp of what lies beyond your 
consumer’s comments, not from quantitative data analysis. Sometimes these 
take the form of hunches, gut-instincts that come from your experience and 
knowledge. You should learn to listen to hunches. Insights often originate in 
anomalies, but these valuable nuggets of information can only be found if you 
are really listening.

In the end, insight and learning are the real goals of good research. The more 
you listen, the more you will understand. It is this depth of understanding that 
helps build your intuition muscle. Intuition is what you need to move from 
numbers to insights. Bigger and better ideas are built on insights.

Bad Research versus Good Research.
Almost every large company claims to recognize the importance of market 
research. It is crucial for startups needing to identify a new market segment; 
however, not all market research is equally effective. It is not just the techniques 
you choose that define how good your market research will be; it also depends 
on your mindset.

Bad research happens when you begin with a particular idea and engage with 
consumers to prove that you are right. If you start with this view, you will invar-
iably produce data that validates your original idea, whether it is viable or not.

Good research provides new knowledge and insights. Implicit in this is not 
 researching something that you already know. For example, an extensive and 
expensive study of commuters using rail services found that they became 
 unhappy if trains were delayed, canceled, or overcrowded. Was it even neces-
sary to undertake a detailed research study to understand this?

The four most common mistakes corporations make when talking to consumers 
are:

• Talking about a problem you have solved but which your consumers didn’t 
perceive to be a problem at all.

• Thinking you have solved a problem when you haven’t understood how 
consumers perceive it.

• Believing that consumers are excited about what you are telling them when 
they’re not.

• Not carefully listening to answers, especially when these are not what you 
expect.

Good research is about active learning and listening. That means making a 
conscious effort to remove your own bias and preconceptions and undertaking 
research in a way that allows for the discovery of real insight from consumers.

Insights can lead us to a fresh and not-yet obvious understanding of customer 
beliefs, values, habits, desires, motives, emotions, or needs. These can then 
become the basis for opportunities for a genuine competitive advantage. The 
characteristics of insights are:

• A not-yet obvious discovery.
• A unique and fresh perspective on an existing idea or approach.
• A penetrating and fresh view of what seems obvious.
• A competitively-advantaged idea, and,
• Ideas that are fully grounded in understanding consumers.

While working as a consultant, I spent much time on consumer insights, which 
are the essential fuel for growth. Just one key insight can change a business. 
They can present risk, but they also offer the most significant potential for 
reward. Here are a few companies that built their whole business on the iden-
tification of one core insight:
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• Federal Express – Segment by speed
• Dell – Be direct
• Starbucks – Sell the experience
• Southwest – Forget hub-and-spoke
• Body Shop – Pursue environmental & social change
• Microsoft – Empowering people through software

Good research that is not based on bias or preconception is far more likely 
to deliver valuable and unexpected insights than bad research that simply 
 confirms what you already think you know. 

No-one Cares If You Get 20% Better.

“As a good rule of thumb, proprietary 
technology should be at least 

10x better than its closest substitute.”
PETER THIEL, ZERO TO ONE

We are all enthusiastic about the products and services we provide. That is 
 essential if we are going to sell effectively, but it is much too easy to become so 
immersed in what we are doing, that we lose perspective. We may get  excited 
about relatively small improvements, but the truth is that these probably will 
not generate the same enthusiasm in our consumers; frankly, no-one really 
cares if your latest offering is 20% smaller/faster/lighter/or cooler than the 
 previous version.

Contemporary marketplaces are crowded, and a 20% improvement just will not 
make your product stand out. As Peter Thiel stated, your product must be ten 
times better than the competition if you want to succeed. That means you are 
looking not for incremental but intense changes and for products or services 
that are meaningfully unique. But, just what does that mean?

A meaningfully unique product or service creates a new market for itself. That 
may mean a completely new product or a new feature that makes an existing 
product unique. For example, Saltwater Brewery, a Florida-based microbrewery, 
was aware of concerns over the impact on the marine environment of plastic 
six-pack packaging rings.

Their response was the Eco Six-Pack Ring (E6PR), packaging for beer and  other 
products. The E6PR is made from barley and wheat by-products from the 
brewing process. These are not only entirely biodegradable; marine wildlife can 
safely eat them.

Products that are both meaningful and unique can generate a completely new 
consumer base attracted by the excitement of something genuinely different. 
We know that more than 40% of all new businesses fail simply due to no 
 demand for their product or service. Conversely, if you build something that is 
meaningfully unique, it will probably sell. But, just how do you do that?

Before you even begin to talk to consumers, you need to ask yourself some 
questions about the new product or service:

• Is it meaningful and unique to your organization?
• Are you confident that your consumers will understand the problem you are 

trying to solve with this product or service?
• Does it really solve the problem?
• Are you able to describe the product or service in a way that allows  consumers 

to easily understand how it solves the problem?
• Does it solve the problem in a way that is significantly and quantifiably bet-

ter than the competition?

Once you can confidently answer “yes” to all these questions, you know that 
you have a meaningfully unique product or service, and you’re ready to begin 
talking directly to consumers.

Question Time.

“More than nine out of ten 
consumable products launched in 

the last ten years offered absolutely 
nothing new to the consumer. More 
than eight out of ten new products 

fail. You don’t need to be a statistician 
to realize there’s a correlation 

between the two numbers.”
ROBERT MCMATH

Take the time to ensure that you frame the right questions before you start 
talking to consumers. Questions should be objective and simple to answer, but 
you need to think carefully about the data you want to derive from the answers.

With research on a new product or service, you are not just looking for num-
bers. You are also seeking to understand consumer’s perceptions, so include 
open questions for people who are willing and able to tell you more.

When asking questions of your consumers, make sure that you REALLY listen 
to their answers. They may not give the answers you expect, but do not use 
this as a reason to ignore or discard these responses. Perhaps your question 
was not as simple as you thought, or it may be that the consumer is telling you 
something different than you expected.

Do not use consumer responses just to look for confirmation; you are seeking 
information that will help you improve and perhaps even insights that will lead to 
step-change. This may not happen, but there is no excuse for not trying or for not 
checking that the product or service you are launching is meaningfully unique.
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Don’t Boil the Ocean.
Often we want to ask consumers hundreds of questions, but the way to make 
effective progress is to move fast and avoid “boiling the ocean” by focusing on 
the big questions.

Over many years of working with clients on literally thousands of product and 
service launches, there are three questions which I suggest you include when 
talking to consumers:

1. On a scale of 0-10, is the innovation meaningful to you?
2. On a scale of 0-10, is it unique?
3. Imagine that this product failed; why might it have failed?

From the first two questions, you can derive a straightforward metric that will 
help you assess whether your product is meaningfully unique. Give a 60% 
weighting to the meaningfulness score and 40% to the uniqueness score, i.e.:

0.6 x Meaningful score + 0.4 x Uniqueness score = overall score

This simple scoring method has been validated in many studies and is now 
used extensively by Innovation Engineering practitioners. They use a score of 6 
as a minimum, with 7 indicating a good chance of success (you can read more 
about this in Doug Hall’s book, Driving Eureka). I like the simplicity and clarity 
this brings; if you use this type of measure, you cannot hide the results.

The 3rd question, “why might this fail” is often ignored in research studies. Most 
people are looking for confirmation that they have a good idea; however,  asking 
this question changes the dialogue. It almost forces your research participant 
to give you at least one bit of information you can use to make your product 
or service better.

Seven Steps to Conducting Better Research.
Based on my experience, there are seven steps to conducting effective  research. 
These are:

1. Understand and acknowledge bias.
2. Ask questions first, then seek insights.
3. Define success before starting the research.
4. Actively search for negatives.
5. Look for intense reactions.
6. Stay focused on the big picture.
7. Research fast and often.

Let’s look at these steps in detail.

1: Understand and acknowledge bias

“The first principle is that you must 
not fool yourself, and you are the 

easiest person to fool.”
RICHARD FEYNMAN

American social psychologist Leon Festinger investigated a small religious cult 
whose members believed that a flood would destroy the Earth on a particular day. 
Cult members prepared themselves; some went so far as to leave their jobs and 
abandon their homes and possessions in expectation of the coming cataclysm.

When the flood failed to materialize as predicted, many cult members  continued 
to retain the same belief system, claiming that their actions had averted the 
 disaster.

From this, Festinger developed the theory of cognitive dissonance, where a 
belief can be so strong that data will be interpreted only in accordance with that 
belief. However, this does not just apply to members of obscure cults. A study 
by the Economist Intelligence Unit found that 90% of executives would reana-
lyze, ignore, or collect more data if research findings contradicted their original 
theory. That is a clear example of cognitive dissonance, yet more than half of 
these people also claimed that their decisions were objective and data-driven.

If your belief that you are on the right track is sufficiently strong, it may  influence 
how questions are framed and how responses are interpreted. Research cannot 
be effective if the results are viewed through a filter of bias. The main forms of 
bias you should be aware of and try to avoid are:

• Cognitive dissonance; creating your reality, perceptual distortion or illogical 
interpretation based on preconceived ideas.

• Confirmation bias; recognizing only data which supports your opinion and 
ignoring any conflicting information.

• Hindsight bias; I knew it all along.
• Corporate bias; peer pressure, please-the-manager, validate to conform, and 

coercive bias.

2: Ask questions first, then seek insights

Sometimes, asking the right questions can lead to insights, but you need to ask 
the questions first.

• What are you are trying to get done?
• How does this product or service help?
• How and why is it better than the alternatives?
• Why is it better than nothing at all?
• How much more would you be willing to pay then for your existing solution?
• What would you need to stop doing to buy this product, and how likely is 

this?
• Why would someone choose not to buy this product?
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These are all questions that you can ask to check if your product has real utility 
and uniqueness. Only once you have the responses to these essential ques-
tions can you begin to think about insights.

Take, for example, the photo-sharing platform Flickr. In 2004 a Vancouver-based 
startup, Ludicorp Research & Development, launched an online virtual world 
called Game Neverending. A side project associated with this new application 
was a chat room called FlickrLive, which enabled users to share pictures while 
playing the game.

Game Neverending looked promising but what became apparent in early testing 
was that while responses to the online world were mostly positive,  FlickrLive 
proved far more popular with consumers. The insight gained from this meant 
that Game Neverending never got out of beta testing, while Flickr went on to 
become a genuine Internet phenomenon.

Insight may direct your organization in a completely new and more effective 
direction. But you will only find insight if you ask the right questions and really 
listen to the answers, even (or perhaps especially!) if they are not what you 
expect.

3: Define success before starting research

It is vital to set success metrics before you begin to gather data. Here are some 
sample metrics:

• A meaningful/unique score =/>7.
• An average willingness to pay 30% more than for existing solutions.
• A 40% positive response to “I would definitely buy this product.”

If these metrics are agreed upon before you begin to collect data, the standard 
for success is clear, identifiable, and understood in advance. The alternative 
offers temptation to move the goalposts to ensure that data collected through 
research confirms that your “great idea” will be commercially viable. There are 
three steps to defining success metrics:

• Do thorough market research.
• Agree and define your success metrics.
• Set those metrics as goals.

4: Actively search for negatives

If your new product or service were to fail, why might that be? Thinking about 
this is what we mean by actively searching for negatives. Pinpointing things 
that might cause or contribute to failure allows you to reduce risk by making 
improvements that will negate those potential failures.

Analyzing data from consumers is an integral part of this process. Of course, it 
is disappointing if consumers point out why your new product or service may 
fail, but this data can be extremely valuable. Do not be tempted to discard it; 
instead, use it to improve.

However, finding potential negatives is never a one-person job. You will need 
insights from your internal team and stakeholders within the organization and 

consumers. Here are three questions you can ask to help you find potential 
failure points and what you can do about them:

• Do you think this product might fail?
• Why?
• Can you suggest three ways to make it better?

Remember, you are looking for information, not confirmation!

For those who do not believe in the power of negative information, several 
studies have shown that successful serial entrepreneurs are 3-4 times more 
likely to use negative information than less successful entrepreneurs. The 
 message is simple; if you want to succeed consistently, you need to look for 
and use the negatives and positives.

5: Look for intense reactions

We often talk about Marmite (or Vegemite in Australia) products, which most 
people either seem to love or hate. You might imagine that having consumers 
who hate your new product or service is a bad thing, but this type of intense 
reaction can be hugely beneficial.

The truth is that no-one is going to spend time talking about something they 
perceive as bland. On the other hand, a new product that polarizes opinion is 
likely to become the focus of intense discussion. People who hate what you are 
doing will say so, provoking a reaction from those who love it.

Intense reactions are a powerful tool for attracting interest to a new product 
and persuading people to try it. Look for these in your research. Whether you 
love it or hate it, there are few people who are not aware of, or who have not 
tried, Marmite!

If you blindly follow a meaningful/unique scoring system looking only at the 
averages, you might miss a product with real sales potential. Extreme reactions, 
whether good or bad, are a strong guide to interest in your new product. If 
some people hate your product, that is fine as long as enough love it. If people 
just think your product is all-right, that is unlikely to translate to strong sales.

My favorite ice-cream flavor is orange custard chocolate chip, and I am willing to 
travel to find a vendor that stocks it. I would not do the same for vanilla ice-cream, 
no matter how good. You are unlikely to find a product that appeals strongly to 
everyone. If you can find a product with a strong appeal for a small segment of 
the market, that may be enough to create something commercially viable.

6: Stay focused on the big picture

When you are researching a new product, it is all too easy to get lost in the 
minutiae of numbers and minor issues. If research is going to be effective, it 
must remain focused on the big picture. The big picture is always; is this going 
to be a commercial success?

It does not matter if people love the color or finish of your new product or if 
they praise some of its features lavishly. The purpose of the research is to find 
out whether they will buy it. That is all!
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7: Research fast and often

A fundamental error is the tendency to think of research as something that is 
done only when your new product is ready for the market. Research should be 
an integral and on-going part of the entire process. Frequent, rapid, and inex-
pensive research does not just ensure that development stays on track; it may 
also reveal improvements which can be incorporated during the process.

Research does not have to be complex, lengthy, and expensive to be useful. 
Most companies work on the basis that it will take around one month or more 
to organize research and get meaningful feedback from potential consumers. 
That is just too long! Smaller-scale research that can be completed quickly is 
more useful. Consider canvassing a smaller number of potential consumers, 
use people in your organization or people in the immediate area as test sub-
jects. Frequent small-scale research ensures that development is kept on track 
by real data, not opinions or preconceptions.

The most vital piece of advice I could give to any company is to research in 
real-time and often. In a recent sprint developing a new food product, we took 
this advice to the limit. Instead of running one large research when the final 
recipe was ready, we did daily taste tests with 30 customers. We tried new 
formulations and combinations of ingredients each day, noting why, when we 
got better or worse. And, equally important, we kept on testing new ideas. With 
these rapid cycles, we packed six months of learning into ten days. In today’s 
ultra-competitive world, it is often the fastest that wins. If done right, research 
can help you move faster.

Conclusion.
Research is essential to innovation because it generates the insight and knowl-
edge you need to refine your ideas into products and services that will interest 
customers.

However, research is not something you only do when you have finished devel-
opment. You need to research even before development begins to check that 
your idea addresses a real problem in a way that customers can understand. 
Small-scale, rapid research is also crucial during development to help nudge 
the product in new, more useful directions and frequent feedback helps ensure 
consensus and focus. Research is essential when the product is complete to 
ensure that it remains relevant.

You should never stop researching!

Next Steps: Here is a simple template you can use to get feed-
back on your product or idea. It has been designed to test your 4Ps, 
but it can also get feedback on your prototype and your first sales.

visual is missing
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(update) Download this and other canvases at www.tiny.cc/cyclescanvas-
comments/

Key Take-Aways

• Bad research confirms what you already think you 
know – recognize bias and preconceptions and remove 
these as far as possible from your research.

• Good research generates learning – you may learn what you are doing 
right, what you are doing wrong, or what you should be doing differently. 
All research can be useful if you are ready and willing to listen and to learn 
from it.

• Insights can lead to new possibilities – really listening to consumers can 
lead to entirely new possibilities.

• Being meaningfully unique matters – Offering something that is a little 
better than before or slightly different from the competition is unlikely to 
deliver sales success.

• Little and Often – include research as an integral part of the product 
cycle by making it small-scale and rapid.

Next Up: In this chapter, you have learned the importance of 
how to listen to consumers and measure if they like your product. 
But equally important are the questions, “do they like it enough to 
pay you for it” and “will they pay you enough for you to make a profit?” 
We will be looking at these questions in detail in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER 19:  
WILL THEY PAY?  

THE QUESTION TOO MANY 
PEOPLE FORGET TO ASK

It just doesn’t matter how great your 
new idea is; unless people pay for it, it 
will not make a successful innovation.

An Idea Too Good to Fail.
Just eighteen months after being valued at $1.2 billion, Webvan declared 
 bankruptcy. No-one could understand it. The premise had sounded like a sure-
fire success; order shopping online and have it delivered to your home the 
same day. Investors believed it checked all the boxes. Except one; were people 
willing to pay for the new service?

Webvan was the idea of entrepreneur Louis Borders, founder of the successful 
Borders Bookstore chain. Within a few months of its launch in the mid-1990s, 
Webvan had attracted over $800 million in private and public capital.

In 1999 Webvan launched with distribution centers in ten major locations in 
North America, including San Francisco, San Diego, Los Angeles, Chicago, and 
Atlanta. No-one expected anything but a major success story.

In 2000, its first full year of operation, Webvan generated less than $200,000 in 
gross revenues against a $200 million prediction. The value of Webvan shares 
tumbled, and in 2001 it ran out of money entirely and declared bankruptcy.

How can an excellent new idea backed by so many successful, experienced, 
knowledgeable people fail spectacularly as a business venture? The answer, 
sadly, is all too common in new product failures. Webvan did everything right 
apart from failing to get the answer to a fundamental question; were enough 
people willing to pay for the service to make it a viable business model? They 
carried out no surveys or questioned any focus groups. Webvan discovered that 
the answer was a resounding “no” only after spending hundreds of millions of 
dollars to launch the business.

“Build it, and they will come” is a concept that pervades the launch of many 
new products. It implies that all you have to do is make something new and 
great, and customers will buy it. Well, Webvan built it, but they did not come. 
The most frightening thing is that the story of Webvan is not unique or even 
particularly unusual. New products hit the market every single year without 
anyone asking the essential question; will people pay for this?

That is what we will cover in this chapter. It looks at how you can embed the 
notion of value capture at the heart of the innovation process to ensure that 
any new product is commercially viable.

Innovation Success Is About Value and  
Value Capture.
Any new product or service must provide value to customers; it must fulfill 
a Job-To-Be-Done. But to become a commercially viable product, new ideas 
must also provide value capture, the generation of income through customer 
willingness to pay to get that job done. Too many new products like Webvan 
fail because they focus on ensuring they provide value while failing to think 
adequately or early enough about value capture.

On behalf of the Professional Pricing Society, Global strategy consulting com-
pany Simon-Kucher & Partners conduct a biennial survey that polls more than 
1,500 senior executives and managers in over forty countries and across a wide 
range of industries. The survey consistently shows that over 70% of new prod-
ucts fail to meet their revenue targets. A quarter of all organizations report that 
not one of their new products managed to hit profitability goals.

That is a fundamental problem. It does not matter how wonderful your innova-
tion is because if it will not or cannot generate revenue, it is not a viable busi-
ness model. Yet, so many companies still come to the market with products 
that they cannot sell or cannot sell enough of to ensure a profit.
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Many other studies confirm these findings; half of all new products fail because 
they do not offer sufficient value to the customer. A further 25% fail because 
customers are unwilling to pay for them and 12.5% more fail because custom-
ers are reluctant to pay enough. These new products all seemed like good ideas 
to someone, and all went through development and refinement, yet figures 
consistently show that almost 90% of new products fail. In many cases, those 
failures are caused by leaving the assessment of value capture too late in the 
innovation process or ignoring it altogether.

If your innovation is to become one of the 12.5% of new products that custom-
ers want to buy and commercial successes, it must provide both value to the 
customer and value capture to you. In his book Zero to One, author Peter Thiel 
provides what may just be the most profound formula in business:

Value x Value Capture = Success

If Value Capture is zero, it does not matter how high Value is; success will be 
zero.

Four Common Value Capture Mistakes.
Before we talk about best practice, let’s look at the four most common mis-
takes people make in terms of value capture.

1. All you have to do is create a great new product, and people will 
buy it. If you produce something new and great, people will buy it. Right? 
Sadly, that just is not the case. Business history is littered with great new 
products that did not succeed commercially, not because they did not 
provide value but because they could not deliver value capture. Take the 
Betamax video format that Sony introduced back in the early 1970s. In 
technical terms, it offered higher quality than its main competitor, VHS. 
And yet, during the 1980s, Betamax lost market share until it eventual-
ly disappeared altogether. Customers understood that Betamax offered 
better quality, but they were unwilling to pay higher costs for the more 
complex Betamax recorders. It was a great idea killed by a failure to 
understand that customers will not necessarily pay more for something 
that only offers slightly better quality and functionality.

2. Successful innovation can happen in isolation. A common  mistake 
is to engage a “bunker” mentality when developing innovation, to 
 become completely focused on the internal development of the latest, 
greatest new idea, and ignore outside information. This concept rarely 
works. Successful innovation is a cycle of refinement and development 
driven by customer feedback. If you try to innovate without talking to 
customers and getting feedback, there is a high risk that you will  produce 
something that is not relevant to market needs or that customers will 
not be prepared to pay for.

3. You cannot get feedback until development is complete. Even 
companies that recognize the need for customer feedback often delay 
this until completing their testing and development. But by that time, 

it may be too late to make changes to the product if customers do 
not like what you have created. You do not need a finished product or 
even a prototype to determine what customers are willing to pay for. For 
 example, in the late 1990s, German carmaker Porsche was struggling to 
retain market share and badly needed a new line to boost sales. Their 
idea was an SUV, a growing sector in car markets around the world. But 
Porsche could not afford to build a new car that customers were not 
interested in or willing to buy.

Before they even began designing what would become the Porsche 
Cayenne, the company first surveyed large numbers of existing and 
 potential customers to find out whether they would welcome a Porsche 
SUV? When they got an overwhelmingly positive response, they then 
asked customers about every single potential feature of the new car and 
assessed their willingness to pay. Only when they had this feedback did 
they begin detailed design work, and the first Cayenne did not roll out 
of the factory until 2002. The new car went on to become a massive 
commercial success and Porsche’s most important model in terms of 
revenue generation. Customers can understand concepts, and you can 
and must use this to get feedback as early as possible in the innovation 
process.

4. Some new products will inevitably be commercial failures. When 
they see the figures for new products that are commercial failures, many 
people just shrug and say something like, “Hey, a new product, who 
 really knew if it was going to sell?”. There appears to be a widespread 
acceptance that these failures are merely part of the cost of innovation.

It does not have to be that way. There are good methods for assess-
ing what customers will pay long before you have a finished product. 
You must approach this process with the same rigor that you apply to 
the product’s development and testing. If you know that customers are 
willing to pay and pay enough for you to make a profit, your chances 
of producing a commercially successful product increase exponentially. 
New products that are commercial failures do not just happen through 
chance; they directly result from a failure to embed the notion of value 
capture in the innovation process.

Making Both Value and Value Capture Part of 
the Innovation Process.
As we discussed back in the Aligning Your Business with Customer Value 
 chapter, one of the first steps in assessing whether an idea has the potential 
to  become a product is the question of whether it delivers value; does it do a 
job for the customer? Unless you can clearly identify the value that the new 
product or service provides, there is no point in going any further. However, it 
is equally important to understand the product’s potential for value capture; is 
the customer willing to pay to get this job done?
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All too often, this latter question is left unanswered until too late in the 
 innovation process. It means that organizations work on research, design, and 
even building before the question of value capture is addressed. Here you risk 
discovering a value capture problem too late in the development process to 
change the product.

To avoid this, you must obtain feedback from customers to confirm a market 
for the new product as early as possible in the development process. If the 
answer is “yes,” you then need to move on to describing features and attributes 
and finding out how much customers are willing to pay. If a particular feature 
has a high cost and low customer value, maybe it needs to be dropped? Or 
perhaps you need to add features to ensure that the product offers sufficient 
value to provide adequate value capture? Value capture is not something you 
think about when development work is complete; it must inform and support 
the whole development process.

It is also worth remembering that producing a product that is marginally better 
than the alternatives is unlikely to succeed commercially. As a rule of thumb, 
if your new product is not ten times better than the other options at half the 
price or half as good at one-tenth of the price, it is not going to sell. Many 
new products fail because they are just ten or twenty percent better than the 
alternatives.

Right at the start, you need to think about whether the finished product can 
be significantly better than the alternatives at a lower cost or whether it can 
be sold substantially cheaper while still offering value and value capture? If you 
cannot answer an emphatic “yes”, you need to seriously ask whether it is worth 
devoting time and money to develop the idea?

Where the Rubber Hits the Road:  
WTP Testing.
There are two key concepts when assessing the value capture potential of your 
new product or service. Willingness to Accept (WTA) is the minimum price that 
will allow you to break-even, and Willingness to Pay (WTP) is the  maximum 
amount a customer will pay for the new product. The greater the gap between 
WTA and WTP, the greater the potential competitive advantage your new 
product will have. WTA is relatively easy to calculate because it is based on 
your costs, but how do you estimate WTP?

There are four core methods used to test WTP, and there are hundreds of 
variants on these methods. None are perfect, but they are all better than the 
method used by 98% of companies, that is - to do nothing. WTP testing is a 
complex process, and I do not propose to provide a detailed analysis here as 
there are many books and courses that do this. I will give an overview of the 
four main methods and their advantages and disadvantages.

Monadic tests. Two or more surveys are created to test customer reactions to 
different prices for a particular product. Each version of the survey uses a differ-
ent price, and this method provides a basis for price sensitivity measurement. 

A detailed description of the new product is provided, and the subject is asked 
how likely they are to buy the product at a specified price point.  Another iden-
tical survey is created that asks the same question but incorporates a  higher 
or lower price. You can do as many surveys as desired, covering a range of 
possible prices.

Advantages; cost-effective, results are simple to understand and easily 
allow the identification of the WTP.

Disadvantages; answers to surveys do not always reflect what a cus-
tomer will do in reality. They may answer a survey by saying that they 
would be likely to buy a particular product at a specified price, but this 
does not necessarily mean that they will buy that product.

Discrete choice (also known as Conjoint Analysis). Customers are presented 
with a range of products at varying prices and asked to consider a simulated 
purchase activity; for example, “which of these items would you be most likely to 
purchase on your next visit to a convenience store?”
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Advantages; cost-effective and can be used to compare a range of dif-
ferent products.

Disadvantages; it can be challenging for consumers to answer accu-
rately. It is rarely appropriate for complex products, and the results can 
be difficult to interpret.

Van Westendorp price test (also known as the Price Sensitivity Meter). One 
problem with monadic and discrete choice testing is that studies show that 
respondents often provide lower answers than their actual WTP. In response, 
Dutch economist Peter van Westendorp created a test that examines the key 
psychological markers that affect purchase decisions rather than looking di-
rectly at prices. The Van Westendorp Price Test involves asking four questions 
about a product:

1. At what price would you consider the product to be so expensive that you 
would not consider buying it? (Too expensive)

2. At what price would you consider the product to be priced so low that you 
would feel the quality couldn’t be very good? (Too cheap)

3. At what price would you consider the product starting to get expensive, so 
that it is not out of the question, but you would have to give some thought 
to buying it? (Expensive)

4. At what price would you consider the product to be a bargain—a great buy 
for the money? (Bargain)

Answers can be open-ended, where respondents enter their own price or 
choose from a range of provided prices. The results are then entered into a 
Price Map.

Interpretation of this Price Map allows identifying an acceptable price range 
within which perceptions are that the product is neither too expensive nor so 
cheap that it may be regarded as low quality.

Advantages; simple, and respondents only have to answer four ques-
tions. The Price Map allows responses to be plotted in a way that clearly 
defines the optimum price.

Disadvantages; not suitable for complex products with multiple fea-
tures.

Smoke testing. The ultimate way to test what customers are willing to pay is 
to offer the product for sale. However, you do not necessarily have to have a 
product to do this. It is commonly done through online advertising where the 
customer views a product that is apparently for sale. They are given the option 
to purchase and enter payment details, but they are then told that the product 
is not available. This method provides far more reliable data than any survey; 
there is a huge difference between checking the “yes” box in a survey and click-
ing the “Buy Now” button on what appears to be a sales page.

In some cases, smoke testing can be done off-line too. San Francisco-based 
design studio Upwell Design developed a new product, Walhub, a functional 
switch cover that incorporated storage space for small items such as keys, mail, 
umbrellas, and scarves. They wanted to test customer reaction to this product, 
so Justin Porcano, the founder of Upwell, purchased an Ikea uniform on eBay 
and then went to a local Ikea store and put Walhub on display. Then he placed 
hidden cameras and microphones to record customer responses. It provided real 
customer reaction to Walhub, though when interested customers attempted to 
purchase, they quickly found that was not possible. (If you want a fun break, 
check out this short video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XVnqSIVG6WE).

Advantages; allowing customers to reach the point where they are will-
ing to pay for your product is much more useful than responding to any 
survey question; it confirms that customers will pay for your product, not 
that they think they might. The fact that people are ready to buy is the 
ultimate test of WTP.

Disadvantages; is it ethical to offer something for sale when it is not 
available? Do you risk alienating potential customers when they discover 
that the product is not really for sale? Are you risking revealing what you 
are working on to competitors? In the Ikea stunt by Upwell, is it legal, 
and might you face potential liability issues?

Whichever method you choose, defining WTP as early as possible in the inno-
vation process is absolutely essential. WTP is important because it is based on 
empirical data. Hunches are great for identifying potential new products, but 
they are not an acceptable way to approach pricing. If the gap between WTA 
and WTP is too small or non-existent, your product just will not make money, 
and you need to shift your focus to something that will. Our recommendation 
is simple; there are many useful tools for calculating WTP, so choose one that 
works for you. What is important is not what tool you choose but that you have 
evidence that customers are willing to pay as early as possible.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XVnqSIVG6WE
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Kill or Go?
It does not matter how great your idea is; if you cannot capture value from it, it 
will never be a commercially viable product. An objective assessment of value 
capture must be built into every project kill point. If you are not certain that the 
new product will be commercially viable, kill the project. There are five strategic 
questions you need to ask every time you consider value capture:

1. Will customers pay? This question is fundamental, and the one you 
need to ask from the very beginning. Unless you have evidence that 
customers will pay, kill the project. If they will pay, but not enough to 
make it profitable, can you change the product or the way you sell it?

2. Can you price differently? If your research shows that customers are 
willing to pay, but not enough for you to make a profit, can you price 
differently? For example, back in 2007, the band Radiohead was prepar-
ing to release their new album, In Rainbows. Album sales were generally 
declining, so they adopted a novel strategy at the time; the album was 
available only for download from the band’s website and only for a limited 
time. For pricing, they adopted an even more novel strategy by making 
the price “Pay What You Want.” In other words, each customer decided 
what they would pay, including nothing at all. There were more than one 
million downloads in the first month, with more than 60% of customers 
electing to pay nothing. However, 38% elected to pay an average of $6 
per download. Although many customers paid nothing, Radiohead made 
more money from In Rainbows than all their previous albums combined. 
Can you use a different pricing strategy to increase profitability? Can you 
offer certain core features free and then charge for anything above that?

3. Can you remove features and still offer value? Can you identify 
the essential, core features in your product that provide value to the 
 customer? Can you remove non-core features to reduce WTA and create 
or improve profitability?

4. Can you make money through volume? The idea that selling early 
examples of a product may lose money but will change as sales volume 
increases is common, but it is not always true. It may apply to some prod-
ucts and some sectors, but are you really sure that future sales will bring 
economies of scale that will improve profitability? Where is your evidence?

5. Can you sell it for a completely different JTBD? History is full of 
 examples of innovations that were successful because they found a com-
pletely different JTBD. Shopify began life as an online  snowboarding 
 retailer. When it did not work out, founders Tobias Lutke, Daniel  Weinand, 
and Scott Lake decided to sell the online storefront they had  created to 
other vendors. Post-It Notes were created when a new glue developed 
by 3M was judged to be a failure because it was not sticky enough. This 
is the last resort but, if the answer to the preceding four questions is “no”, 
then you either need to find a completely new JTBD for your product or 
you need to kill the project. Sit back, get creative, and try to think about 
completely new ways your product can offer value.

Conclusion.
Too many new products are not based on a viable business model. It is partly 
because the WTP is often considered too late in the development process to 
allow changes to be made to the product. Some do not consider this until 
completion of development, and others barely consider it at all. These are fun-
damental errors that contribute directly to the failure of the majority of new 
products. It does not have to be that way.

There are tried and tested methods of assessing WTP. While none are perfect, 
all will indicate what customers will pay for your new product. Best of all, these 
methods can be applied when the product is still a concept; provided you can 
describe it clearly, you can assess WTP. That means that you can calculate it right 
at the start of the development process, and if necessary, you can change what 
you are doing to ensure that your new product delivers viable WTP. You must 
also continue to check and reassess WTP throughout the development process.

It just does not matter how great your idea is; if you cannot make money from 
it, there is no point in spending time and effort on development. Use WTP to 
make an honest, objective, and realistic assessment. From there, you have a 
tough decision to make; if you are not entirely sure that you can capture value 
from turning your idea into a product, and you cannot change the way you sell 
it or the product itself to extract more value, kill the project.

That is not going to be easy. You have invested time, energy, and enthusiasm 
into persuading people that your idea has potential. But unless you are certain it 
will deliver a viable commercial product, you must move on to something else.

Next Steps: Most of the canvases in this book are about 
things you can do immediately. This one is different because assess-
ing WTP takes time and energy. What follows is a decision schema.

visual is missing
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(update) Download this and other canvases at www.tiny.cc/cyclescanvas-
comments/ Key Take-Aways

• Your innovation must provide recognizable value – if 
customers  cannot see the value, they will not buy the 
product or service.

• Your innovation must provide value capture – if customers are  unwilling 
to pay enough to allow you to make a profit, your innovation will not be 
commercially viable.

• You must confirm both WTA and WTP as early as possible – you 
 cannot wait until the completion of your new product to determine 
whether customers will pay and pay enough. Assessing WTP must be an 
integral part of the development process.

Next Up: Having the determination and persistence to carry 
on in the face of challenges and setbacks is an essential quality in 
 consistently successful innovators. However, these people share 
 another significant attribute that is less widely recognized; they also 
know when to quit. Sometimes, the smartest thing you can do is 
stop, but how do you know when that moment has arrived?
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CHAPTER 20:  
SHOOT YOUR PUPPIES AND MOVE 

ON: WHY KILLING IDEAS IS AS 
IMPORTANT AS BUILDING NEW 

IDEAS AND HOW TO DO IT

What you choose to do is important, 
but sometimes, what you choose not 

to do is just as significant.

Are You Here for the Shoot the Puppy 
 Meeting?
It was -20˚C (-40˚F), and I was about to learn one of the hottest techniques in 
project management…

As I walked into the Canada Post offices, I was greeted by the board’s  executive 
secretary, who politely asked if I knew that this was a “shoot the puppy”  meeting?

For three years, I had been traveling around the world, working with  different na-
tional postal services. My mission was to help them become more  market-driven. 
The process was almost always the same. Look into the  organization for a few 
good ideas (or bring some new ones), present them to the board, then get 
some feedback. From there, I let the local team work on bringing things to 
market. Up until now, all the projects I had proposed had gone forward. Sure, 
there was sometimes negative feedback, but it was always accompanied by a 
pat on the back.

Before I went into the meeting, I had to ask the secretary, “What is a shoot the 
puppy meeting?” The answer was so important that I still remember it clearly 
more than twenty years later. The executive board was responsible for mak-
ing decisions about whether projects went forward and had a reputation for a 
willingness to kill those they were not 100% certain about. Killing projects is a 
tough thing to do, and it is rarer than you might think. People work hard and 
commit to projects, and it is easier just to let them continue even when the 
prospects for success are small. In a big organization like Canada Post, this can 
lead to thousands of “walking dead” projects, all using resources that could be 
better deployed elsewhere.

This board was different. They made real decisions about which projects should 
continue and which should be stopped. They called this process “shooting 
 puppies” because they recognized that it is hard for people to kill their darlings. 
No-one likes to get rid of an ugly puppy, but sometimes it needs to be done.

At the meeting, I was asked five questions about the two projects I presented:

1. Is there a real benefit?
2. Are people willing to pay? (and will they pay us?)
3. Is it interesting enough that people will pay attention?
4. Does someone hate it?
5. Is there a reason why we can do this better than anyone else?

All the questions made sense to me except #4. The board explained that 
if everyone likes something, it is usually not a great idea. It is like vanilla ice 
cream – inoffensive but unlikely to inspire strong positive or negative  emotions. 
A “yes” on all the other points could lead to a go decision, but the board  believed 
that strong emotions around an idea are always a good sign.

I presented project #1; yes, no, no, yes, no. Shoot that puppy!

I presented project #2; yes, yes, yes, yes (two people really hated it) and a final 
“probably”. They gave me four weeks to turn that “probably” into a “yes”.

I left the meeting feeling frustrated about project #1, but I now knew where 
I needed to focus. I did not realize it at the time, but I had just learned one of 
the most important things that separates winning innovators from the rest. 
 Meetings like this are rare. It is common (and much less painful) to just let 
 projects keep rolling. It takes boldness and discipline to decide to kill a project. 
But turning great ideas into successful products takes time and effort, and 
 innovation winners learn to focus all their resources on the best ideas.
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A bad idea, even when well-executed, is still a bad idea. Ultimately, it is a waste 
of time and energy that deflects resources from where they could be better uti-
lized. This chapter will tell you how to identify the ideas you need to kill by fol-
lowing a simple process, and it will explain when and how they should be killed. 

Steve Jobs – Puppy Shooter.
The three most common mistakes that entrepreneurs make are:

1. Investing in the wrong business.
2. Failing to let customers understand a product or service.
3. Staying with the wrong idea for too long.

Of these, number three is the most common and the most expensive. We all 
fall in love with our ideas, and it is hard to give up on dreams. But sometimes, 
quitting is the most effective solution.

“The most important thing winning 
companies do better is that they kill 

bad ideas faster.”
ROBERT G. COOPER 

THE PDMA HANDBOOK OF NEW PRODUCT DEVELOPMENT

It is important to note that quitting is not the same as failing. It is a business 
strategy where you switch focus away from something that is not productive to 
something that is. No organization has unlimited resources, and it is essential 
to assign time and effort to projects that will provide worthwhile returns. If you 
try to focus on everything, you will achieve nothing. Steve Jobs is often held 
up as an exemplar of creativity and innovation, but one of the most important 
things he did was to kill projects.

In September 1997, Jobs returned to Apple as CEO, almost precisely twelve 
years after leaving the company. Apple was not in a good place. It offered an 
array of different Macintosh desktops and laptops and peripherals, including 
printers and digital cameras. Few lines were making a profit, and the business 
was losing tens of millions of dollars every quarter.

After only a few weeks, Jobs called a meeting. He drew a simple two-by-two 
grid on a whiteboard. He labeled the rows “desktop” and “portable” and the 
columns “consumer” and “professional”. Jobs told the stunned meeting that 
their task was to select one Apple product for each of the four squares on the 
grid. Everything else was to be canceled. Jobs went on to kill more than 70% 
of Apple’s existing hardware and software range. One of the things he canceled 
was the Apple Newton MessagePad, a product in which many people at Apple 
were deeply invested, though sales were not great. Talking about the Newton, 
Jobs later said: “My gut was that there was some really good technology, but it 
was fucked-up by mismanagement. By shutting it down, I freed up some good 
engineers who could work on new mobile devices.”

The only way to do this was to cull their bulging product line. One of the first 
things Steve Jobs did was kill dozens of products, including the much-publi-
cized Newton. Apple went from over 20 key products to 4. (A notebook for 
professionals and consumers and a desktop for professionals and consumers.)

These radical changes moved the company from a $1 billion loss in 1997 to a 
$300 million profit in 1998. Maybe even more importantly, they freed up time 
for engineers to work on other products like the iPod, iPad, and the iPhone, 
which launched several years later. They would have never had the cash or the 
people if they hadn’t started by killing products. Quite simply, Apple wouldn’t 
be the company they are today without the kills in the past.

Innovation is often about making bold decisions. Sometimes, the most impor-
tant decisions involve recognizing the projects that do not have the potential to 
deliver exceptional and profitable products and shooting those puppies.

Why You Need to Kill Projects.
As discussed in the previous chapter, the majority of new products fail. Inno-
vation generates good ideas, but it also inevitably generates less-than-good 
ideas. It is essential to be able to tell the difference and to kill the wrong ide-
as. An important part of that is protocol, providing explicit kill or go decisions 
throughout a project.

Studies show a clear correlation between having such a protocol and projects 
that result in profitable products. A project definition must have the criteria and 
review process for deciding whether it should continue or be killed (for more, 
see perhaps one of the best articles written on the difference between winners 
from losers; New products, what separates winners from losers by Cooper & 
Kleinschmidt).

Passion, persistence, and commitment are needed to turn ideas into products. 
But these can also prevent killing a project at the right time because we find it 
hard to give up on something in which we have invested time and enthusiasm. 
We believe in the new idea, but this must be tempered with a realization that, 
further down the line, it may turn out not to yield significant benefit. If that 
happens, we must set aside our pride and emotional involvement and kill the 
project if necessary.
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It is easy to check if a new product is likely to succeed. Just ask these simple 
questions:

• Does it fulfill a real customer-job-to-be-done? (see Chapter 6) and is it some-
thing consumers really want (see Chapter 19)

• Will customers like it enough to pay you for it? (see Chapter 19)

If you can answer “yes” to these questions, your product belongs in the top 
right quadrant of the diagram above.

If you cannot answer “yes” to these questions, you need to shoot that puppy. 
Now!

Even if you answered “yes”, that may still not be enough; commercial success 
also depends on how much your potential customers are willing to pay and 
whether that will enable you to make a profit.

Several studies show that in today’s interconnected, hypercompetitive world, 
“good enough” is just not good enough. If your new product is not going to be 
exceptional, it will probably not be a commercial success, and it is better to kill 
it and focus resources on other products.

“People think focus means saying yes 
to the thing you’ve got to focus on.  
But that’s not what it means at all.  
It means saying no to the hundred 

other good ideas that there are.  
You have to pick carefully.”

STEVE JOBS

`

If it is really that simple, why do we still get so many products that fail? An 
important part of the answer is that organizations are reluctant to kill projects 
even when it is clear that they will never deliver exceptional outcomes. Innova-
tors just do not want to hear that customers are not in love with the idea they 
have invested so much in. That kind of rejection can be a painful experience, 
almost like a romantic break-up. To avoid this pain, people may avoid, ignore, 
or try to negate negative responses and continue with projects long after they 
should have been canceled.

Emotional investment and cognitive bias (listening to positive feedback while 
ignoring the negative) cloud decisions about whether new products are viable. 
Clinging to ideas that can only ever lead to products that are good enough is as 
harmful as failing to persevere with those that can be exceptional.

“It’s easy to kill bad ideas; great 
companies also kill great ideas early.”

JACK WELCH

Studies have repeatedly shown the value of killing projects that do not provide 
real value. A paper published in the Harvard Business Review in 2017 found that 
one of the things that distinguished successful companies was that, compared 
to unsuccessful companies, they killed nine times more projects before they 
even got to the detailed design stage: “They eliminate the walking dead to save 
the living.”

Smart quitting, quitting projects at the right time and for the right reasons, is a 
critical element of innovation success. But how do you recognize the right time 
and the right reasons for quitting?
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Three Kinds of Quitting.
In the book The Dip, author Seth Godin introduced the notion of the dip. Godin 
explains that any new activity starts out easy because you are doing the simple 
stuff, learning quickly, making progress, and getting lots of feedback. After a 
while, it gets harder, progress is slower, and it all begins to feel like hard work. 
That is the dip.

Getting through the dip and out the other side is what separates ideas from 
products. Getting past this point is not easy, but if you do not, you will never get 
to where you want to be. Precisely because it is not easy, getting past the dip 
creates scarcity and value. Opportunity lies on the far side of the dip.

You need to persevere to get through the dip, but on some projects, you will 
quit. Godin defines three different types of quitting:

Quitting in the dip. Being in the dip is not fun. It is hard work for little 
immediate return. But it is also where you learn the most, and getting 
through offers the greatest potential rewards in the long-term.

Tactical quitting. Sometimes you realize that the direction you are 
 going in is wrong. You may have a viable product, but you learn to pivot 
it in a new direction to produce something commercially viable.

Strategic quitting. You are making progress with a new product, but 
you realize that it is not doing a job that people are willing to pay for, 
and it is never going to be exceptional. That is when you decide to quit 
to focus instead on other projects that have a better chance of leading 
to exceptional products.

You may also discover that you are not really in a dip at all but in something 
quite different. Godin describes two other curves that describe project progress; 
the cul-de-sac and the cliff. The cul-de-sac is a never-ending dip. No matter 
how much effort you put in or how long you work on it, things will not get 
any better or any worse. The cliff is a dip that just keeps on getting deeper and 
deeper, using up more and more time and resources without ever leading to an 
upslope on the other side.

Neither of these will lead to a good outcome. Cul-de-sacs ultimately lead 
 nowhere and cliffs soak up resources for no appreciable return.

Good (and Bad) Reasons for Quitting.
Quitting simply because you are in the dip is generally a bad idea, as this 
is where you learn the most and getting to the other side is where the real 
 opportunities lie. You have to balance short-term pain against the long-term 
goal. The exception is if you realize that the dip is so deep and likely to be so 
prolonged that you just do not have the resources to see it through. In those 
circumstances, quitting in the dip is a reasonable response.

Quitting because you realize that you are actually in a cul-de-sac or on a cliff 
or for tactical or strategic reasons are all valid. However, there are some key 
questions you need to ask first:

Am I panicking? Quitting because things are getting scary or stressful is 
never a good idea. It wastes all the work you have done up to that point, 
and it is often a knee-jerk reaction to short-term problems.

Who am I trying to influence? Do you have a line manager to whom 
you have to justify a lack of progress? Can you keep that person  focused 
on the end result and willing to commit to what may seem like the 
investment of resources for little tangible outcome? Is the customer 
feedback on your planned product less than enthusiastic? Can you use 
further development to improve the product?

Am I making measurable progress? Slogging through the dip can be 
hard work, but you need to recognize whether you are moving forward. 
Progress can be slow, but you should recognize the difference between 
moving forward, albeit slowly, and standing still or even going backward.

By considering these questions honestly, you can arrive at a better answer to 
the overall question of whether it is the right time to quit. Panic is never a good 
reason for taking any kind of decision. Planning and setting parameters and 
timescales for review and potential quitting, can avoid this. If you are making 
progress, use that to convince your line manager and do whatever you need to 
improve feedback. If you are not, or if feedback suggests that the product may 
be good enough but not exceptional, those are good reasons to quit.
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How to Become a Winner by Quitting.
Smart quitting is part of being an innovation winner. Quit too early, and you 
may miss potential benefits. Quit too late, and you risk wasting resources that 
could have been better used elsewhere. To make sure that you are quitting for 
the right reasons and at the right time, you need to consider a few more things 
about the project and yourself:

Am I biased? The answer to this is almost certainly yes because we are 
all biased. We discussed cognitive dissonance and confirmation bias in 
Chapter 18. The important thing is to understand these biases and make 
sure they are not unduly influencing the decision to quit. Be objective.

Is there a job-to-be-done? This is fundamental. We discussed jobs-to-
be-done back in Chapter 6. If you cannot identify the job-to-be-done for 
your product, kill the project.

Are people willing to pay for it? This is also fundamental. Customers 
must be willing to pay to get the job done if your product is going to 
make a profit. We talked about how to get customer feedback in Chap-
ter 19. If people are not willing to pay for it, kill the project.

Will they pay enough for it? Are there alternative products that poten-
tial customers could choose? How much will they be willing to pay for 
your product? Is that enough to make it profitable? If customers are not 
willing to pay enough to make the product profitable, kill the project.

Asking the questions in this and the preceding sections are so vital that they 
cannot be left to chance. You cannot wait until you are in the grind of the dip 
before you start asking these questions. Instead, you need to set Kill Points 
and be prepared for Real Kills.

Knowing when and why to quit is so important that these things must be 
part of project planning right from the start. You need to decide in advance 
when you are going to consider quitting. That is not an acceptance of potential 
 failure; it is a recognition that knowing when to kill a project is a vital element 
of planning.

It means building kill points into the project schedule. These are the times at 
which the project will be rigorously assessed according to agreed criteria. If it 
fails to meet those criteria, it will be killed. Setting this out in advance makes 
the process transparent, and having pre-set times for review means that it gets 
done regularly.

Kill must really mean kill. It is tough to quit a project in which you have an 
emotional commitment. It can feel like admitting that you made a mistake 
in starting the project in the first place. The most common way to avoid con-
fronting this issue is to allow the project to continue but with reduced priority. 
That never works. Even projects consigned to the “back burner” continue to 
soak up resources that could be better used elsewhere. Give a project 100% 
commitment or kill it.

Killing a project is a bold and decisive move. It may be painful, but without this 
discipline, you will not focus on the projects that matter. Kill points are just as 
important in project planning as any other milestones.

Quitting a project is not the end of the story. Winners capture the learning that 
comes even from projects that are killed and use this to inform future projects. 
Learning what does not work can be just as important as discovering what 
does. You must have in place systems that capture, record, and share the learn-
ing derived from all projects, even those that do not deliver.

Do Not Be Afraid to Quit.
Something that has become almost a mantra in business and other realms 
of life is the expression “Winners don’t quit”. My own experience and repeated 
studies have shown this to be a dangerous fallacy. A willingness to persevere 
even in the face of setbacks is essential. Still, the truth is that the most success-
ful organizations not only quit, but they also do it even more often than their 
competitors.

“Winners quit all the time. They just 
quit the right stuff at the right time.”

SETH GODIN, THE DIP

You need to quit mediocre projects to focus resources on the projects that can 
deliver something exceptional.

For a while, I was the lead mentor at the European Innovation Academy. They 
have over 17,000 alumni, and most have gone through their extreme 21-day 
acceleration program. We investigated what separated top teams from other 
teams and identified puppy killing as a core skill. Today, “puppy killer” is an 
 assigned role in every group.

Smart quitting is a winning strategy! Losers allow projects to stumble on long 
after is it apparent that they will yield only marginal value. Be bold. Be decisive. 
Be disciplined. Shoot those puppies and focus your efforts on the things that 
really matter!

We all need to get over our feeling that quitting represents failure. We  especially 
need to stop hiding behind the idea that we do not need to quit, that we can 
just put something aside until the time is right. I know I do this, and I suspect 
that you do too. When we start something new, and it does not work out, it is 
less painful to tell ourselves that we have not really given up on it. It is much 
easier to put those new running shoes in the back of the cupboard. We can tell 
ourselves that maybe, “when the weather’s better” or “in the vacation”, we will 
use them. These excuses are more comfortable to accept than recognizing that 
we do not have the ability or discipline to run regularly.
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It would be much more useful to accept that we are never going to be a runner, 
quit, and look for another means of improving fitness. But all the time that 
those running shoes are in the back of the cupboard, we can fool ourselves 
that we do not need to do anything else. That is why quitting, really quitting, 
is essential. If we quit, we cannot pretend that we are dealing with something 
when we are not. Quitting also takes away the focus from things that are not 
going to deliver and allows us to give 100% of our energy and attention to the 
things that will.

Let me leave you with a final quote from The Dip:

“You’re Astonishing. How dare you 
waste it? You and your organization 

have the power to change everything. 
To create remarkable products and 

services. To over-deliver. To be the best 
in the world. How dare you squander 

that resource by spreading it too thin. 
How dare you settle for mediocre just 
because you’re busy coping with too 
many things on your agenda, racing 
against the clock to get it all done. 
The lesson is simple: If you’ve got 

as much as you’ve got, use it. Use it 
to become the best in the world, to 
change the game, to set the agenda 

for everyone else. You can only do that 
by marshaling all of your resources to 
get through the biggest possible Dip. 

In order to get through that Dip, you’ll 
need to quit everything else.”

(update) Download this and other canvases at www.tiny.cc/cyclescanvas-
comments/
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Key Take-Aways

∙ Quitting is not failing – smart quitting is an essential 
business strategy that leads to improved focus.

∙ Knowing when to quit is as important as being willing 
to persevere – resources are finite. The only way to succeed is by focus-
ing what you have on what will deliver the best results. That means killing 
projects that will not deliver or will only deliver something good enough.

∙ Quit for the right reasons – quitting because you are in the dip, tired, 
stressed, or plain nervous is a bad idea. Quitting because you realize that 
a project is not going anywhere or will not lead to an exceptional product 
is an excellent idea.

∙ Know your biases – emotional investment leads to cognitive dissonance 
and confirmation bias. Do not let these cloud decisions about whether 
projects should continue.

∙ Be systematic – build regular kill points into project planning and make 
real kills when necessary.

∙ Really kill – do not hide behind deferment or giving a project a lower 
priority. Give each project 100% commitment or kill it.

Next Up: If you’ve decided that your idea is worth pursuing, it is 
time to improve your ideas systematically. In the next section, you’ll 
learn about the importance of systems, how to face your biggest 
fears, and move forward, step by step.

CHAPTER 21:  
COMMUNICATE / CHECK 

CONCLUSION. 
MAKE IT CLEAR: SEE IF THEY WANT 
IT AND WILL PAY, THEN DECIDE TO 

KILL OR CONTINUE

Clarity Want It Will Pay Kill or Continue

•Big ideas
•Paper typing
•Story typing
•Prototyping

•Ask
•Test
•Look for
 negatives

•Pricing
•Thoughtland-
 actionland
•Back of the
 envelope

•Shoot puppies
•Stop riding
 dead horses

The communicate / check is simple, but that does not mean it is easy. It is hard 
and frustrating to clarify ideas just because a few people don’t understand. 
I guarantee that once in a while, you are bound to think, “they just don’t get it!”. 
The reality is, if they don’t get it, it is your job to make sure they do.

Once things are clear, the challenge begins. You’ve been working hard on build-
ing your bright and brilliant ideas. More often than not, consumers will say they 
don’t want or won’t pay for your innovation. At that point comes an innovator’s 
most formidable job – killing your darlings.

Before you move on, it is worth reflecting on an important business truth. In 
the end, what you decide not to do is often more important than what you 
decide to do.

Next Up: When you have killed the low-value or marginal 
 projects, you will be left with projects that do have the potential to 
lead to exceptional products. Taking these forward can be a daunting 
prospect. In the next section, you’ll learn how to face your fears and 
build your ideas step by step.
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5 5 
LEARNING SYSTEMS

PART

CHAPTER 22:  
SYSTEMS INTRODUCTION

A common and mistaken belief is that innovation is simply about creativity. 
While creativity is undoubtedly part of innovation, a great deal of research has 
confirmed that this is most effective within the context of systems. Systems 
help to conquer fear, allow you to prioritize effectively, focus on the things that 
really matter, and ensure that you learn from everything you do.

That’s what this section covers, and you will learn:

• How systems can help conquer fear.
• How a systems view can give new insights.
• How to analyze your business to identify and focus on your most important 

challenges.
• And, most importantly, how to keep learning and growing to give your ideas 

the best chance of success.

Deliverable
After working through this section, you will have a clearer understanding of 
the challenges you must overcome, how things interact, where to focus your 
efforts and how to update your objectives and start a new cycle.

Learning
Systems

marianne.garreyn
Markering
@Bryan: font is missing
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CHAPTER 23:  
UNCERTAINTY AND THE FEAR OF 
LOSING: HOW TO CHANGE YOUR 

MINDSET TO FOCUS ON WINNING

To succeed at innovation, you must 
be prepared to face the unknown and 

overcome your fears.
 

You make 100% 
of the shots you 

don’t take 
- Wayne Gretzky

The crowd yelled, “Take the shot!”

The tension in the stands was palpable!

He was open and one of the best 3-point shooters in the league. His team was 
2 points behind, with 10 seconds left on the clock. A three-pointer would mean 
an outright win. The crowd held its collective breath as he passed the ball safely 
to a team member who made the easy two-point shot. They tied the game but 
lost in overtime.

Was it the right choice? Or should he have simply taken the shot?

That was the question that came to interest Richard Thaler, one of the world’s 
most progressive and enlightened economists (and one of my early mentors). 
He said in an interview: “Most people are ‘loss averse,’ meaning they experience 
more pain from losses than pleasure from gains”. He explained that, instead of 
focusing on winning, many people in the business world focus more on not 
losing. There is a significant and meaningful difference.

Thaler looked at the basketball example in detail. Statistics show that a three-
point shot is successful 33% of the time while a two-point shot succeeds 50% 
of the time. However, if the two-point shot succeeds, it pushes the game into 
overtime, offering another 50% chance of winning. If we do the math, a 50% 
chance of being successful in the two-point shot multiplied by the 50% proba-
bility of winning in overtime gives an overall 25% chance of winning the game.

If we compare that to the 33% chance of winning the game by going for the 
three-point shot, then the three-point option gives the highest probability of a 
win. Yet, when faced with this choice, most coaches will go for the two-point 
option. Thaler believes that this is: “Because it lowers the risk of sudden loss. 
Coaches, like the rest of us, do more to avoid losing than they do to win.”

When the fear of losing traps us, we often miss the fact that sometimes it is 
less risky to take a bold step! Fear can be stronger than rational thinking, lead-
ing to avoiding losing rather than focusing on winning.

That is what we cover in this chapter. Recognizing your fears, understanding 
them, facing them, and overcoming them so that you can stay focused on 
winning.

How Fear Is Holding You Back?
In the previous chapter, we looked at how to shoot puppies, to kill the projects 
that are not going anywhere. That means you are left with only the healthy 
puppies you want to nurture, but it can be a scary world even for those guys. 
Once you have decided that a project is worth pursuing, you may find yourself 
dealing with uncertainty and fear.

Fear is a useful mechanism. It can stop us from doing dangerous things, it 
keeps us alert, and it can catalyze action. But it can also lead to bad decisions 
when we revert to familiar behaviors and seek the least risky route forward 
instead of logically assessing all options. Fear can even lead to inaction when 
all paths forward seem risky or uncertain, and if unchecked, fear can become a 
barrier to innovation.

Fear is part of being human, but it is not always easy to recognize or even 
to acknowledge. If you keep putting something off or you find that you just 
 cannot get enthusiastic about a particular project or piece of work, these may 
be indicators that you are suffering from fear. For innovation to succeed, you 
must be able to both identify and overcome your fears.
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What Is Fear?
The human brain includes three separate but interconnected systems that gov-
ern our behaviors.

1. The Reptilian Complex plays a significant role in every decision we make, 
and it is extremely focused on instincts like desire and fear.

2. The Limbic System is our emotional brain.
3. The Neocortex is the part of the brain responsible for reason, rationality, and 

conscious thought.

These three elements work together every time we make a decision. We may 
believe that we are rationally thinking things through using the Neocortex. But, 
the truth is that the Limbic System and the Reptilian Complex play the most 
significant role in almost everything we do. Often, the Neocortex’s only func-
tion is to try to rationalize instinctive feelings that come directly from the other 
two systems.

But here is the problem; reptiles do not build successful businesses.

If left unchecked, fears from the Reptilian Complex and the Limbic System can 
overcome the Neocortex’s rationality. That is why basketball coaches tend to 
go for the safer two-point shots; they are afraid of losing even though they are 
aware that a three-point shot gives a statistically better chance of winning. To 
be a successful innovator, you must understand where your fear comes from, 
face it, overcome it, and engage the rational part of your brain.

You cannot wholly eradicate fear; it is a fundamental part of the human 
 condition. Some degree of fear is not only natural and normal; it can even 
be positive. When we face something new, and innovation inevitably means 
dealing with new things, uncertainty can make us fearful. If that fear is at a low 
level, it can help us focus and prioritize. In that sense, fear can be helpful and 
can even prompt us to take action.

However, if it is allowed to grow, fear can have the opposite effect, blocking us 
from taking effective action and causing us to revert to what we know rather 
than dealing with the new. At that point, fear becomes a problem.

How Fear Blocks Innovation.
If we fear that our boss could fire us if we do not succeed at a project, we 
may try to avoid becoming involved in the project or focus on strategies to 
avoid failure rather than working towards success. Innovation needs boldness, 
a  willingness to experiment, an acceptance of the possibility of failure, and a 
desire to learn. Fear inhibits this by making us less willing to try new things 
because we perceive them as risks rather than opportunities.

Particularly in large organizations, lack of communication and trust can 
 trigger fear, leading to uncertainty. If unchecked, fear leads to poor judgment, 
 misalignment, and, ultimately, a lack of innovation. To put fear in the right 
 context, an organization should create a culture that provides psychological 
safety. It is an ethos that recognizes that not all new ideas will lead to new prod-
ucts and accepts that some innovation will fail. They should empower people 
to take the necessary risks to be creative within the context of alignment to a 
common set of objectives (see the Culture chapter for more information).

In his book Jump Start Your Business Brain (one of my favorite marketing 
books), author Doug Hall did quantitative research on innovation drivers. Data 
from 26,000 innovation projects confirmed that reducing fear is one of the 
keys to building better ideas:

Source: Jump Start Your Business Brain, Doug Hall

In other words, to double the number of new bottom-line boosting ideas you 
put into practice, you need to double the generation of new ideas or cut your 
fear in half; both have the same impact.

Allowing fear to dominate is like trying to drive a race car with your foot firmly 
on the brake. You will not win races, and you will not succeed at innovation if 
you allow fear to apply the brake. Conversely, learning to control fear can give 
you a distinct advantage.



233232

Take the Vikings, the Norse people who dominated much of Europe from the 
8th - 11th centuries. There were comparatively few Vikings, and the armies they 
faced in battle almost always outnumbered them. They were consistently 
 successful not because of advanced weapons or tactics, but because they 
had banished the main fear that affects any warrior; the fear of death. Vikings 
 believed that death in battle meant that the dead man’s spirit would enter Val-
halla, an afterlife reserved for fighters who died bravely. Thus, Viking warriors 
did not fear death, which made them virtually invincible against numerous 
enemies. Banishing fear can make your organization invincible too.

Even in the early stage of merely discussing new ideas, fear is an issue. When 
fear increases, creative productivity declines. If people are unwilling to risk talk-
ing about new ideas, that is a strong indicator that fear has become a barrier.

When we have high levels of fear, particularly when a business is going through 
tough or uncertain times, we lose the ability to create, test, and launch genuine 
growth opportunities. The most successful organizations deal with fear and 
keep it in its place.

Punishing one misjudgment case will increase fear and kill off every attempt to 
foster initiative for years to come. On the flip side, praising initiative even when 
it does not lead to success will decrease fear and ensure that learning is derived 
even from failures.

Managements reaction to failure can help reduce fear, but to be genuinely suc-
cessful in innovation, reducing fear is not enough; you must conquer it. Fortu-
nately, there are some well-established techniques to use yourself and share 
with your team.

Name Your Fear.
The first step towards removing fear is to understand it. That is what is meant 
by “naming your fear.” If you know exactly what is making you fearful, you can 
start to do something about it. However, that can be more difficult than you 
might imagine. Fears are rarely stand-alone or straightforward, and they are 
often complex interactions of different drivers.

For example, if you find yourself avoiding a particular piece of work, perhaps 
there is something in the work itself that worries you? Maybe you lack confi-
dence in your skills to complete it effectively? Maybe you are afraid that you 
just do not have enough time to work on it? Maybe you are worried that failure 
might harm your career?

But there may also be other, less obvious factors. Perhaps you have disagreed 
with a friend or colleague who believes you will not succeed, and you are afraid 
of proving them right? Perhaps there are issues in your personal life that have 
a bearing on your fear?

Objectivity is essential here, but this is often difficult to achieve because you 
have an emotional investment. There are two techniques I believe can help, 
both adapted from earlier work on this topic:

•	 Work as though you are gathering data for someone else about you 
and the activity you are reluctant to undertake. As you become less 
emotionally invested in what you find, it forces you to go back to ba-
sics to adequately describe the situation.

•	 Argue the case against doing the activity. Gather all the facts against 
yourself and the activity and write them down. It will force you to look 
at both sides and help to understand your fear better.

Our fears are rarely simple. For example, I’m afraid of losing my job sounds 
straightforward, but other subsidiary fears may underpin that. I’m afraid that I 
won’t be able to find another job if I lose this one, I’m afraid that I won’t be able 
to cover the mortgage payments if I don’t have a job, I’m afraid of what my wife 
will think if I lose my job, and so on.

It may also help put a longer causal train of thought to paper because every 
part provides multiple angles for relief. For example: “I am reluctant to lead this 
project. If our supplier proves unreliable, there is a significant chance that we will 
not finish the product on time for the trade show in August. I might get fired, 
which will lead to an inability to provide for my family.”

Naming your fear and understanding what lies behind it is an essential part of 
dealing with it. This is not just self-improvement guru talk; this technique lies 
at the heart of Zen Buddhism. The ultimate is to reach an objective under-
standing of what your fear is and the drivers that lie behind it. That in itself 
is a powerful tool for reducing fear, but it is most effective when combined with 
another technique, facing up to worst-case scenarios and planning what to do 
to avoid them.

Face Your Fears.

“We suffer more often in imagination 
than in reality.”

 SENECA THE YOUNGER

Uncertainty and being confronted with what we do not know or understand are 
the most common driving factors for fear. Fear is very often directly connected 
with the unknown. Our imaginations begin to create negative scenarios based 
on what we imagine may happen, making us more fearful. You can  reduce fear 
significantly by making the unknown known.

A Roman philosopher, Seneca the Younger, founded a school of philosophy 
called Stoicism, which teaches that overcoming destructive emotions such 
as fear is essential for living an effective life. Seneca invented the exercise, 
“ premeditatio Malorum”, (the premeditation of evil). In simple terms, this is 
 visualizing, in detail, the worst-case scenarios that are preventing you from tak-
ing action due to fear. You then plan how to respond if these things actually 
happen. Knowing how to deal with the worst-case reduces fear.
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“Premeditatio malorum” style exercises are used in business. For example, you 
will see this technique in the work of Timothy Ferriss (author of The 4-Hour 
Workweek). He recommends it as a powerful tool to overcome inaction. He 
believes it works for a simple reason. The worst that could happen is often not 
so bad. It makes it easier to simply take action.

A popular current technique based on this idea is known as “pre-mortem”. It 
is a managerial strategy in which a project team imagines a situation where a 
project has failed and then works backward to determine its causes. Many large 
organizations use this technique during project planning and risk assessment 
– NASA, for example, extensively uses pre-mortem workshops to identify the 
potential pitfalls of new projects. Research conducted by Deborah Mitchell, Jay 
Russo, and Nancy Pennington found that prospective hindsight – imagining 
that an event has already occurred – increases the ability to correctly identify 
reasons for future outcomes by 30%.

Pre-mortem Exercise.

“I am an old man and have known a 
great many troubles, but most of them 

never happened.”
MARK TWAIN

The pre-mortem technique is simple to understand and to apply. The project 
team should imagine a situation in the future where their project has  completely 
failed. It is the core of this technique. Instead of asking people to think about 
what might go wrong in the future, you ask them to use their knowledge and 
imagination to consider instead that they are looking back at what went wrong. 
To be effective, the imagined future scenario needs to be as vivid and fully 
described as possible.

List the causes of failure, and look at what led to the imagined scenario in as 
much detail as possible. Focus on the effects of both action and inaction, look 
at assumptions and priorities, and consider distractions and failures of people, 
organizational structure, and corporate processes. Prioritize the most signifi-
cant problems.

Now, brainstorm on solutions and select the best two or three for each prob-
lem. Identify the minimum benefits of every solution, even if the solution 
would not solve all of the problems. Now estimate the risks and costs associat-
ed with each solution before deciding whether the benefits outweigh the risks 
and costs involved; whether the solution is worth pursuing. Finally, decide on 
the next steps and take immediate action.

Seven steps for an effective pre-mortem exercise:

Step 1: What is the worst possible scenario?

Step 2: What are the problems that caused this to happen?

Step 3: What are the potential solutions to each problem?

Step 4: What is the value of partial success?

Step 5: What are the risks or costs of each solution?

Step 6: Is the solution worth the risk?

Step 7: What are the next steps?

Pre-mortem is a technique usually applied by organizations, but it works well 
on a personal level too. Imagine a worst-case scenario a few years down the 
line; you have lost your job, you cannot find another, your house and car have 
been re-possessed, your wife has left you, and you are living in a dumpster 
under a bridge. How did you get there? What decisions and actions (or failures 
to decide or act) led to that scenario? What do you have to do to prevent those 
things from becoming a reality? Vividly imagining such a scenario is  frightening, 
but understanding how to avoid getting there actually reduces fear.

Imagining and taking action to prevent worst-case future scenarios is a  powerful 
way to face your fears and banish them. These approaches help to make the 
unknown known. However, it is also vital to remain focused on the present.

Live for the Day.

“It is not our goal to see what lies dimly 
in the distance but to do what clearly 

lies at hand.”
THOMAS CARLISLE

Facing our fears is good, but spending too much time focusing on an uncertain 
future can be a distraction from where we need to focus our efforts right now. 
We do not live in the future; we live in the present.

In 1871, a young English medical student named William Osler was heading 
to the point of a nervous breakdown. The stress and pressure of working as 
a medical intern while studying for exams was simply too much, and Osler 
felt utterly overwhelmed. However, inspired by the above quote from Thomas 
 Carlyle, Osler developed a new technique.

He called this “day-tight compartments.” Osler suggested consciously construct-
ing mental “bulkheads” between the past, present, and future and  focusing only 
on the here and now. The technique certainly worked for William Osler, as he 
not only passed his examinations, he went on to become Regius Professor of 
Medicine at Oxford University. Osler also became a friend and correspondent 
of Dale Carnegie, who recognized the value of Osler’s technique and in his 
book How to Stop Worrying and Start Living, Carnegie said: “If you want to 
avoid worry, do what Sir William Osler did: Live in “day-tight compartments.” 
Don’t stew about the futures. Just live each day until bedtime.”
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The logic here is sound. If you can focus one hundred percent of your mental 
energy and attention on what you are doing right now, your future will be as 
good as it can be. It means you can stop fearing that future and devote your-
self entirely to what you are doing in the present. Considering what you can 
do to mitigate future problems is a good way of reducing fear. But constantly 
worrying about what may happen in the future is a distraction from what you 
can achieve in the present. You need to balance the time spent thinking about 
the future with the need to focus on what you are doing right now. If you can 
focus your energy on making the present as productive as possible, the future 
will take care of itself.

Screw It, Let’s Do It!
Sir Richard Branson is a world-renowned entrepreneur who has built and scaled 
over five hundred companies, including the Virgin Group. His quote, “always 
protect the downside”, appears in every book by him and about him and is 
really another way of saying “premeditatio malorum”. Here are his four tips for 
preventing fear from affecting what you do:

Do not act on an emotional response. Give decisions you are considering 
enough time to lose the influence of your first impressions.

Find as many downsides to an idea as possible. Branson carefully consid-
ers everything that could go wrong before he goes forward with a decision. 
“ Nothing is perfect, so work hard at uncovering whatever hidden warts the thing 
might have, and by removing them, you’ll only make it better still.”

Look at the big picture. Before making a decision, Branson looks at how it 
will affect his other projects in both the short and long term. “This one may be 
a ‘too good to miss’ opportunity, but how will it affect other projects or priorities 
and, if now is not the best time to do it, what risks if any are there in putting the 
thing on hold for an agreed period of time?” With every project he undertakes 
and manages, he considers how the Virgin brand and his name will be repre-
sented.

Protect the downside. In a LinkedIn blog post from 2014, Branson noted that 
the best lesson his father ever taught him was to protect the downside, that is, 
to take action to limit possible losses before moving forward with a new busi-
ness venture. Branson’s father told him that he would allow him, at age 15, to 
leave high school and start Student magazine only if he sold £4,000 of adver-
tising to cover printing and paper costs. Branson repeated this strategy in 1984 
when he took the huge leap from the music business into running an airline 
with Virgin Atlantic. He convinced his business partners at Virgin Records to 
agree to the deal after getting Boeing to agree to take back Virgin’s one 747 jet 
after a year if the business was not operating as planned.

Branson is also famous for another quote, which nicely sums up the elation of 
conquering fear. Once you have identified your fear, looked objectively at the 
worst that could happen, and taken action to mitigate that scenario, you are far 
more ready to take on exciting new challenges unencumbered by fear. Or, as 
Branson says: “Screw it, let’s do it!”

Conclusion.
Our brains are hard-coded to give fear a high priority. But fear can, if unchecked, 
dominate our thinking to the extent that it makes us less able to function ef-
fectively. Reduce that fear, and we are more able to channel and focus our 
efforts on achieving success now and not on avoiding possible failure at some 
unknown point in the future.

It is much more difficult for organizations that suffer from high levels of fear to 
succeed at innovation. A powerful way to reduce organizational fear is to share 
a fundamental truth with your employees; failures are seldom due to individu-
als. Deming claimed that only 6% of failures are due to individual failures, while 
94% are due to the systems people work within. Let your people know this, 
and they will work hard to fix those systems instead of fearing personal failure.

Fear is powerful, but using this chapter’s techniques to free yourself from fear 
is still more powerful. Taking away fear makes us better able to make the right 
decisions for the right reasons allowing us to focus our energy on making the 
most difference.

Fear is the enemy of innovation. If you want to succeed at innovation, you must 
conquer fear.

Next Steps: Take a project that is either in progress or in 
 planning and use the canvas below to consider the worst that can 
happen and how you can mitigate the risks.

Once you have done this on your own, try it again as a team. Here 
is a sample:

 
 

❷

 Top 2 Fears

❷

 Solutions

❷

 Partial Success

❷

 Risks

❷

 Worth it?

❷

 Next steps 

T a lk  t o people a bout  m y  

fa ilur e

G et  honest  feedba ck ;

G r ow  m y  net w or k ;

N ew  oppor t unit ies  

em er ge.

I feel ba d t a lk ing a bout  

m y  fa ilur e. I  feel 

vuler na ble

[   ]  y es [    ]  no S t a r t  a r r a nging m eet ings

H ir e a  cr ew  of 

fr eela ncer s.

I  get  new  people t o w or k  

on t hesolut ion

H igh fr eela nce r a t es or  

equit y  dilut ion.
[     ]  y es [    ]  no

[     ]  y es [    ]  no

S ee if  w e a r e selling t he 

w r ong benefit

R esea r ch:  f ind out   if  

t her e is a not her  pr oblem  

bet t er  t o solve.

M or e lost  t im e,  but  a n 

online sur vey  doesn't  t a k e 

a  lot  of t im e

[   ]  y es [    ]  no D evelop a n online sur vey .

T r y  t o sell t he pr oduct  

a ga in

T hey  don't  buy   a ga in ,  

but  I  lea r n w hy  t hey  a r e 

not  buy ing

T a k es t im e,  phone ca lls,  

a nd visit s.

[     ]  y es [    ]  no

it  is t im e t o t r y  

som et hing new

D o sm ok e t est s for  

a lt er na t ive ver sions of t he 

pr oduc

I lea r n if  a not her  solut ion 

w or k s bet t er
T im e lost ,  but  it  is lim it ed [     ]  y es [    ]  no D o it  ..

❷

 What is the worst that could happen?

I am  in vest in g a  lot  of t im e an d r esour ces on  developin g t his pr oduct  t hat  is fa ilin g. 

I lear n  w hy  it  is fa ilin g an d I m ak e decision  t o st op. T hat  w ill hur t .

Name your Fears Face your Fears Conquer your Fear (Decide and take action)

M a y be I'm  not  t he r ight  

per son t o sell t his idea .

N obody  bought  m y  

pr oduct . M y a be no one 

w a nt s it

visual is missing
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Now try it for one of your projects. (update) Download this and other canvases at www.tiny.cc/cyclescanvas-
comments/

visual is missing
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Key Take-Aways

∙ Fear can make us fail – decisions driven by fear often 
are not good decisions. Fear makes us focus on avoiding 
losing instead of winning.

∙ Fear is normal, and some fear can even be good

∙ Fear blocks innovation – innovation is about boldness and a willingness 
to consider new ideas. If you are afraid that you may lose your job if you 
fail, you are unlikely even to consider starting.

∙ Fears can be reduced by naming them – fears are often complicated. 
Understanding what your fear is really about and what is causing it will 
reduce its impact.

∙ Fears can be reduced by facing them – fear is often about the unknown. 
Understanding the root and causes of your fear and knowing how to 
 react to the worst-case scenario helps mitigate its effect.

∙ Do not get too focused on an uncertain future – thinking about the 
 future can be an excellent way to diminish fear, but you must not lose 
focus on what you need to do right now.

Next Up: When you have fear under control, you are ready to 
take a look at your systems. You may not have a formal innovation 
system, but you already have a set of customs and practices that 
govern how you control your organization’s innovation. The next 
chapter will help you understand what you already have and refine it 
to create an innovation system that works.

CHAPTER 24:  
SYSTEMS THINKING AND 

PROFOUND INNOVATION: 
GETTING TO THE HEART OF 

INNOVATION

“The good news is that you already 
have an innovation system.

The bad news is that it is  
probably not working.

“I have seen the enemy, and he is us.”
WALT KELLY
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A few years ago, I asked all eight divisions of a large multi-national company to 
complete an Innovation Readiness Assessment questionnaire.

The results were not good; all eight divisions scored low.

The senior manager was predictably unhappy. “Here is the problem…” he said, 
tossing the report on to the table in disgust, “we just don’t have people who can 
innovate. We need better people.”

In all eight divisions…

Gently, I pointed out that it seemed unlikely that the company had somehow 
managed to employ only people incapable of innovation in every single divi-
sion. Could it be that the problem was not that all the employees were unwill-
ing or unable to innovate, but that the company’s processes were themselves 
stifling innovation?

It was a light-bulb moment. Suddenly my contact understood that the problem 
was not underperforming staff but a system that was not designed to encour-
age innovation. The enemy was us.

Successful innovation arises as part of a system designed to recognize, enable, 
evaluate, and learn from new ideas at every level. If an organization is con-
sistently failing to innovate, what needs to be fixed is not the people but the 
systems within which they work.

When Innovation Is Not Working.
The situation at the organization referred to above was not by any means 
unique. Many organizations struggle to implement innovation effectively.

The statistics back this up; Over 70% of companies list innovation as one of 
their top five strategic priorities, but over 90% are unhappy with their ability to 
innovate. Many organizations blame this problem on a lack of creativity. But, 
as discussed earlier, creativity is just one aspect of successful innovation. The 
most common “solution” is to bring in consultants to fire up the troops and 
announce new innovation programs.

Unfortunately, this approach usually fails because it ignores a fundamental 
truth; successful innovation is a long-term process that must become embed-
ded in an organization’s day-to-day operation. In my experience, stop-gap and 
short-term measures designed to produce “instant innovation” generally do not 
work.

Experts estimate that 80-90% of innovation success is linked to systems. Sound 
innovation systems provide clarity that aids alignment. These good innovation 
systems enable and reward learning and remove fear to make it easier to build 
big ideas. Good innovation systems encourage and reward clear communica-
tion. Systems are the glue that binds together the different elements of your 
approach to innovation.

It has been proven time and again that great people using bad systems produce 
little while average people using great systems can change the world. It was 
best described by Taiichi Ohno, the father of the influential and  enormously 
successful Toyota Manufacturing System: “Brilliant process management is 
our strategy. We get brilliant results from average people managing brilliant 
 processes. We observe that our competitors often get average (or worse) results 
from brilliant people managing broken processes.”

Creating an innovation system is not about imposing control over the creative 
process; it facilitates that process and ensures that the ideas generated are 
captured and given a chance to grow. Putting such a system in place requires 
a fundamental understanding of all the systems currently operating within an 
organization.

The big questions you need to ask are:

1. Do you have a defined, formal, and understood innovation system or a col-
lection of practices that have arisen spontaneously? (Hint: If you haven’t 
written it down, you almost certainly don’t have a formal system.)

2. Is your system or collection of practices enabling innovation? To enable in-
novation, you need to make the objectives clear and give people the skills 
they need to succeed. Is innovation within your organization a regular habit 
or a random occurrence? (Hint: A habit is something that people do when 
no-one is watching. When no-one is watching, are your people content to do 
what they always have done, or do they look for ways to learn and improve?)

What Is a System?
A system is a collection of processes, procedures, and practices that form a par-
ticular element of what an organization does. These are often grouped  according 
to operational requirements; an organization may have one or more finance, 
manufacturing, stock control, and customer relations systems. The  individual 
parts of any system are separate but interconnected and  dependent on one 
 another. Systems themselves may have dependencies with other  systems. 
Changing one element without considering the impact on other parts and other 
systems will rarely lead to improvement; it may even make things worse.

Russell Ackoff used the analogy of an automobile to explain how systems 
work. A car is like an organization with systems covering things like the engine, 
transmission, brakes, and suspension. Each system is separate, but each is also 
designed to work in harmony with the others. If you were to improve, for exam-
ple, the engine of a car by making it much more powerful without considering 
upgrading the brakes, suspension, and transmission, the result would not be a 
better car. You would almost certainly end up with something worse than the 
original and possibly even dangerous. Business systems are the same; improve 
one system or one part of a system without considering the impact on other 
elements, and the outcome may not be an overall improvement.
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That is why systems thinking is not just about understanding how systems 
and their elements operate separately; it is about understanding the overall 
interactions.

It is the same with innovation. The parts need to fit together. If you build on the 
ability to generate new ideas but don’t improve your ability to test and execute 
these ideas – things won’t work. A working innovation system is independent 
parts working together to achieve a common objective. It means an innovation 
system is the product of its parts. It is only as good as its weakest link.

I’m sure glad 
the hole isn’t in 

my end.....

The Philosophy of Successful Innovation.
In 1983 an American professor, engineer, statistician, management consultant, 
and lecturer named William Edwards Deming published The New Economics 
for Industry, Government, and Education, a book that has become regarded as 
a classic in defining how large organizations function.

Although it is now more than thirty-five years since The New Economics was 
first published, I believe it is still relevant today, particularly in understanding 
how innovation happens.

Deming based his work on a systematic analysis of how organizations operate. 
He found that the widely-held view that underperforming staff are generally 
the cause of failures is a fundamental error. Instead, inefficient systems are 
more often the cause of failures.

Deming’s work and recent studies agree that systems and habits drive inno-
vation success. Deming is a numbers man; all his ideas are backed up by hard 
data. His research showed that only 6% of failures could be attributed to indi-
vidual performance, while 94% are due to failures in an organization’s systems.

I am not alone. In books from Clayton Christensen, arguably the world’s innova-
tion sage, he quotes Deming frequently. You’ll also find Deming prominently in 
the works of Doug Hall, Morris Langdon, and Eric Ries. They all see the wisdom 
of Deming’s system view of companies.

These failures are often divided into two categories and defined by their caus-
es; Special Causes are due to failures such as a staff member making a mistake 
or failing to take the required action. Common Causes include poorly designed 
procedures or processes that are implemented or managed. If everyone is fail-
ing in an organization, that is a clear sign of common cause issues.

Suppose you want to get the maximum “bang-for-your-buck” by improving 
innovation in your organization. In that case, you must focus your efforts on 
addressing failures due to Common Causes, not Special Causes.

Innovation Is a Concert, Not a One-Man Show.
Deming and others since have used the analogy of an orchestra to illustrate 
how organizations work.

The desired outcome from any orchestra is harmonious music. It is enabled by 
a Conductor who gives direction to individual musicians organized into brass, 
woodwind, percussion, and strings sections. Each section of the orchestra 
works like the systems in an organization.

Each section is separate and unique, but they must all interact correctly with 
the other sections. You may have the world’s best woodwind section, but if it is 
not playing in time with the rest of the orchestra, the result will not be the great 
music you are aiming for.

marianne.garreyn
Markering
@Bryan: visual is blue, shouldn't it be red in this part?
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Likewise, if one of the individual musicians within the orchestra consistently plays 
wrong notes or is out of time, that will ruin the overall sound of the  orchestra. 
Over-performing musicians can also spoil the effect. No matter how talented 
they may be, someone trying to stand out from the rest or behaving like a prima 
donna can negatively impact the orchestra’s overall performance. Everyone in 
the orchestra must work together, not in competition with one another.

However, it is unlikely that individuals will be responsible if an orchestra sounds 
terrible. After all, a musician would not be allowed to join unless they can play 
their instrument well.

Discordant music is more likely to originate with failures from the orchestra’s 
managers, the principals who lead each section, or even in misdirection from 
the orchestra’s CEO, the Conductor.

Your organization is that orchestra. Every individual and system must work 
together towards an understood outcome. Having elements within a system 
that perform poorly is clearly a problem. Still, even elements that work well indi-
vidually but do not work harmoniously together will not deliver what you want.

The fundamental point here is that the people and systems that constitute 
an organizational system must collaborate towards achieving an agreed and 
understood goal under the direction of managers and a CEO. If this does not 
happen, the outcome may be disharmony and a failure to deliver the desired 
outcome. The key to getting the outcomes you want is effective systems that 
work together.

The benefits of putting systems in place to promote organizational harmony 
are apparent, but you may still face resistance. People usually work in silos, with 
their own goals and agendas. People get used to working in specific ways and 
may be reluctant to change. They may even see systems as a means of taking 
control away from them or feel that following the system’s processes may slow 
things down.

In his book, The Lean Startup, Eric Ries talks about how organizations are 
split into silos. People like to focus on their own work and their own areas of 
 knowledge and experience. When you start work at a systemic level, things 
will often feel slower from a silo perspective. (This can happen even if the 
 organization is getting more done faster! An innovation leader’s job is to ensure 
you show the group progress, not departmental progress).

To overcome this inertia, it is necessary to be very active in establishing and 
 supporting the implementation of new systems. At first, this may require a great 
deal of effort, but, as systems become embedded and regularly enacted, they 
become habits that become part of the organization’s day-to-day  operation.

It Is Time to Put On Your Systems Thinking 
Hat.
Like it or not, you already have an innovation system. But the chances are it 
was never planned or consciously built. If you want to be more successful, the 
starting point is to understand the system currently operating in your organiza-
tion. It can seem a daunting task, but fortunately, it can be broken down into 
bite-size chunks by looking at systems in terms of four principles:

Appreciation for a System. What is the system for? Can you identify 
the system’s boundaries, the stakeholders, and the metrics by which the 
system’s desired outcomes are measured? These are often called the 
Why, Who, and How of the system.

This step is very important. You cannot improve any system unless you 
fully understand its elements and how they interact. Nor can you make 
things better without a clear understanding of a system’s desired out-
comes and how these are measured.

Variation. The performance of any system will change over time. It may 
be due to external or internal factors. The internal factors are those that 
the organization can control. External factors (for example, a seasonal 
change in demand for a product) are generally outside the organiza-
tion’s direct control. It is imperative that you distinguish between inter-
nal factors that you can control and external factors that you cannot.

Once you have identified the metrics used to measure the desired out-
comes from a system, you can objectively measure variation. Variation 
can be positive, resulting from a system improvement, or negative, 
 resulting from a failure. Most failures are attributable to Common Causes 
rather than Special Causes.

Theory of Knowledge. A great deal of management is about prediction. 
It is particularly important when you are trying to introduce an improve-
ment; just how will it work, what will it do, and how will you measure the 
improvement? Reliable prediction involves appreciating the system you 
are trying to improve, access to metrics to measure its performance, and 
understanding the causes of variation.
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However, there is another crucial part of this principle. Improvement is 
not something you do once and forget about; it is not a process with an 
end-point. Improvement within an organization has to be continuous. 
This iterative process is often called a Cycle of Learning that involves four 
defined steps; Plan, Do, Study, Act (PDSA). It is not something you do 
once but all the time.

Psychology. Organizations are made up of people. These people are not 
pieces of equipment whose performance can be reliably predicted. Each 
person is unique with their own needs regarding fulfillment, motivation, 
and acceptance of change. People are not components in a machine. 
Managing people effectively requires an understanding of psychology.

Most psychologists agree that humans have an innate desire to perform 
well and take pride in what they do. Successful organizations harness 
this by ensuring that systems allow workers to contribute towards im-
provement. Employees who are part of an effective system of improve-
ment are much more likely to feel motivated and perform better than 
those treated like inert and replaceable components.

Profound Knowledge.
These four principles of understanding systems are not separate; they have 
interactions and dependencies. In-depth knowledge of psychology, for exam-
ple, will not necessarily lead to an improvement in an organization without an 
understanding of variation and an appreciation for the systems involved.

Together, these four principles are referred to as Profound Knowledge. Profound 
Knowledge is a way to understand how systems affect every part of your or-
ganization. But how can we apply these principles and this approach to inno-
vation? That is what we will look at next, and we call this Profound Innovation.

Profound Innovation.
Making innovation happen is about people working together to build, test, and 
grow new ideas. It is about the creation of systems that make this possible. 
Your job is to identify what is blocking people from innovating and to listen to 
them.

The bad news is that when you start looking at the full system, you will 
 encounter resistance. People like to work on their things; they like to see pro-
gress on their things. Making people see the significance of what they do in 
terms of a larger process can be difficult.

One of the secrets of being a good manager and innovation leader is to do 
the right things instead of the easy things, to have the ability to rise above 
the distraction of the details, and see the underlying systemic structures that 
are producing or blocking innovation progress. Effective systems capture the 
improvement of ideas you need, while ineffective systems do not. But how do 
you objectively assess your current innovation system?

Here is a 6-step program:

Step 1: Identify and understand your current innovation system. It may not 
be documented or even recognized, but you already have an innovation sys-
tem. People in your organization have ideas for improvement, and those ideas 
are either taken forward or ignored. Find out what happens now if a person at 
any level in your organization has an improvement idea. How do they raise that 
idea with line management? What does management do with the idea? Are 
such ideas valued or discouraged as a distraction? Does any part of this process 
get written down?

Step 2: Identify the main problems with the current system. Does every-
body have clear responsibilities in terms of evaluating and communicating im-
provement ideas? Is there clarity about where the organization wants to go? Is 
there a clearly understood process for building, testing, and growing innova-
tion? Is there a process for giving feedback to the people who raise new ideas? 
Are people appropriately trained?

Step 3: Identify the single biggest problem. What is the main current barrier 
to improvement ideas turning into innovation? Is it the lack of a documented 
system? Is it that people do not have clear responsibilities? Is it that too much 
control is stifling creativity?

Step 4: Turn the problem into challenges. Use the How Might We… (HMW) 
approach popularized by books like Sprint by Jake Knapp. List all possible solu-
tions to the problem as challenges. Think about systemic changes. For example, 
is the main problem a lack of clarity in how improvement ideas are captured, 
creating a written procedure defining roles, responsibilities, and addressing it? 
Is training needed? Use Commander’s Intent (see the Alignment Conclusion) to 
clearly and simply set out what needs to be done and why.

Step 5: Choose one challenge to focus on. Use the TRUE NORTH tool (see 
the Alignment Conclusion) to clearly set out your objectives. Focus on what and 
why rather than how.

Step 6: Implement the change. Now think about how the chosen challenge 
can be addressed. Who within the organization has the experience and knowl-
edge to understand what needs to be done? Use the outcome of the TRUE 
NORTH process to let them understand what is being done and why. If you 
assign responsibility for this task, do the people chosen have the time needed? 
How will you measure success?
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A 6-step process to start working on improving your innovation systems

Step 1
What is your 

 innovation system?
Frenetic, exciting but uncertain  

of who should do what

Step 2
List your biggest 

 problems

Lack of clarity
More  control than 

 enablement
No clear system

No one know 
who to start

Innovation is not 
my  responsibility

People not trained

Step 3
Choose one  

(the biggest problem)
More control than enablement

Step 4

Change the problem 
into challenges. Think 
HMW (How might we 
improve or improve 

further)

HMW more 
clearly

Clearer of objec-
tives

Accept  leadership 
can come from all 

levels

Move from 
 inspecting results 
to making better 

systems

Agree process 
and systems, let 

results follow

Set  commander’s 
intent

Use the TRUE 
NORTH 

 alignment tool in 
this book

Step 5
Choose one (the best 

challenge to focus 
your energies)

Use the TRUE NORTH alignment tool  
in this book

Step 6
How to motivate 

change (Solutions)

Make TRUE 
NORTH part of all 
innovation project 
kick-offs. Sell this 
as “Freedom in a 

framework”

Agree to invest 
enough time and 

thought in the 
TRUE NORTH, so 
a promise can be 
made it will not 

change

Give responsibility 
to the team for 
delivering ideas 
on the TRUE 
NORTH and 

agree to stay out 
of the way

Slowly but Surely.
When I talk with people about innovation systems, I often get the reply, “Sure, 
that will work for incremental innovation, but I need big ideas now!”

Let me repeat: Big ideas are built. Put faith in your people, create the right 
systems, and amazing things will happen. Things might be slow at first. Slower 
than bringing in a flashy consultant to shake things up. The difference is, effec-
tive systems will continue to generate new ideas long after the impact of a big, 
new innovation initiative has worn off. Have patience. Successful innovation is 
not a sprint; it is a marathon where you need to make progress every day.

Winning in the long term is all about getting the innovation flywheel turning. 
Jim Collins describes well the image of a flywheel of progress in his book Good 
to Great: “Pushing with great effort, you get the flywheel to inch forward. You 
keep pushing, and with persistent effort, you get the flywheel to complete one 
entire turn. You don’t stop. You keep pushing. The flywheel moves a bit faster. Two 
turns … then four … then eight … the flywheel builds momentum … sixteen … 
thirty-two … moving faster … a thousand … ten thousand … a hundred thousand. 
Then at some point, breakthrough! The flywheel flies forward with almost unstop-
pable momentum.”

More with Less.
Today, we are all asked to do more with less. They say the definition of insanity 
is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results. 
But trying to do the same thing with even less and expecting things to turn 
out better is even more insane. Systems thinking will get you out of this trap 
by providing three things:

• A way to capture innovation ideas that might otherwise be lost or ignored.
• A clearer focus on results, so your odds of success increase.
• A shared sense of purpose.

If you embrace Profound Innovation underpinned by a systems approach, you 
really will be able to do more with less, faster.

Equally important, you will be able to do more with what you already have.

Final Thoughts.
An important task in the systems approach is defining and documenting your 
innovation system. In my experience, it is very rare for organizations to have a 
documented system for enabling innovation. That is one of the reasons why so 
many are failing. Documenting your system is a long-term task, but it is some-
thing that can transform your approach to innovation.

I would like to share some words from Doug Hall, founder of the  Innovation 
Engineering movement and author of seven best-selling books: “If you 
can’t  describe your system in writing, then you don’t have a system. A written 
 operations manual turns innovation from a random gamble to a reliable investi-
ble  opportunity. Without a written innovation system, employees never make 
a mistake innovating! When there is no defined system, then any method is 
 acceptable. When you first write your operations manual, it will be imperfect. 
That doesn’t make it worthless. Just the process of writing it will provide clarity 
to you and your team. Most important of all is that you revisit it as you work on 
projects. Edit, improve, and optimize your system description as you go along. 
Having the system written down makes improvement of the system possible.”

Providing instructions on how to write an innovation systems manual for your 
organization is well beyond the scope of this book. But I can suggest a simple 
outline based on the content of this book.

Section 1 Alignment:

 What is your organizational process to decide what you’re going 
to work on?

Section 2 Build:

 What are your company’s best practices to collect stimulus, build 
individual expertise, and bring people together to build ideas?
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Section 3 Communicate and Check:

 What is your gold standard for clarity, testing ideas, and consum-
er willingness to pay. Can you build in shoot the puppy sessions 
to ensure you’re killing ideas, allowing the important ones room 
to grow?

Section 4 Systems:

 How will you manage fear in your organization and work to-
gether to understand how you work together? How will you stop 
blaming individuals and start working on how you work together 
to focus on the big challenges and learn as you go?

I haven’t seen many companies with an innovation system manual. Imagine 
how much better your company could be if you were the first in your industry 
or sector. Innovation is not something that happens by accident. A systems 
view could change your company’s innovation processes.

Next Steps: Take some time to think about your innovation 
systems. Use the 6-step process to identify the biggest systems is-
sues. Take action on one, then repeat again and again, and you will 
be well on your way to creating better innovation systems.

 

Next Up: A systems view will help you identify what is holding 
your organization back. How do you decide where to focus your ef-
forts when you are ready to start fixing things? The answer is simple; 
work on your “death threats” first.

(update) Download this and other canvases at www.tiny.cc/cyclescanvas-
comments/

visual is missing
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Key Take-Aways

∙ Systems are the solution – you need to get people to 
think in terms of systems.

∙ Understand your systems – you cannot improve sys-
tems unless you understand them and the interactions that happen 
 within them.

∙ Solve common causes – do not look for people to blame.

∙ Learn – As you work to change, make sure you are learning and ready to 
share that learning.

∙ Focus on intrinsic rewards – ensure that people understand the  importance 
of why they are doing what they are doing.

CHAPTER 25:  
ONE THING AT A TIME: USING 

FOCUS AND SEQUENTIALITY 
TO AVOID “MONKEY BRAIN” 

INNOVATION

“ ‘Begin at the beginning,’ the King said, 
very gravely.”

LEWIS CARROLL, ALICE IN WONDERLAND

What To Do First to Save a Business.
When he took over as CEO of electronics retailer Best Buy in 2012, Hubert Joly 
found himself facing a crucial choice. The company was in deep trouble, and 
there were several problems. Joly urgently needed to identify what to work on 
first to keep the company afloat to buy time to fix the other issues.
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Best Buy was losing market share to online competitors like Amazon. The 
problems were so serious that it seemed possible that the company might go 
out of business. In circumstances like that, it takes a clear head to identify what 
must be worked on first, but that was precisely what Hubert Joly had to do.

Joly identified increasing revenue as the absolute priority, and the main barrier 
to this was problems with the company’s online product search system. The 
search engine was difficult to use and often gave customers incorrect data 
about which items were in stock. Joly focused all available resources on finding 
a fix for the search engine issues as quickly as possible.

With the search engine problem addressed, Joly next looked at how to differen-
tiate Best Buy from its online competition. He began training staff to become 
Home Advisors who could visit a potential customer’s home and advise on 
what electronic products were most suited to their lifestyle. It proved especial-
ly compelling for seniors who were often uncertain about the utility of new 
electronics. It provided a service that could not be matched by purely online 
retailers.

With the Home Advisor program established, he turned to the next problem; 
unmotivated staff in retail stores. Joly implemented new training programs for 
employees and introduced discount schemes for staff. Within six months of 
his arrival, his initially low employee approval rate had increased to a whopping 
92 percent.

By the time he stepped down as CEO in April 2019, Joly had succeeded in 
turning Best Buy around. He succeeded because he was able to identify the 
critical issues out of many that were affecting the company. By focusing on all 
available resources and addressing these sequentially, he started the process 
that saved the company.

This chapter is about how overwhelming it can feel when facing a range of 
different problems. Effective innovation leaders must use systems thinking to 
identify the critical tasks and then work on these exclusively and sequentially 
until they are fixed.

Do Not Wait for Chaos!
Best Buy was in a chaotic state when Hubert Joly took over as CEO. Sadly, 
many innovation leaders find themselves facing the same situation. Compa-
nies often do not wake up to the need for major change until they are already in 
a downward spiral. They find themselves facing a crisis, but they do not know 
what to focus on first. They want instant answers which may not be readily 
available.

Systems Thinking (as covered in the previous chapter) helps you understand 
how your organization’s innovation processes work and how they interact. It 
also allows you to see which processes need to be improved and which chang-
es will provide the most significant improvements. It is a key way of identifying 
and fixing critical problems before an organization enters a downward spiral.

However, suppose a company does find itself suddenly recognizing an urgent 
need to get innovation working as quickly as possible. In that case, three dis-
tinct steps must be taken:

• Identify the critical problems.
• Identify significant improvements.
• Work on one thing at a time.

Ideally, these steps should be taken while things are going well, but they are 
equally effective in a crisis. The vital thing is to identify the most serious prob-
lems, work out how to deal with them, and then focus on one at a time, start-
ing with the most significant, until they are fixed.

Everything Is Fine. Except When It Isn’t!
It is not always easy to build an interest in innovation. Most businesses that are 
not in crisis assume that everything is going well. And if that is the case, why 
bother investing time and resources in change? The truth is that virtually every 
business has scope to improve and innovate, and it is much better to work on 
these things when the situation is good rather than being forced into it when a 
crisis occurs. Part of your role as an innovation leader is to maintain innovation 
momentum even when things are going well.

In his book Good to Great, Jim Collins asks readers to predict who survived the 
longest in the Vietnam prison camps: the optimists or the pessimists?  Common 
sense suggests that a little optimism would always help. What Collins found 
was surprising.

In an interview, James Stockdale, a former prisoner of the Viet Kong, explained, 
“The optimists... were the ones who said, ‘We’re going to be out by Christmas.’ 
And Christmas would come, and Christmas would go. Then they’d say, ‘We’re 
going to be out by Easter.’ And Easter would come, and Easter would go. And 
then Thanksgiving, and then it would be Christmas again. And they died of a 
broken heart.”

When it comes to long-term success and survival in business, optimism is 
 seldom your friend. There is significant research showing that pessimists are 
more effective in business because they are better at seeing what is wrong. 
That is an essential first step towards fixing things. James Stockdale’s descrip-
tion of survival in a prisoner of war camp has led to the formation of what has 
become known as the “Stockdale Paradox”. It states that: “Perseverance in the 
face of adversity comes from acknowledging the harsh reality of your situation 
while  simultaneously having unwavering faith in your ability to overcome this 
 adversity.”

The Stockdale Paradox means that you must be able to recognize harsh reali-
ties while maintaining faith in your ability to get through. It involves simultane-
ously being both optimistic and pessimistic; thus, the paradox.

In business terms, this means acknowledging the system’s flaws and the chal-
lenges you face while having complete confidence that these can be addressed. 
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To apply this to effective innovation requires a realist who can use Systems 
Thinking to identify problems and potential for improvement and then develop 
effective strategies for dealing with these even when the business is doing well.

Do Not Just Focus on What You Know Well.
In most cases, looking for improvement will produce a long list of potential 
things to work on. However, we all tend to focus on doing what we know, 
 staying within our comfort zone, and concentrating on what we have succeed-
ed at before. That is a perfectly normal human reaction, but you must recog-
nize that the most important innovation tasks may involve doing something 
completely new.

By its very nature, innovation forces us to move outside our comfort zone and 
be prepared to look at things that are new and different. That can be chal-
lenging, but effective innovation leaders simply do not have the luxury of only 
doing what they already know. Frequently, we justify not doing an important 
task by occupying ourselves with other things that we are already great at. A 
perfect example of this comes from one of my classes.

A group of my students were working on a final presentation with a fixed dead-
line. Doing an effective presentation was essential to passing the course. These 
students were very good at data analysis and spent a lot of their time playing 
with data and creating eye-catching graphs and graphics. However, they spent 
very little time on the less familiar but more important task of working out how 
to summarize what they needed to say in the presentation effectively.

It is a classic and very typical human behavior. We focus on the familiar and 
adding the stress of an upcoming deadline; this tendency becomes even more 
marked. That is what these students did. The inevitable happened; by the time 
the deadline rolled around, it became apparent that they had lots of excellent 
looking graphics but they were just not ready for the presentation. All of them 
had worked hard, but they failed because they ignored the unfamiliar but im-
portant stuff.

Being busy is not the same as working effectively. We do not like stepping out 
of our comfort zones. That is understandable, but effective innovation leaders 
must recognize what needs to be done and resist the temptation to focus only 
on the familiar.

There is another factor involved here. Once you master a particular craft, that 
tends to become your universal approach to solving every problem:

“If all you have is a hammer,  
everything looks like a nail.”

ABRAHAM MASLOW, THE PSYCHOLOGY OF SCIENCE

What is the real cause of low sales in your business? The marketing maestro 
would claim it is a brand strategy, the developer would blame the product while 
a human resources manager might blame insufficient funding for new staff.

To fully understand the most significant innovation problems and opportunities 
facing your business, you must be able to look at things from outside your own, 
narrow perspective, and consider new solutions and new ways of thinking.

Where to Focus.
Systems Thinking helps you to understand how the innovation processes in 
your organization work and how they interact. There are likely many things 
that you could start with, but you must identify the critical areas and work on 
those first.

Systems are made up of chains of processes and tasks. However, the system’s 
overall performance is limited by the part of the chain with the lowest perfor-
mance; the constraint. If you want to improve the system you need to identify 
and improve the constraint; working on anything else is just wasted effort.

Success is about getting everything 
“good enough”

A system will fail if some parts of the chain of processes are fantastic, but one 
is not working. A system where all processes are just good enough will succeed. 
The constraint in the process chain can be a bottleneck, limiting the system’s 
overall performance, or even a death threat, causing the whole system to fail. 
There are two ways of addressing these problems:

marianne.garreyn
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You can work exclusively on the bottleneck or death threat:

Success is about getting everything 
“good enough”

Or,

You can identify one thing that will improve every part of the system:

One thing with multiple impacts

Option 2 : You can find a “one thing”, 
that makes many things better

Whichever approach you choose, the aim is to identify the minimum effort 
 required to improve the system’s overall performance. It is sometimes called 
“Satisficing”, doing only what is needed to strengthen the weak part of a  system 
rather than optimizing parts which are already working adequately. In terms of 
system success, “good enough is good enough”.

Can you identify the bottlenecks and death threats in your business systems? 
Try creating a rank-ordered table like the one below, identifying the big issues 
your company is facing.

Highest Risk Threat The constraint that will potentially lead to the biggest losses.

High Risk Threat The next most glaring concern.

Medium Risk Threat The next most glaring concern.

Asking the Right Questions.
The key to improving innovation is identifying the weak links, the points of 
constraint and failure, and working first on fixing those. However, finding those 
weak links can be complex, and to do this effectively, you must start by asking 
the right questions.

In his book, Simplifying Innovation, Michael A. Dalton poses several useful 
questions within a technique called Process Mapping. Process Mapping means 
creating a visual representation of the processes and systems within a compa-
ny to identify issues and opportunities. The questions Dalton poses as he maps 
processes are:

• Are you getting too few new ideas from the marketplace?
• Are projects frequently delayed in development?
• Are customers slow to adopt your products?

Questions for team members include:

• Where do the biggest delays occur?
• Where does there always seem to be a backlog of work?
• Where are downstream groups constantly idle and waiting?

You can add the classic Five Whys, an iterative technique used to discover the 
cause-and-effect relationships underlying a particular problem. The fundamen-
tal problem is stated, and the question “Why?” is asked. The same question is 
asked for the answer to this initial question, and the process is repeated a total 
of five times, each time getting closer to the root cause of the problem.

There are no hard-and-fast rules about using this technique. Problems often do 
not have a single root cause, and sometimes it will take several iterations of this 
approach, asking different questions each time, to arrive at the final answer.
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Here is an example of the Five Whys technique applied to a relatively simple 
problem, a car that will not start:

Why? – The battery has no charge. (First why)

Why? – The alternator is not functioning. (Second why)

Why? – The alternator belt has broken. (Third why)

Why? –  The alternator belt was well beyond its useful service life and not 
 replaced. (Fourth why)

Why? –  The vehicle was not maintained according to the recommended ser-
vice schedule. (Fifth why, a root cause).

Using process mapping to create visual representations of workflow and to 
 ensure that you ask the right questions can help understand how a process 
works, how it interacts with other processes, and the root causes of problems. 
It can also be a very valuable tool to help identify constraints within a process. 
But it can also help identify potential repetition, delay, wasted effort, and over-
lap with other processes and systems.

Finding the One Thing: Your Big Business 
Builder.
By identifying the key constraint in your business, you have also identified what 
will deliver maximum benefit if you fix it. In their book, The One Thing, authors 
Gary Keller and Jay Papasan make a case for finding the one thing that is hold-
ing something back. If worked upon, they argue, changing this one thing will 
produce the greatest possible improvement.

Ask yourself; What is the one thing you can do, such that by doing it, everything 
else will be easier or unnecessary? Consider it in this way:

What is the one thing you can do means it has to be something YOU can 
do, and it must be only ONE thing. By doing it means that it needs to be 
small enough that you can DO it reasonably quickly. If it is too big, break 
it down further. Everything else will be easier or unnecessary means that 
after doing this one thing, everything is less troublesome.

Revisit the table you created in the previous section and identify the one thing 
that can be done to address the constraints.

Highest Risk Threat The constraint that will poten-
tially lead to the biggest losses.

The one thing that will address 
the threat.

High Risk Threat The next most glaring concern. The one thing that will address 
the threat.

Medium Risk Threat The next most glaring concern. The one thing that will address 
the threat.

Finding the one thing that can change and improve an organization can deliver 
a Big Business Builder, a change that can improve every part of that business.

For example, following the economic downturn in 2008, Starbucks went into 
decline. Revenue dropped by 30% over two years, and more than one thou-
sand Starbucks stores were closed. In response, Starbucks launched the My 
Starbucks Idea initiative where customers could make suggestions for improve-
ment. Not only did Starbucks receive more than 90,000 suggestions (some of 
which were adopted), they also changed the public perception of the company 
from being just another corporate retail chain to an engaged community for 
coffee-lovers. From this one idea, Starbucks turned its business around and 
moved into healthy growth.

Avoid Monkey-Brain Innovation.
More than two thousand years ago, Buddha’s teachings described the human 
mind as being filled with thoughts that are like drunken monkeys, all screech-
ing, squabbling, and clamoring for attention. They defined a mental state, Kapi-
citta, in which the mind flits continually from one of these competing thoughts 
to another: “Just as a monkey swinging through the trees grabs one branch and 
lets it go only to seize another, so too, that which is called thought, mind or con-
sciousness arises and disappears continually both day and night.”

This mental state has become known as the “Monkey Mind”, a condition where 
we move from one idea to the next without effectively dealing with any of 
them. Fear is a particularly noisy monkey, grabbing our attention when it might 
be better focused on other things and making us look at the next idea and the 
next in the desperate hope of finding a solution. Trying to innovate when you 
focus on too many things at once leads to “monkey-brain innovation”, flitting 
from thing to thing without ever thoroughly addressing any problem.

If you are going to succeed at innovation, you must avoid the Monkey-Brain 
even during a crisis. To make innovation a reality, you simply cannot focus on 
too many things at once. For example, you want your company to improve 
sales, so you work on the marketing strategy. At the same time, you try to 
improve employee interactions, and you get started on launching a new exper-
imental venture that will make your business unique. Monkey-Brain innovation 
is a flawed strategy and will fail every time.

Difficult though it may be, what you need to do is to learn to identify the things 
that will deliver maximum benefit and focus exclusively on these. A corollary 
to this is identifying things that are less likely to deliver benefit and not waste 
time or resources on those. Killing projects that will not deliver what you need 
is extremely important; an article in the Harvard Business Review noted that 
the top 20% of companies in terms of innovation kill nine times more projects 
before they get to the detailed design stage: “They eliminate the walking dead 
to save the living.”

That is what you need to ensure happens in your organization; identify key 
constraints, and focus on innovation that eases or removes these. If early work 
on a project shows that it will not deliver significant benefit in the required 
timescale, kill it, and re-align resources to focus on other projects with a higher 
chance of delivering success.
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Learn to focus on a few key things instead of trying to cover too many. Trying 
to do too many things can lead to stress levels so overwhelming that they 
undermine your ability to complete any task effectively as well as negatively 
impacting your health. Monkey-Brain innovation is the precise opposite of the 
systematic approach needed to deliver effectively. Stop listening to those mon-
keys and stay focused on what really matters!

Work Sequentially.
The need to focus on a single idea is reinforced by many studies, which have 
shown that working sequentially, on one project at a time, is more effective 
than working on several things simultaneously. It applies particularly to inno-
vation where working in iterative cycles of one task with total focus provides 
consistently better results.

A study examined the longitudinal (conducted over five years) impact of mul-
titasking on the productivity of information workers. It measured productivity 
by the number of projects completed per month and compared the results of 
those who worked in a parallel manner (multitasked) with those who worked 
sequentially (one task at a time).

Source: Dalton, M. A. (2010). Simplifying innovation 

The results were conclusive. Multitasking, taking on five or more projects simul-
taneously, was associated with taking an additional forty-eight days on average 
to complete each project. Over time, this resulted in work output reduced by as 
much as 50%. The study noted that “workers produce more output per unit time 
as they multitask more but are less efficient per task because of switching costs, 
overload, and (mental) congestion”.

Dalton, M. A. (2010). Simplifying innovation

Working sequentially increases work output by up to 50%, reduces stress from 
lack of overload and mental congestion, and decreases the likelihood of errors. 
Focusing on a few key ideas which will deliver maximum benefit and working on 
these sequentially will produce the maximum benefit in the shortest timescale.

The Scrum Solution.
Scrum is a methodology specifically developed to deliver projects faster. It is part 
of the broader approach of agile project management and was originally intend-
ed for software development though it has found wider utility in project manage-
ment and innovation. It is named after a rugby formation where, to be effective, 
everyone must have an exact position and responsibility within that formation.

Scrum helps to maintain focus and concentration of effort by creating a list – a 
“backlog” – of all the tasks required to get a project to move forward. These 
tasks are rank-ordered by how significant they are to the project’s success. The 
most critical tasks are tackled first (Do Now); other tasks that will follow are also 
highlighted (Do Later). Just as importantly, this creates a “don’t do” list of tasks 
that are not required to deliver the innovation needed.

Scrum is important because it ensures that the most critical task is completed 
before starting the next. Teams work in iterative cycles, “sprints” of a few weeks’ 
duration, to complete one of the listed tasks.
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Try completing the chart below now:

Do Now Do Later Don’t Do

Remember; your Do Now list should be a single item; the Do Later list will have 
a few critical items, and the Don’t Do list will be longest of all.

Using Scrum ensures that project momentum is maintained and that when the 
project ends, the most important steps will have been completed. Having tasks 
ordered by importance also gives the project clarity and ensures that one task 
becomes an employee’s sole focus.

Scrum has shown notable results in successful companies, including Adobe, 
Amazon, and Google. The reason is simple: Scrum helps people focus on doing 
the right things at the right time and continuing until they are finished.

The mindset that Scrum enables, a sequential approach, is more effective than 
a parallel approach. Rule-of-thumb; trying to do too many things at once is bad 
for innovation.

Selling the Idea.
For many organizations, adopting a one-thing-at-a-time approach on a few key 
problems is counterintuitive. How can a prominent and successful business 
operate if all other tasks or projects are ignored except one or two?

Part of the problem is that many people still believe in the traditional approach, 
where multitasking as far as possible produces the most effort. The truth is 
that while multitasking may create busy-looking people, it does not deliver 
maximum benefit. The most consistently successful innovators learn to iden-
tify what is important and focus on it until it is done. Then, they move on to 
the next thing.

That is what you must do. Be focused, find the things holding you back, con-
centrate on the most significant, and work on that until it is resolved. Then, 
move on to the next thing…

Next Steps: Complete the table below, identifying death 
threats, the one thing you can do to improve everything, and what 
you need to stop doing to allow time to focus on these.

(update) Download this and other canvases at www.tiny.cc/cyclescanvas-
comments/
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Key Take-Aways

∙ Identify the Key Constraints for your business – find 
the things that are holding your organization back and 
offer the most potential benefit for improvement and fo-
cus your innovation efforts on these.

∙ Monkey-Brain Innovation does not work – flitting from idea to idea 
and project to project and trying to multitask all of them will never be as 
effective as sequentially working on a few key innovation ideas.

∙ Do not wait for a crisis – maintain innovation momentum even when 
things are going well; do not wait until the business is in crisis to start 
thinking about innovation.

∙ Identify the things that really matter – concentrating your resources 
on the one thing (or things) that will deliver the most significant benefit 
quickly is always going to work best; take the time to ensure that you 
correctly identify these things and focus on them.

∙ Do not just spend time on what you can already do well – developing 
effective innovation may require you to step outside your comfort zone 
and your usual perspective and take on new things and new ways of 
thinking. Be ready!

Next Up: Knowing where to focus your energies first is impor-
tant. But it is also important to learn to build the best ideas as quickly 
and efficiently as possible. The next chapter explains how to do this 
by shooting bullets first then cannonballs to solve your biggest inno-
vation challenges.

CHAPTER 26:  
BULLETS FIRST, THEN 

CANNONBALLS: THE SECRETS OF A 
LEARNING ORGANIZATION

Use available resources systematically 
to find out what has the most 

potential.

A Hotel Made of Ice Could Be a Cool Idea.
You wake-up on a bed made of ice in a hotel room made entirely of ice set 
amongst stunning natural beauty. Just for a moment, you think that surely, 
an idea as wonderfully outrageous as an Icehotel must have originated in a 
moment of divine inspiration? Then you put your innovation hat on. You know 
that there are no moments of divine inspiration, only a systematic process of 
building ideas…

In the mid-1970s, Yngve Bergqvist arrived in the small town of Jukkasjärvi, 
Sweden, two hundred miles north of the Arctic Circle. In the summer months, 
Bergqvist organized canoe and raft trips on nearby rivers and lakes, and by 
the late 1980s, more than five thousand tourists were visiting Jukkasjärvi each 
summer. But Bergqvist wanted something to draw visitors during the long 
 winter months.
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After attending an ice-sculpture event in Japan, he invited two Japanese sculp-
tors to spend the winter of 1989/1990 in Jukkasjärvi to lead an art workshop. 
They built an ice igloo with blocks of ice from the nearby River Torne, and this 
became an art gallery and performance space. The ice-sculpture workshops be-
came an annual event and attracted artists from around the world. Most stayed 
in wooden cabins in Jukkasjärvi but, one winter, a group of visiting artists asked 
whether they could sleep in the ice-igloo? They did and loved the experience, 
and just then, the idea of the Icehotel was born.

Initially, this meant allowing visiting artists to sleep in the art gallery. Bergqvist 
gradually refined the idea into a completely sustainable hotel entirely separate 
from the ice-sculpture event. Each December, they would construct the hotel 
from ice-blocks taken from the river. Each spring, it would melt.

By 2016 the idea had been refined even further into a year-round experience. 
Permanent buildings were added to ice-suites, an ice bar, and an ice gallery, all 
lit and heated by solar power. The ice part of the hotel would still melt in the 
spring, but tourists who came to hike, raft, canoe, and explore would use the 
permanent element. Currently, more than fifty thousand visitors come to Juk-
kasjärvi every year to stay in this unique hotel.

Failing Forward: Reframing the goal.
Instead of sticking with the initial idea of an ice-sculpture event, Bergqvist 
 refined the idea, first into an Icehotel during the winter and then into perma-
nent, year-round accommodation. He learned he needed to remodel his idea 
into something even more durable.

His question changed from “How to start a successful business based on things 
I  like to do?” to “How to start a successful all-year-round business activity for 
tourists in Sweden?”. Eventually, he refined his idea into what people liked the 
most: a sustainable, year-round ice hotel. It had never been done before and 
became an extremely popular tourist activity.

Bergqvist has also partnered with big companies like Absolut Vodka to provide 
unique corporate getaways. He has been involved in creating ice bars in Copen-
hagen, Tokyo, London, and Stockholm.

The Lesson: Learn Actively.
The idea for the Icehotel did not arrive fully-formed and complete. Bergqvist 
tried several ideas, refined what he was offering, and gradually developed 
something that provided lasting appeal. That is common to most innovation 
successes. A great idea will not automatically lead to a commercially successful 
product or service. That process is actually about refinement through learning. 
Each time you do something, you learn. Each time you learn, that informs your 
next action. This cycle of acting and learning and acting again is what we call 
active learning. The learning part of the cycle is supported by what is called the 
three pillars of learning. These are:

• Being open to learning.
• Sharing learning.
• Continuing to learn.

This chapter is about; developing an active learning approach. This combina-
tion of learning based on the three pillars and action is essential to successful 
innovation.

The “Magic” Behind Great Ideas.

“My training does not seem to have 
prepared me well to produce good 

ideas from the get-go. Instead, it has 
prepared me to arrive at them.”

THE DOER’S MANIFESTO

Do companies innovate faster when they value learning, or does learning slow 
innovation?

To answer this question, my research team and I created a self-report ques-
tionnaire that we administered to over four hundred companies to assess 
their  approach to learning. We measured three significant variables; how 
open-minded the company is, whether they often share their knowledge inside 
the company and how committed to learning they believe they are. The data 
from these learning questionnaires was compared with each company’s overall 
innovation rank based on how many ideas they successfully upscaled in a year.

We found a striking and direct correlation between success in innovation and 
a positive learning orientation. The top 25% of the innovation ranking compa-
nies had an average 82% score in learning orientation. The companies in the 
bottom 25% of the innovation ranking scored an average of just 4% for learning 
orientation.

This survey made it very clear that innovation winners are most often compa-
nies that value learning. This begs the question; how do they learn?

Bullets First, Then Cannonballs: The Best Way 
to Learn.
The key difference that distinguishes successful innovators is learning and a 
willingness to take action based on that learning. This is captured in the Bullets 
first, then Cannonballs approach coined by Jim Collins in his book Great by 
Choice (2011). In the book, Collins describes the approach as follows: “First, you 
fire bullets (low-cost, low-risk, low-distraction experiments) to figure out what will 
work – calibrating your line of sight by taking small shots. Then, once you have 
empirical validation, you fire a cannonball (concentrating resources into a big 
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bet) on the calibrated line of sight. Calibrated cannonballs correlate with outsized 
results; uncalibrated cannonballs correlate with disaster. The ability to turn small 
proven ideas (bullets) into huge hits (cannonballs) counts more than the sheer 
amount of pure innovation.”

The science of the bullets first approach has been proven by Collins’ research 
in Great by Choice to have a lasting impact on a business’ ability to consistently 
innovate successfully. The reason is simple; this approach makes learning con-
sistent over time.

At the heart of this idea is the ability to learn with purpose. Firing your ideas as 
bullets mean you have identified a target, have understandable instructions on 
how to shoot, and a focus on learning whether or not you hit your target. This 
approach requires you to ensure your calibration is right before you even think 
about firing an expensive cannonball. There is another way to describe this 
approach; learning as you go.

What Does It Mean to “Learn as You Go”?
Harvard Business School psychologist Chris Argyris defines learning as the 
“ detection and correction of an error”, where an error is “any mismatch between 
our intentions and what actually happens”. Correctly detecting errors, i.e., learn-
ing well, requires certain key traits:

• Open-mindedness (a willingness to critically evaluate an organization’s oper-
ational routine and to consider new ideas).

• Commitment to learning (the degree to which an organization values and 
promotes learning).

• Sharing knowledge (collective beliefs or behavioral routines related to the 
spread of learning among different units within an organization).

Every Cycle of Innovation Emphasizes 
 Learning in Mini Cycles.
Many approaches to innovation emphasize the need for reflection and learn-
ing. Probably the best-known is the Plan, Do, Study, Act cycle first described 
by Deming. In this cycle, the Study stage is where the actions taken during the 
Do phase are examined, and the learning is used to inform the Act phase. In 
Scrum sprints, every cycle of innovation has a stage of assessment and reflec-
tion built-in. In the ABCS, systematically improve is the essence of the method. 
If done right consistently, it is the one step that will have the most impact on 
your innovation success.

Which approach you use is not important. What is important is that after each 
action, there is a pause to extract learning from that action, informing the next 
action stage. Learning and taking action based on what you have learned is an 
essential element of the innovation cycle; it ties the whole process together.

The basic process looks like this:

1. Mini cycles (low risk, low cost, low distraction experiments), followed by
2. A learning and reflection stage at the end of each mini-cycle that informs 

the action needed for the next mini-cycle.

Why Cyclical Learning Matters.
Our research makes it obvious that learning organizations have a competi-
tive edge over those companies that do not value learning. A commitment to 
learning is also associated with long-term strategic alignment, another essen-
tial building-block for successful innovation. However, these are not the only 
significant benefits of the active learning approach.

Lowered risk

“Asking customers what they want 
and then making precisely that doesn’t 

sound revolutionary, but it’s not the 
way most development projects work. 

Most of the time, the developers 
obsess over getting everything exactly 

right before customers get a peek. 
That’s risky-you burn through your 

resources and then hope for the best.”
JEFF SUTHERLAND, SCRUM.
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Firing bullets before cannonballs reduces risk. Bullets are low cost and low risk. 
If they miss the target, recalibration is not a major issue. You only fire expen-
sive, high-risk cannonballs when you know you are accurately aligned with the 
target.

Recall the Icehotel example. By holding an ice sculpture event in Sweden, 
 Yngve Bergqvist was firing a bullet. Each subsequent change and expansion 
was low risk, low cost, and based on what had been learned before. It was not 
until 2016, twenty-five years after the first ice-sculpture competition, that he 
fired his first cannonball by building a permanent, year-round, sustainable hotel 
complex in Jukkasjärvi. By that time, the bullets that he had previously fired 
had shown that the idea of a permanent hotel was commercially feasible.

Quicker results
It may seem counterintuitive, but, in terms of innovation, making mistakes and 
learning from them in short cycles is more effective than not making mistakes 
or learning at all. Without pauses for learning and reflection, a company may be 
headed in the wrong direction for months, wasting time and resources. Using 
short cycles followed by periods of reflection identifies mistakes quickly and 
allows you to pivot, getting you where you want to be faster.

In innovation, speed matters. In simple terms, the faster you work through 
 mini-cycles, the faster you learn. The faster you learn, the more quickly you 
move from an idea to a product or service. Firing bullets is always faster than 
firing cannonballs.

Successful innovations
The bullet-first approach ensures that you pursue attainable objectives that will 
deliver what you need quickly. It also helps you develop the necessary skills to 
deliver the final product and see potential other avenues.

Yngve Bergqvist did not stop with ice hotels. His partnership with Absolut led 
to the idea of creating bars made entirely of ice outside of Sweden. These were 
highly successful and built on the ideas of the original innovation. They also 
helped to bring attention to the Icehotel in Jukkasjärvi.

The fact is that companies that make active learning a systemic part of their 
organization’s functioning innovate better and produce more and fresher ideas. 
Here is how you can do the same.

Creating Your Learning Organization.
In 1995, Kellogg’s was aware that its breakfast cereals were not doing well in 
India. In this potentially huge market, cultural differences were a significant 
barrier to increasing sales. While customers in the US and elsewhere had no 
problem eating sugary foods for breakfast, customers in India simply did not 
want to swap their traditional savory morning meals for a sweet cereal.

To deal with this issue, Kellogg’s began marketing themselves in three distinct-
ly different ways to test what would appeal to customers in India. Each of these 
marketing strategies was a bullet to see what would hit the target.

The first to be launched was Kellogg’s “healthy and tasty” campaign. They 
 created advertisements showing a famous Indian actress and fitness enthu-
siast, Lara Dutta, eating a bowl of Kellogg’s cereal in her exercise gear sitting 
next to her yoga mat. Second, they produced a “Kellogg’s is parent-approved” 
advertising campaign featuring Indian actress and mom Karishma Kapoor 
 announcing that she swears by Kellogg’s cereals for her children. Finally, 
 another set of  advertisements described Kellogg’s cereals as good for digestive 
health through high fiber digestive aid products like “all-bran cereal” and “heart 
to heart oats”.

The “healthy and tasty” campaign generated very little interest, but the other 
two bullets hit the target. From these mini-experiments, Kellogg’s learned that 
children were more likely to consume the sweeter cereals while adults would 
be happy to consume their higher fiber products. Next, they moved to cannon-
balls, importing a range of cereals for children and more digestive aid products 
for adults. The success of their bullets meant that the cannonballs were a lower 
risk, and Kellogg’s successfully expanded their breakfast cereal market in India.

Kellogg’s was able to succeed in India by becoming a learning organization. 
The question now is, how can you do the same?

1. Acknowledge the value in failure
Our experience suggests that active learning represents a crucial difference 
 between innovation winners and losers. However, it is vital to understand that 
you will learn as much from failures as from successes. Every bullet that misses 
the target makes it more likely that your cannonballs will hit, provided that you 
learn why the bullet missed and what you need to do to get the next one closer 
to the bulls-eye.

Missing shots is part of the process of learning. People should not be afraid 
to fail as long as they are willing to share those failures and learn from them. 
Google acknowledged that failure means insight. They experimented with two 
products; Google AdSense and Google Answers. While the latter experiment 
failed in vitro, the former grew massively successful and now runs most ads 
across the Internet.

When asked to describe the experience Susan Wojcicki, the first marketing 
manager of Google and current CEO of YouTube, said: “We learned a lot in that 
time, and we were able to apply the knowledge we had gathered to the devel-
opment of future products. If we’d been afraid to fail, we never would have tried 
Google Answers or AdSense, and missed an opportunity with each one.”

Failure is just another step on the road to success. But only if you learn from 
that failure and take action to ensure you do not make the same mistakes 
again.
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2. Rate your organization’s learning orientation
To test your organization’s current learning orientation, use our research ques-
tionnaire, and decide whether you agree or disagree with the following state-
ments concerning your organization:

1. The sense around here is that employee learning is an investment, not an expense.

Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree

2.  Learning in my organization is seen as a key commodity necessary to guarantee 
 organizational survival.

Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree

3.  We have specific mechanisms fors haring lessons learned in organizational activities 
from department to department (unit to unit, team to team).

Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree

4.  We always analyze unsuccessful organizational endeavors and communicate the lessons 
learned widely.

Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree

5. We continually judge the quality of our decisions and activities taken over time.

Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree

6.  We are not afraid to reflect critically on the shared assumptions we have made about 
our customers.

Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree

The first two statements assess a commitment to learning, 3 and 4 assess 
intra- organizational knowledge sharing, and the final two assess a compa-
ny’s open-mindedness. Rate yourself on each by scoring five if you strongly 
agree with the statement and one if you strongly disagree. An overall score of 
 25-30 demonstrates a high learning orientation. A score of 16-25 demonstrates 
an average learning orientation, and any score of 15 and under suggests a low 
learning orientation.

This rating will help you understand whether your company is a learning organ-
ization. Unless the score shows that you already have a high learning orienta-
tion, you will want to think about the structural changes and new habits you 
need to incorporate to promote learning throughout your company.

Make Active Learning an Organizational 
 Habit.
Perhaps the most important step in creating a learning organization is to 
 reinforce learning as a habit. Here are the steps you need to take to ensure this:

Reflection

Reflection is a key element of active learning. Pausing to think about what you 
have learned and how you can incorporate this learning in your next round of 

action must be built-into your systems. This is done in the “Study” phase of 
PDSA. Scrum does this by having a mandatory reflection meeting at the end 
of each day. Learning can also be made an organizational habit by schedul-
ing after-action reviews, personally conducting town hall meetings, generating 
weekly reports, conducting stand-up meetings, and scheduling reviews at key 
junctures in the innovation cycle.

Build clear communication channels

Working out promptly whether a bullet hit or missed the target is important 
to allow for quick recalibration. To enable this, employees must convey their 
feelings about a particular product or process, and management must com-
municate the required changes to everyone involved. For this, all systems must 
include clear communication channels for receiving and disseminating feed-
back and learning.

Reward acts of learning

Ensure that everyone in your organization understands the importance of 
learning. It is essential for creating a unified organizational orientation towards 
learning. Alignment towards learning can be encouraged by rewarding employ-
ees for meaningful participation in meetings. For instance, employees can be 
given personal praise, gifts, or even promotions for sharing their knowledge, 
being open to feedback, and fostering a learning environment.

It is also vital that customers recognize that your organization values learning 
and welcomes honest and helpful feedback at all times. Hence, rewarding cus-
tomers for good and detailed feedback is another useful strategy.

Stay open to learning

It is relatively easy to be open to learning when things are going well. Everyone 
is happy to share the good news. However, where many companies fail is by 
being less willing to learn when things are going badly. That is a mistake as the 
perfect time to learn how to do things better is by failing. If things are going 
badly, pause and ask, “what could we have done better or differently?” It’s vital 
to stay open to learning at all times, even bad times.

Never be afraid to fail.

“Accept that you will learn by being 
wrong as you venture into the 

impossible in search for that thing 
others come to appreciate as   magical- 

an “innovation”- when your turn comes 
to tell your story in hindsight.”

THE DOER’S MANIFESTO.
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Like the Icehotel story, Kellogg’s and Google recognize that failure is part of 
the process and can help you innovate faster. If you are too afraid to risk failure, 
success is going to be much harder to achieve.

Conclusion: Low Stakes Learning Through 
 Beta-Testing.
Zappos online apparel store was born in 1999 and was acquired by Amazon for 
1.2 billion dollars just ten years later. How did the company grow so fast? In an 
interview, their CEO Tony Hsieh said their core focus was always on low-stakes 
marketing as beta tests for their new products.

Beta testing is a cost-effective way of testing a new product or service with 
the end-users to validate its usability, functionality, compatibility, and reliabili-
ty. Essentially, it allows for “real” customer interaction with a product and can 
provide useful feedback on the product’s design and functionality. A beta test 
is a mini-cycle followed by a period of reflection. It is another word for what we 
have been discussing in this chapter; bullets.

Initially, to gain brand awareness, Zappos bought mass adverts, including 
 expensive sports stadium signage. Although it was a major investment, this 
strategy did not get people to choose Zappos over other online retail markets. 
They were wasting money, time, and resources. Since then, Zappos prioritized 
what they call low-stakes marketing and what we will refer to as low-stakes 
learning.

After changing their approach, Zappos no longer announced new products or 
features through mass advertising. Instead, they quietly rolled out their latest 
products, attracted the first few enthusiastic buyers – “early adopters” – and 
got their feedback. In the 2007 interview, Hsieh described his thoughts about 
the new approach. He said: “There’s still a temptation to come out in a big way 
and waste a lot of money like we did in the early days... It’s better to start small 
because, until you are actually doing it, you cannot predict the thousand little 
things that will inevitably happen.”

This approach led to Zappos growing immensely in popularity. Their story 
summarizes the focus of this chapter—low-cost, low-risk mini-cycles lead to 
rapid learning. Bullets are a method of testing the waters. Firing bullets will help 
you see whether you know what people want, if you are offering them value, 
and whether they are willing to pay for that value.

Learning from their feedback is vital to improve your calibration. Once your 
bullets are hitting the target, you can start gearing up for the cannonball shot.

visual is missing

Next Steps: Think about something you need to learn to 
move forward. What bullets or mini-tests could you run?
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(update) Download this and other canvases at www.tiny.cc/cyclescanvas-
comments/

Key Take-Aways

• Active learning is vital because it provides quicker results, 
lowers the risk of failure, and helps develop a scalable 
innovation.

• The three pillars of learning are: being open to learning, sharing learning, 
and being committed to continuous learning. Active learning is the ability 
to take action on what has been learned using the three pillars.

• The best learning approach is to fire fast, low stakes, low distraction, and 
low-cost bullets. Once the bullet hits the target, then upscale the idea and 
eventually fire a cannonball.

• Incorporating active learning into your organization helps with faster 
 innovation. Acknowledge the value of failing; keep rating your personal 
and your organization’s ability to learn well using the questionnaire in this 
chapter.

• Make learning an organizational habit. Communication channels need to 
be clear; reflection needs to be an active part of organizational  functioning 
through meetings, feedback forms, and rewarding acts of learning. In 
 addition to this, it’s vital to stay open to learning even in difficult times.

Next Up: You have now worked your way through the ABCS of 
innovation. You are excited, you want to share the good news, and 
perhaps want to launch a big new innovation initiative in your organ-
ization. Stop! The next chapter looks at how you can pull everything 
together and implement these ideas in a way that will bring lasting 
change.
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CHAPTER 27:  
SYSTEMS CONCLUSION

We tend to think of systems in terms of documented processes. Many large 
organizations have very detailed business management systems that describe 
almost every aspect of their operations. There are many different approaches 
to creating business systems, but one crucial point is often forgotten; even 
if you do not have a formal set of processes, you already have systems that 
 control innovation and everything else.

Systems are simply the way you do what you do. In many organizations, these 
grow over time as custom and practice are often influenced ad-hoc by the 
attitudes of management and customer requirements. Systems control every 
aspect of a business, including how it makes money and responds to custom-
er needs. Systems are important because they allow a business to operate 
 predictably without constant supervision and control of every process.

However, systems can also stifle change. How many times have you heard “we 
have always done it that way” in response to an attempt at change? Systems 
that arise organically and uncontrolled over time tend to become fixed. In to-
day’s dynamic, fast-moving commercial environment, methods that worked last 
year may simply not be good enough now. Like every other aspect of a busi-
ness, systems must be capable of changing to keep pace with external circum-
stances. But you can only change your existing systems if you understand them.

Systems for Innovation.
People often think of systems in terms of repetitive tasks such as accounting, 
customer service, manufacturing, and HR. However, they tend to think less 
about systems for innovation. Many people see creativity as the opposite of 
being systematic. In my opinion, the truth is that a systematic approach is the 
only way to achieve consistent, effective innovation. The right systems make 
space for people to be creative, feel safe, and keeps things moving forward. 
They also reduce risk by ensuring that you are confident that your innovation 
has commercial potential before committing to expensive research and devel-
opment.

Successful innovation is not about waiting for the muse or about Eureka! 
 moments that change everything; it uses iterative cycles to build ideas into 
viable commercial products or services. You will seldom start with the “right” 
answer. That will emerge as you work through cycles using the ABCS, a 
 systematic approach to every step of the innovation process.

It is beyond this book’s scope to explain in detail how to create and  document 
the business systems and processes you may need; there are lots of good 
books and courses available if you want to know more. However, I want to 
briefly summarize the most important questions you need to ask to ensure 
you are using the ABCS and being systematic in your approach to innovation.

Everything starts with Alignment.

1. Do you and your team believe in what you are doing? Is there some sort of 
higher purpose linked to your special skills?

2. Are you building something you want or something buyers want? Does 
what you are building have a clear JTBD?

3. Do you and your team understand the importance of business model inno-
vation to build both value and value capture?

4. Are you growing a culture of innovation and building it step by step?
5. Are the people within your organization aligned towards a clear, agreed, and 

limited set of objectives (maximum two product objectives and three culture 
objectives)?

Now that everyone understands where you are going, it is time to start work on 
Building those ideas into products or services.

1. Do you clearly understand the problem(s) that your idea will address?
2. Do you understand what you already have and know that you can build on, 

to create a new product or service?
3. Are you clear about the actions you need to take to turn your idea into a 

product or service?
4. Do you have a systematic approach to idea-building?
5. The first idea is rarely the best idea. Are you ready to continue and pivot if 

needed to turn your idea into the best possible product or service?
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You cannot develop innovation in isolation; you must Communicate with 
stakeholders and customers to turn an idea into a viable commercial product.

1. Are you able to describe the benefits your new product or service offers 
clearly and simply?

2. Do you have a system to ensure that you receive and use customer feedback 
as early in the innovation process as possible?

3. Are you certain that customers will pay for your innovation?
4. Are you certain that customers will pay enough for your innovation to make 

it profitable?
5. Are you prepared to kill the project if you cannot answer “yes” to the four 

questions above?

The key to effectively and consistently building ideas step-by-step into com-
mercially viable products or services is being Systematic.

1. Have you taken steps to reduce the fear that is an intrinsic part of doing 
anything new?

2. Do you really understand your current innovation system?
3. Do you know what you need to do to improve your current innovation sys-

tem?
4. Have you identified the most significant challenges, the death threats, facing 

your innovation? Do you know how to overcome them?
5. Do you have systems in place to capture learning? Failures can be part of a 

winning strategy, but only if you are prepared to learn from them.

Moving Forward.
After many years of working with hundreds of clients worldwide, I believe that 
consistent innovation success does not arise by chance nor through the emer-
gence of random big ideas. It comes from being systematic about finding ideas 
and then building them into commercially viable products or services.

The questions in this section are not random or arbitrary. You need to be sys-
tematic about seeking answers to these questions, and you must continue to 
ask these questions throughout the life of the project. You must answer “yes” to 
all of these questions to give your organization the best chance of innovation 
success.

Being systematic is not the opposite of being creative. Being systematic is the 
only way to turn creativity into commercial success consistently. If I had to 
condense all the advice and guidance in this book into just two words, this is 
what I would say:

Be Systematic!

Next Up: You have now gone through the ABCS of innovation, 
and hopefully, you understand the importance of systems, processes, 
and a learning orientation. You know ideas are built more often than 
born.

You might feel ready to call your colleagues together and talk about 
your new “Innovation religion.” The last and final chapter will explain 
why this is probably the wrong approach and explain how to build an 
organization where innovation is not the flavor of the month but an 
embedded organizational habit.
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CONCLUSION

PART

CHAPTER 28:  
BRINGING IT ALL TOGETHER: 

USING BEHAVIORAL SCIENCE AND 
A HABIT-BUILDING APPROACH 

TO DELIVER SUSTAINABLE 
INNOVATION

What you know can change you.  
What you do can change the world.

I Have a Great Idea…
A senior manager walks into a bookstore and finds the latest, greatest, trans-
formative idea for innovation. It has all the right words; Minimum Viable Prod-
uct, pivots, customer engagement, iterations, etc. It has inspirational quotes 
from Steve Jobs and simple diagrams showing how innovation really works. 
The manager is enthused; this will transform the way the organization does 
innovation overnight!
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Back in the office, the senior manager shares that enthusiasm. Sensible 
 middle-managers, seeing the way things are going agree that it certainly is a 
great idea. Smart people are seen carrying copies of the book into  meetings. 
There are focus groups, they form a steering committee, and there is a big 
launch with compulsory attendance. The senior manager talks to all staff 
backed up by a dazzling PowerPoint presentation that uses cool graphics to 
explain how the new idea will improve the organization. There is applause. 
Maybe there is even a little cheering.

They hire consultants to hold workshops and brainstorming sessions where 
walls are covered in whiteboards and post-it notes that capture every new idea. 
The manager checks regularly, and anyone still doing things the old way is 
likely to face some difficult questions.

Gradually, the senior manager’s enthusiasm begins to wane. Maybe the idea 
isn’t quite so transformative as it first appeared? Perhaps the results aren’t as 
dramatic or as rapid as anticipated? Gradually, quietly, people go back to doing 
things the same old way. No-one is seen carrying copies of the book anymore. 
Within three months, everyone has completely forgotten about the great new 
idea, and things go comfortably on much as they always have.

Then, the senior manager walks into a bookstore…

Does this sound familiar? It does to me because I have to confess that I have 
been that person in the bookstore, enthused by new knowledge. Maybe you 
have too? Many innovation initiatives begin in this way, and as a consultant, I 
am most commonly hired to:

• Introduce a clever new strategy.
• Motivate the troops.
• Jump-start the creative process.

These are all good and valid approaches, but, in my experience and all too 
often, they lead to a short-term boost but not a long-term, sustainable change. 
In an article in the Harvard Business Review, writer Steve Blank used the 
 expression “innovation theatre” to describe a process that uses the props and 
ideas of successful innovation but ultimately does not deliver anything useful. 
As soon as I read this, it struck a chord; after more than four years of research 
and talking to more than four hundred companies, I have seen way too much 
innovation theatre.

This book tells you what you need to do to make innovation work. I know that 
the approach encapsulated by the ABCS is effective, but I do not want this to 
turn into more innovation theatre. That is why this chapter tells you how to 
use the ABCS to deliver viable, sustainable innovation. The key is not the ideas 
themselves, but the action you take based on those ideas. Being the smartest 
person in the room means nothing if you do not take the right action:

• Knowledge is not the same as doing.
• Learning is not the same as doing.
• Deciding is not the same as doing.
• Only doing is the same as doing.

I believe that the best route to effective, sustainable innovation is through a 
habit-building approach.

The Solution: Innovation as a Habit.
Most new initiatives begin by focusing on motivating people by announcing 
new strategies in a big launch and expecting change to follow. Unfortunately, 
this approach generally fails. The reason is simple; behavioral science tells us 
that motivation and incentives are not the most effective ways to get people 
to change what they do. The best approach is really quite simple; first, new be-
haviors are facilitated, and then controlled repetition of these behaviors create 
habits. Habits become the foundation of real and lasting change.

Habits can be established and managed, just like any other activity. The most 
effective route to reliable, consistent innovation is not about parachuting in 
another quick-fix, top-down new idea but instead using behavioral science to 
harness the power of habit to create a bottom-up culture of innovation based 
on the ABCS at every level of an organization.

Why Do Habits Matter?
What are habits in terms of organizations? There are many different definitions, 
but here is one you might want to think about; “habits are the routine behav-
iors that the people in an organization perform automatically when no-one is 
watching”.

The people in your organization are acting according to habit, right now, and 
every single day. Habits are fundamental drivers of human behavior. While 
 processes and procedures may provide a formal framework, much of the 
 organization’s day-to-day operation is derived from habit.

That can be a problem because entrenched habits may be a barrier to change; 
you want to introduce new behaviors, but people will often revert to their old hab-
its. However, if they are harnessed as part of a systematic approach,  habits can 
be made to work to your advantage by becoming effective drivers for  innovation.

New Habits Start as Behaviors.
The first step towards creating innovation habits is establishing new behaviors. 
The ABCS approach will help you to identify the new behaviors you need. The 
creation of these new behaviors lies at the intersection of two things; willing-
ness and ability.

Willingness is essential if you want to effect successful change. It is 
partly driven by motivation, perhaps backed-up with incentives. But 
motivation and incentives alone are not enough. The most common 
mistake I see is companies beginning innovation initiatives by focusing 
solely on motivation. If you drop someone in the middle of a river, they 
will be extremely motivated to get out. However, that will not help if 
they do not know how to swim!
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If you focus on creating willingness without first giving people the abili-
ties they need, they will drown when you drop them in the river. To avoid 
this, a focus on motivation must come after ensuring that the necessary 
abilities are in place.

There is another frequently ignored aspect of willingness. Willingness 
does not just come from external motivation; behavioral psychology tells 
us that everybody has an intrinsic desire to learn, improve, and succeed. 
This is closely linked to self-esteem and job satisfaction. The people in 
your organization already want to be involved in successful change, not 
just for the benefits it brings to the organization or due to incentives but 
also for personal satisfaction. The most effective new behaviors are built 
on the desire to improve at every level within your organization.

However, it is also essential to recognize that willingness is not a  constant 
value. No matter what you do, motivation and enthusiasm ebb and 
flow both in individuals and in organizations. Effective  initiatives must 
 account for periods when motivation is high and use them to  tackle 
difficult things and put in place processes, routines, and ideas that will 
maintain momentum when motivation is lower.

Temporary chance to do hard things

Natural period where you 
can,t do hard things

MOTIVATION

High

TIME

Low

Source: Fogg, B. J. (2020). Tiny habits

When the wind is blowing, raise the sails and ride the waves of motiva-
tion!

Ability is generated through training, awareness-raising, and introduc-
ing new ideas into existing systems and processes. Ability is reinforced 
through “learning by doing,” where a collaborative culture allows people 
to undertake new ways of working within a safe, controlled environment.

Turning Behaviors into Habits.
I understand that you want positive change to happen as quickly as possi-
ble. That is why innovation solutions based on Great New Ideas that promise 
instant results are so attractive. The problem is that these approaches rarely 
produce something sustainable; instant change all too often leads to a gradual 
(or not so gradual) return to previous habits.

The habit-building approach does not promise instant results, but it will build 
a sustainable culture of innovation. Sustainable improvement takes time. It 
 focuses on creating small changes that incrementally build to become the 
foundation for something that will persist long after the latest “big idea” has 
been discarded.

The root of the habit-building approach involves creating new behaviors that 
will then turn into habits. Behavioral scientists have spent a great deal of time 
researching how to change behaviors. B.J. Fogg, author and Director of the 
Stanford Behavior Design Lab, has developed a model that describes how be-
havior change happens by coupling willingness and ability with environmental 
triggers that provide prompts for the new behavior.

You can offer incentives to support the new behaviors, providing a Transaction, 
a short-term boost. You can establish a longer-term incentive program, which 
may provide a Transition that will last a little longer. However, the ideal situation 
is a Transformation, a permanent change that operates continuously without 
special incentives. That is what happens when you turn behaviors into habits.

Source: Stibe, A. (2019). Accelerating Business Transformation

There are 6 distinct steps to achieving transformation:

1. Clearly define your aspirations.
2. Identify the behavior you will focus on.
3. Facilitate the new behavior.
4. Provide triggers for the new behavior.
5. Establish the new behavior as a habit through repetition.
6. Reinforcement.

http://x0ru4.mjt.lu/lnk/AUkAABK2tM8AAAAAAAAAALF82acAAYCpse4AAAAAAA2IdABflXiG6_4X-FkjQl-4mPtdUva92wANeSk/1/CiqsuJLoUOric0SEUgtgcw/aHR0cHM6Ly90cmFuc2Zvcm1zLm1lL3MvU3RpYmVfMjAxOWRfQWNjZWxlcmF0aW5nX0J1c2luZXNzX1RyYW5zZm9ybWF0aW9uLnBkZg
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1. Clearly define your aspirations
The start of the behavioral transition is to identify what you want. Suppose you 
are looking to create a more innovative organization. What does this mean to 
you? How would you know the change has happened? At this stage your goals 
are big, but in just a minute we are going to go from BIG to tiny..

2. Identify the behavior you will focus on
We have all heard the expression, aim for the stars, and you won’t come up 
with a handful of mud. That is great to start, but you’d lose motivation fast if 
you tried reaching for the stars all the time. Why; no matter how hard you try, 
you’ll never reach them. The right solution in organizational transformation is 
to break your aspirations down into specific behaviors. Only then focus on a 
behavior where success is possible. When I do this with the client, I use a two-
step process. In step one, a swarm of behaviors that could be done now are 
identified. In his great book Tiny Habits, BJ Fogg calls this crispification. Crisp-
ification break an aspiration into things you can do:

Crispify “What are behaviors that could be done now?”

How: Write your big habit in the center
List supporting behaviors

Behavior Swarm of behaviors Behavior

Behavior The Big Habit Behavior

Behavior Behavior

Behavior Behavior

Behavior Behavior

Source: Fogg, B. J. (2020). Tiny habits

Then (and this is the most crucial bit) sort these behaviors by impact and ability 
to do them. The easiest way to do this is to create a short graph like the one 
below. When you have things sorted, select a single or very small group of 
behaviors that could be done now. Note: if you’re serious about habit change, 
“Tiny is mighty” first start small and grow over time.

Instructions: Rank order your specific behaviors by impact and effort required.
Eg: Behavior 1 = High impact / Hard

High Impact

                                                  Search Here

                                      

Hard

Low Impact

Behavior 1

Fogg, B. J. (2020). Tiny habits:

3. Facilitate the new behavior(s)
Facilitation means creating a readiness to adopt new behaviors by making sure 
people are willing and able to undertake them. As described, this involves using 
training and awareness-raising to change how people think about their role, but 
it also means changing how they think about themselves. When people are 
encouraged to act differently, they begin to think about their roles in new and 
positive ways. We are what we do; innovators innovate. Enable your people to 
think of themselves as innovators, and they will innovate.

For example, you might put in place a process to encourage employees to raise 
improvement suggestions. This can help make employees feel as though their 
ideas are valued though you must also have a process to capture, evaluate, give 
feedback, and celebrate those suggestions. Employees learn to think in terms 
of innovation, and management learns to value and use the ideas raised.

Start small and share wins across the organization. Publicize and celebrate these 
wins to ensure that innovation is regarded as something to which  everyone can 
contribute. You may be surprised at just how quickly a desire to become part of 
an innovation culture spreads!
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4. Provide triggers for the new behavior
Create cues within systems and processes that act as reminders of the every-
day importance of innovation behaviors. Make sure people know how to raise 
improvement ideas and believe that these will be valued. Add time for  raising 
improvement ideas in the agendas of regular meetings. Include innovation 
 successes in newsletters and progress reports. Produce reminders and hold 
regular meetings to discuss and analyze progress and learning and scope for 
further improvement.

Your target is to create an environment where innovating is a logical and un-
derstood part of the workflow. It should regularly remind people that they have 
the skills and abilities they need to innovate and ensure that they retain the 
willingness to make those choices.

5.  Establish the new behavior as a habit through 
 repetition

There is no short-cut to turning behaviors into habits. Most estimates suggest 
that it takes anything from sixty to one hundred days of repeating a behavior 
before it develops into a habit. New habits cannot be achieved overnight by 
offering incentives; they must be nurtured and encouraged until they become 
automatic and unconscious.

6. Reinforcement
Embed new innovation behaviors in processes and systems. Make them part 
of business-as-usual. Ensure that they are shared and understood across the 
organization and used for long enough to become habits. At that point, you 
will achieve critical mass, and the new behaviors will become self-reinforcing 
habits. They will form the basis for a whole new culture that supports growth, 
and entirely new motivations and strategies will emerge.

Creating an Environment Where Innovation 
Habits Thrive.
To encourage the habits you need, you must create an environment that 
 encourages people to engage in key innovation behaviors as part of their daily 
work. Innovation is always going to be optional. To make it an everyday reality, 
you must identify and remove the barriers that might prevent it and create a 
situation where people feel that they have a right and a responsibility to be 
creative.

When innovation becomes a habit, this encourages people to think about 
improvements in their day-to-day work and makes them think of themselves 
more generally as innovators. Then, when you create a team to work on a 
specific innovation project, the team members already have the right mindset.

Four years ago, we started a research program to identify the drivers of inno-
vation success. What we found was that the most successful companies adopt 
these approaches when they introduce new innovation behaviors:

• Committing to higher objectives (Purpose).
• Learning systematically (Process).
• Sticking to the course (Persistence).

Purpose is about alignment, knowing where you want to be, how you will get 
there, and communicating this clearly. Your first job is defining what needs to 
change and why and ensuring this is understood across the organization. It is 
a vital first step but do not make the mistake of thinking that this alone will be 
enough to change existing behaviors.

Take healthy eating, for example. We all know it’s a good idea, but many of us 
do not do it. Why? Part of the answer is that “healthy eating” is too abstract to 
promote sustainable new habits.

Research shows that it is much more effective to focus on lower-level behaviors 
that people can adopt. For example, the advice “buy 1% fat milk” has proved 
very successful in helping people transition to healthier eating. Once they start 
to consider the benefits of 1% milk, they also begin to think about other foods 
in similar ways, leading to healthier overall food choices that then become 
habits.
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Precisely the same thing applies to changing innovation habits. Just telling 
people that you want them to innovate is not helpful. Find specific instances of 
positive innovation behavior, no matter how small, and share these rather than 
talking about larger but more abstract concepts. Try to find equivalents to “buy 
1% milk” within your organization and embed these into systems, processes, 
strategies, policies, and updates.

Process is about integrating the behaviors you have identified into existing 
workflow and using feedback to refine and improve these over time. In busi-
ness and nature, it is not the strongest or the smartest that dominate, but the 
most adaptive. In business, that means mastering active learning.

Active learning means that acquiring knowledge is not an abstract process; 
learning is used in a practical way to move things on. Feedback is used to as-
sess how behaviors can be improved. Nothing lasts forever, and every system 
and behavior must be continually analyzed and assessed. Innovation habits 
lead to continuous improvement through systematic, active learning.

Persistence is about continuing to refine and improve until you achieve your 
goals. The world has an abundant supply of talented, intelligent people, yet few 
accomplish anything significant. What sets truly successful people apart from 
the merely talented is not a higher level of natural ability but something much 
more mundane; persistence. The common denominator of history’s great men 
and women is simply that they did not give up.

The habit-building approach is long-term, and persistence is key. Persistence 
also ensures that your organization keeps moving forward. Too many initiatives 
oscillate between competing goals such as change and stability or short and 
long-term growth. This oscillation gives the illusion of movement, but hab-
it-building provides something different and much more useful; genuine, con-
sistent, steady progress in the right direction.

Start Now, Launch Later.
I hope that you are excited by the ABCS of innovation. You may feel sufficiently 
enthusiastic that you want to have a big launch to tell everyone about it.

Stop!

If you intend to use a habit-based approach to innovation, the most effective 
method is to get the new habits embedded and working before going for a 
company-wide launch. Think of this as a stealth approach to innovation; you 
will plant seeds that will begin to grow before you go public about what you are 
doing. This early implementation does not have to be across the whole organi-
zation. Go for quick wins, departments, divisions, or people where it is easier to 
embed new innovation habits.

Continue to operate in stealth mode until you are sure you have new innova-
tion habits in place in at least some parts of the organization. When you finally 
launch, you are not talking about an aspiration or a theory but rather about 
sharing something already in place and working.

Management telling employees that they have (another) great idea is one 
thing. Far more effective is having employees who are already using and ben-
efitting from the new approach take part in a launch to share their experiences 
and become evangelists for the new way of thinking. It is also a great way to 
increase willingness to try the new approach.

Another good reason for holding off on a launch is that several studies have 
shown that people lose interest in change efforts if they do not see anything 
happening within one hundred days. If there is no visible change soon after a 
launch, the initiative is much more likely to fail. If you wait to launch until you 
already have a visible change, you avoid this potential trap.

Start small, with targeted departments, divisions, or people. Keep it low-profile 
and:

• Commit to a general direction.
• Provide management training.
• Ensure management are fully engaged.
• Provide regular updates on progress.
• Provide people training.
• Put in place support for quick wins.

Only when these things are in place, the new habits are embedded in select-
ed areas, and you can demonstrate progress is it time to think about a wider 
launch. At that point, you need to:

• Make an announcement.
• Ask for support to share ownership.
• Keep the process (and progress) visible.
• Most importantly, celebrate wins that already exist and use early implement-

ers to spread new behaviors to other parts of the organization.
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Keeping Innovation Habits Embedded.
When you begin to see small wins from new innovation habits, share these 
across different parts of the organization. Use these to establish new behaviors 
that will grow into habits that help employees to see themselves and their roles 
in a new way. Help people think of themselves as innovators and ensure that 
management lead by example!

Think about how you can make small improvements that will encourage new 
innovation behaviors. If we return to the healthy eating analogy, it is logical 
to make sure that you do not have junk food at hand. Remove things in your 
 organization that makes it too easy to revert to old behaviors. If there are peo-
ple or processes in your organization that inhibit innovation, think about how 
to negate their effect or convince them to stop resisting change.

Fortunately, it is unnecessary to persuade every person in an organization to be 
on board for a new initiative to succeed. Behavioral science provides the 10% 
rule; when a minimum of ten percent of any group strongly believes, that belief 
will spread to most of the group. If 10% of your people adopt innovation habits, 
these will spread.

The building and embedding of innovation habits is about working on a con-
tinuous increase in your organization’s everyday innovation capacity. Think of 
this as building up your organization’s innovation muscles. You can assess how 
effective this is by measuring the number of people trained, how often they 
generate innovation, and how widely this is spread across the organization.

Are there divisions that just do not seem to have the innovation habit? Look at 
these, find the barriers, and work on removing them. Is your training providing 
the abilities needed for innovation? If not, find out why and identify what needs 
to be changed.

Now Is a Good Time to Start.
For many people, change can be intimidating. How many times have you 
heard; “We tried that, but it didn’t work” or, “What we’re doing works, so why 
change?” or, “I’m just not sure this is the right time for…” Some of these may 
come from a genuine concern for the organization, but many are knee-jerk 
reactions against change. Any change.

By avoiding the Big-Launch approach and embedding new innovation habits 
at a low level before you begin talking about them, you can prevent many 
 potential problems.

Establishing new behaviors and turning them into habits will take time, so 
you need to start now. Thinking about change is useful, but thinking does not 
 provide learning, and it will not deliver what you need. Use the ABCS to under-
stand what you need to do and start doing it.

One of the things I suggest that you do not do is appoint an “Innovation 
 Champion”. Studies show that creating such a role with access to separate 
funding streams can foster a perception of competition with existing depart-
ments. Even worse, if you have an Innovation Champion, innovation successes 
may be seen as belonging to that role. Instead, make it clear that the creation 
of innovation habits applies to the organization as a whole, not to a single role. 
Innovation wins can then be celebrated as belonging to everyone.

Innovation Habits: Rules of the Road.
Focusing on three key factors will best support the creation of new habits:

Start small. Focus on one thing at a time. For example, once a week, 
a marketing executive might start listening to customer service calls. 
Something as basic as a weekly assessment can help to stimulate inno-
vation by taking a moment to ask, “how can I work smarter and do better 
next week?”. Or perhaps people can be persuaded to commit to bringing 
one innovation idea to every quarterly performance review?

Individually, none of these things will transform your organization but re-
member that 80% of successful innovation is about incremental change, 
not a Big Idea for a new product or service.

Enact the new habit with regularity. The more we do something, the 
more likely it is to become a habit. Persistence is critical, both for man-
agement and employees.

Weave new habits into existing processes. To establish a new behavior, 
it is best to blend it with the current workflow; intertwine it with things 
the organization already does regularly, building in cues and triggers that 
move people towards including the new behavior as they go through a 
familiar routine. That will make it possible to turn the behavior into a hab-
it quickly. Innovation habits cannot be separated from existing systems.

Final Thoughts.

“There are no quick wins in business – 
it takes years to become an overnight 

success.”
RICHARD BRANSON

Do you want to know the real secret of transforming your business overnight? 
The secret is; it cannot be done. What might seem to be an overnight success is 
simply the tip of the iceberg, the visible manifestation of lots of preceding time, 
effort, and hard work that remains unseen. That is the problem with quick-fix 
approaches to innovation or any other business transformation; they simply 
cannot deliver what they promise because overnight success is a myth.
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Implementing the ABCS of innovation using the habit-building approach is not 
a “secret sauce” that will instantly change everything. Sorry about that. It will 
take time and effort, and change will only emerge gradually and at first, prob-
ably on a small scale. The good news is that it actually works, unlike instant 
solutions, bringing lasting change.

Use the ABCS to understand where you are now and what you need to change. 
Take it one thing at a time, but find something you can tackle right now and 
start doing something about it. Knowing what to do is great, but change will 
only come when you use that knowledge to act.

Remember that this is not an initiative that will last a few months; it is a lifestyle 
change for your organization. You cannot just tell people to adopt innovation 
habits (well, you can, and I have seen it but, trust me, it does not work).

Create an environment that makes the new behaviors you need possible and 
then nurture and facilitate these until they become habits. Do it right, and peo-
ple will innovate not just for the organization but for themselves, and they will 
do it every day and at every level.

Go step-by-step, and you can make innovation (or anything else) an organiza-
tional habit.

If you’re serious about making innovation a habit, here is the last canvas to help 
you get started now.

FURTHER READING
I struggled with how much to put into a further reading section. Instead of 
providing a lengthy list of articles and books, I decided to offer a shorter list 
of what I believe are the greatest books on innovation and how they might 
help you. Except for the books by Van Gundy, all of these books can easily be 
bought online.

Book Author Align Build
Commun./

Check
Systems

On Purposeful Systems Russell L. Ackoff ✓ ✓

The Symphony of 
 Profound Knowledge

Edward Martin Baker ✓

Competing Agains Luck Clayton Christensen ✓ ✓ ✓

Jump Start your 
 Business Brain

Doug Hall ✓ ✓ ✓

Finding Eureka Doug Hall ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Article: Introduction to 
System Thinking

Daniel Kim ✓

Sprint Jake Knap ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Innovating: A  Doer’s 
Manifesto for  Starting 
from a Hunch, 
 Prototyping  Problems, 
Scaling Up, and  Learning 
to

Lass Perez-Breva ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

The Right It: Why So 
Many Ideas Fail and 
How to Make Sure Yours 
Succeed

Alberto Savoia ✓

Stalking the Wild 
 Solution

Arthur B. Van Gundy ✓ ✓

Techniques of Structured 
Problem Solving

Arthur B. Van Gundy ✓ ✓

If you want a full, long-list of articles and books on every aspect of Innovation, 
I recommend you visit www.navigatinginnovation.org 

visual is missing

http://www.navigatinginnovation.org


303302

Books/Articles by Chapter
These are the articles and books cited in each chapter to help in your search 
for more information.

Chapter 1: An Honest Introduction

Ries, E. (2011). The lean startup: How today’s entrepreneurs use continuous 
innovation to create radically successful businesses.

Osterwalder, A., & Pigneur, Y. (2013). Business model generation: A handbook 
for visionaries, game changers, and challengers. Hoboken, N.J: Wiley.

Sutherland, J. (2019). SCRUM: The art of doing twice the work in half the time.

Manifesto for Agile Software Development https://agilemanifesto.org/.

Fry, T. (2016). The Design Thinking Handbook - Everything You Need to Know 
about Design Thinking. Emereo Publishing.

Chapter 2: Knowing What Ain’t So: The Three Big Myths of Innovation

Salinger, J. D., & Kaplan, R. B. (2000). Salinger’s The catcher in the rye. Foster 
City, CA: IDG Books.

Chapter 3: The Power of Theory: If You Want Your Innovation To Fly, Theory 
Is the Wind Beneath Your Wings

Ries, E. (2011). The lean startup: How today’s entrepreneurs use continuous 
innovation to create radically successful businesses.

Christensen, C. M., Anthony, S. D., Roth, E. A., & Harvard Graduate School of 
Business Administration. (2010). Seeing what’s next: Using the theories of in-
novation to predict industry change. Boston, Mass: Harvard Business School 
Press.

Chapter 5: Finding Your Mission: Innovation Magic Happens at the Intersec-
tion of Significance, Skills and Value

Start with why -- how great leaders inspire action | Simon Sinek | TEDx Puget 
Sound https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u4ZoJKF_VuA.

Sinek, S. (2019). Start with why: How great leaders inspire everyone to take 
action.

Taleb, N. N. (2016). Fooled by randomness.

Godin, S., & Macleod, H. (2007). The dip. New York: Portfolio.

Naturals and strivers: Preferences and beliefs about sources of achievement CJ 
Tsay, MR Banaji - Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 2011 - Elsevier.

Collins, J. C. (2011). Good to great: Why some companies make the leap--and 
others don’t. New York: HarperCollins.

Catmull, E. E., Wallace, A., & Altschuler, P. (2014). Creativity, Inc.

Ismail, Salim., & Young, Kevin. (2015). Exponential Organizations: New Organ-
izations Are Ten Times Better, Faster, and Cheaper Than Yours (And What to 
Do About It)..Purpose Powered Success https://www.kornferry.com/insights/
articles/purpose-powered-success.

Kotter, J. P. (2014). Corporate culture and performance. Place of publication not 
identified: Free Press.

Personalization and Customer Experience Strategies for Success https://www.
business2community.com/customer-experience/personalization-and-custom-
er-experience-strategies-for-success-02330244.

Ziglar, Z., Mayton, A., & Ziglar, Z. (2012). See you at the top.

Thiel, P., & Masters, B. (2015). Zero to one: Notes on startups, or how to build 
the future. London: Virgin Books.

Chapter 6: Finding the Jobs To Be Done: Aligning Your Business with 
 Customer Value

Aligning your business with customer value | A jobs to be done focus will make 
sure do more of the right things.

Ulwick, A. W., & Osterwalder, A. (2016). Jobs to be done: Theory to practice.

Christensen, C. M., Hall, T., Dillon, K., Duncan, D. S., & Pruden, J. (2016). Com-
peting Against Luck: The Story of Innovation and Customer Choice.

Drucker, P. F., & Maciariello, J. A. (2015). Innovation and entrepreneurship: Prac-
tice and principles. London: Routledge.

Levitt, T. (n.d.). Marketing myopia. Marketing Insights. Selected Readings / 
 [edited By] R. Clifton Andersen and Philip R. Cateora.

Ulwick, A. W. (2009). What customers want: Using outcome-driven innovation 
to create breakthrough products and services. New York: McGraw-Hill.

Spiek, C., Moesta, B., & Fowlkes, E. J. (2014). Jobs-to-be-Done: The handbook; 
practical techniques for improving your application of Jobs-to-be-Done. Mich-
igan: Re-Wired Group.

Wunker, S. M., Wattman, J., & Farber, D. R. (2017). Jobs to be done: A roadmap 
for customer-centered innovation.

Klement, A. (2018). When coffee and kale compete: Become great at making 
Products People will buy.

(2020) The Jobs To Be Done Playbook by Jim Kalbach, et al.

Hall, D. (2018). Driving Eureka!: Problem-solving with data-driven methods & 
the innovation engineering system.

Chapter 7: Looking at the Big Picture: Delivering and Capturing More Value 
Through Business Model Innovation

Lindgardt, Z., Reeves, M., Stalk, G., & Deimler, M. S. (2009). Business mod-
el innovation. When the Game Gets Tough, Change the Game, The Boston 
 Consulting Group, Boston, MA.

https://agilemanifesto.org/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u4ZoJKF_VuA
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0022103110002787
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=19SjuiUAAAAJ&hl=en&oi=sra
https://www.kornferry.com/insights/articles/purpose-powered-success
https://www.kornferry.com/insights/articles/purpose-powered-success
https://www.business2community.com/customer-experience/personalization-and-customer-experience-strategies-for-success-02330244
https://www.business2community.com/customer-experience/personalization-and-customer-experience-strategies-for-success-02330244
https://www.business2community.com/customer-experience/personalization-and-customer-experience-strategies-for-success-02330244


305304

Kim, W. C., & Mauborgne, R. (2014). Blue ocean strategy, expanded edition: 
How to create uncontested market space and make the competition irrelevant. 
Harvard business review Press.

Gassmann, O., Frankenberger, K., & Csik, M. (2013). The St. Gallen business 
model navigator.

Johnson, M. W., & Lafley, A. G. (2010). Seizing the white space: Business model 
innovation for growth and renewal. Harvard Business Press.

Carville, J., & Begala, P. (2003). Buck up, suck up... and come back when you 
foul up: 12 winning secrets from the war room. Simon and Schuster.

Amit, R., & Zott, C. (2012). Creating value through business model innovation. 
2012.

Hamel, G., & Prahalad, C. K. (1994). Competing for the future. Harvard business 
review, 72(4), 122-128.

Gassmann, O., Frankenberger, K., & Csik, M. (2013). The St. Gallen business 
model navigator.

Johnson, M. W., & Lafley, A. G. (2010). Seizing the white space: Business model 
innovation for growth and renewal. Harvard Business Press.

Chapter 8: The Value of Culture: How Supportive Cultures Can Reverse the 
Innovation Slope

Minority rules: Scientists discover tipping point for the spread of ideas 
https://phys.org/news/2011-07-minority-scientists-ideas.html#:~:text=Scien-
tists%20at%20Rensselaer%20Polytechnic%20Institute,the%20majority%20
of%20the%20society.&text=%22Once%20that%20number%20grows%20a-
bove,the%20idea%20spreads%20like%20flame.%22.

Felps, W., Mitchell, T. R., & Byington, E. (2006). How, when, and why bad apples 
spoil the barrel: Negative group members and dysfunctional groups. Research 
in organizational behavior, 27, 175-222.

Coyle, D. (2019). The culture code: The secrets of highly successful groups.

The Science of Innovation (Facts, Systems, Best practices) https://
www.slideshare.net/bryancassady2/the-science-of-innovation-facts-sys-
tems-best-practices.

CLEAR, J. A. M. E. S. (2019). ATOMIC HABITS: An easy and proven way to build 
good habits and break bad ones. Place of publication not identified: RANDOM 
House BUSINESS.

Chapter 9: Alignment: Conclusion

Ackoff, R. (2008). Systems thinking for curious managers. Triarchy Press.

The Science of Innovation (Facts, Systems, Best practices) https://
www.slideshare.net/bryancassady2/the-science-of-innovation-facts-sys-
tems-best-practices.

Ismail, Salim., & Young, Kevin. (2015). Exponential Organizations.

Chapter 11 Defining Your Innovation Challenge: What Is the Problem You 
Need To Solve?

Hancock, D. (2010). Tame, messy and wicked risk leadership. Gower Publishing, 
Ltd.

VanGundy, A. B. (1988). Techniques of structured problem solving. Springer.

Getzels, J. W. (1982). The problem of the problem. New directions for method-
ology of social and behavioral science: Question framing and response consist-
ency, 11, 37-49.

Chapter 12: Starting with What You Have: Effectuation and the Power of 
Action

Gladwell, M. (2006). Blink: The power of thinking without thinking.

Shelley, P. B. (1780). Ozymandias. British Literature, 1830.

Chapter 13: No More Brain Drains. It’s Time to Start Building Ideas. If You 
Want More High-Quality Ideas, Look for Stimulus and Diversity

Johnson, S. (2011). Where good ideas come from: The natural history of inno-
vation. Penguin.

Osborn, A. F. (1942). How to think up.

Chapter 14: The Power of Persistence: Why You Must Keep Moving Forward 
While Being Prepared to Change Direction

Martin, G. R. (1997). A Game of Thrones (A Song of Ice and Fire, Book 1). New 
York: Spectra.

Chapter 17: The Power of Clarity: Understanding, Humility, and the Curse of 
Knowledge

Hannon, M. (2020). Intellectual Humility and the Curse of Knowledge. Polarisa-
tion, Arrogance, and Dogmatism: Philosophical Perspectives.

State Of Buyer Personas 2015 (Survey Results) https://www.linkedin.com/
pulse/state-buyer-personas-2015-survey-results-tony-zambito/.

Hall, D. (2010). Jump Start Your Brain V2. 0: How Everyone at Every Age Can 
be Smarter and More Creative. www.ReadHowYouWant.com.

Hall, D. (2018). Driving Eureka!: Problem-solving with data-driven methods & 
the innovation engineering system.

Bower, G. H. (1976). Experiments on story understanding and recall. The 
 Quarterly Journal of Experimental Psychology, 28(4), 511-534.

Foer, J. (2014). Moonwalking with Einstein: The art and science of remember-
ing everything.

Savoia, A. (2011). Pretotype it. Pobrane z: http://www. pretotyping. org/up-
loads/1/4/0/9/14099067/pretotype_it_2nd_pretotype_edition-2. pdf (10.12. 
2017).

https://phys.org/news/2011-07-minority-scientists-ideas.html
https://phys.org/news/2011-07-minority-scientists-ideas.html
https://phys.org/news/2011-07-minority-scientists-ideas.html
https://phys.org/news/2011-07-minority-scientists-ideas.html
https://www.slideshare.net/bryancassady2/the-science-of-innovation-facts-systems-best-practices
https://www.slideshare.net/bryancassady2/the-science-of-innovation-facts-systems-best-practices
https://www.slideshare.net/bryancassady2/the-science-of-innovation-facts-systems-best-practices
https://www.slideshare.net/bryancassady2/the-science-of-innovation-facts-systems-best-practices
https://www.slideshare.net/bryancassady2/the-science-of-innovation-facts-systems-best-practices
https://www.slideshare.net/bryancassady2/the-science-of-innovation-facts-systems-best-practices
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/state-buyer-personas-2015-survey-results-tony-zambito/
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/state-buyer-personas-2015-survey-results-tony-zambito/


307306

Meyvis, T. (2001). Consumers’ Beliefs in Product Benefits: The Effect of Irrel-
evant Product Information (Doctoral dissertation, State University System of 
Florida).

Chapter 18: What You See Isn’t Always What You Get! Good Research, Bad 
Research and the Art of Really Listening to Feedback

Masters, B., & Thiel, P. (2014). Zero to one: notes on startups, or how to build 
the future. Random House.

Hall, D. (2018). Driving Eureka!: Problem-solving with data-driven methods & 
the innovation engineering system.

Festinger, L. (2009). A theory of cognitive dissonance. Stanford, Calif: Stanford 
University Press.

Chapter 19: Will They Pay? The Question Too Many People Forget to Ask

72% of all new products flop. https://www.simon-kucher.com/sites/default/
files/simon-kucher_global_pricing_study_2014.pdf.

Ramanujam, M., & Tacke, G. (2016). Monetizing innovation: How smart compa-
nies design the product around the price.

Design Agency Trolls Ikea Places Its Product In Store- WALHUB: https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=XVnqSIVG6WE.

What is it worth to me (A “brilliant” solution to an age old pricing challenge) 
https://www.slideshare.net/bryancassady2/what-is-worth-to-me-a-brilliant-
solution-an-age-old-pricing-challenge.

Chapter 20: Shoot Your Puppies and Move On: Why Killing Ideas Is as Im-
portant as Building New Ideas and How To Do It

Rosenau, M. D. (1996). The PDMA handbook of new product development. 
New York: Wiley.

Cooper, R. G., & Kleinschmidt, E. J. (1987). New products: what separates win-
ners from losers?. Journal of product innovation management, 4(3), 169-184.

Godin, S., & Macleod, H. (2007). The dip. New York: Portfolio.

Chapter 23: Uncertainty and the Fear of Losing: How to Change Your Mind-
set to Focus on Winning

Kahneman, D., Knetsch, J. L., & Thaler, R. H. (1991). Anomalies: The endow-
ment effect, loss aversion, and status quo bias. Journal of Economic perspec-
tives, 5(1), 193-206.

Hall, D. (2018). Jump start your business brain: The scientific way to make more 
money.

Seneca, L. A. (2014). The complete works of Seneca the Younger, 4 BC-AD 65. 
Place of publication not identified: Delphi Classics.

Ferriss, T. (2009). 4-Hour Workweek, Expanded and Updated: Expanded and 
Updated, With Over 100 New Pages of Cutting-Edge Content. New York: 
 Random House US.

Klein, G. (2007). Performing a project premortem. Harvard business review, 
85(9), 18-19.

Carnegie, D. (2016). How To Stop Worrying And Start Living & How To Make 
Friends And Influence People (Unabridged). e-artnow.

Chapter 24: Systems Thinking and Profound Innovation: Getting to the 
Heart of Innovation

The Fast Bridge Innovation readiness assessment. https://www.slideshare.net/
bryancassady2/the-science-of-innovation-facts-systems-best-practices A sam-
ple report: https://www.slideshare.net/bryancassady2/bright-spots-ext-ppt-1 
You can check out the assessment at this link. (Feel free to use the assessment 
for yourself or your client:) www.fast-bridge.com/innovready/.

McKinsey Quarterly, Leadership and innovation January 1, 2008 | Article https://
www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/strategy-and-corporate- finance/
our-insights/leadership-and-innovation.

Baker, E. M. (2016). The Symphony of Profound Knowledge: W. Edwards 
Deming’s Score for Leading, Performing, and Living in Concert. iUniverse.

Meadows, D. H., & Wright, D. (2015). Thinking in systems: A primer.

Ackoff, R. L., Addison, H. J., Carey, A., & Gharajedaghi, J. (2010). Systems think-
ing for curious managers: With 40 new management f-laws. Devon: Triarchy 
Press.

Chapter 25: One Thing at a Time: Using Focus and Sequentially To Avoid 
“Monkey Brain” Innovation

Dalton, M. A. (2010). Simplifying innovation: Doubling speed to market and 
new product profits--with your existing resources. United States: Flywheel  Effect 
Pub.

Hall, D. (2018). Driving Eureka!: Problem-solving with data-driven methods & 
the innovation engineering system.

Ackoff, R. L. (1994). Systems thinking and thinking systems. System Dynamics 
Review, 10(2-3), 175-188.

Kim, D. H. (1999). Introduction to systems thinking (Vol. 16). Waltham, MA: 
Pegasus Communications.

Deming, W. E. (2018). The new economics for industry, government, education. 
MIT press.

Baker, E. M. (2016). The Symphony of Profound Knowledge: W. Edwards Dem-
ing’s Score for Leading, Performing, and Living in Concert. iUniverse.

Meadows, D. H., & Wright, D. (2015). Thinking in systems: A primer.

Ackoff, R. L., Addison, H. J., Carey, A., & Gharajedaghi, J. (2010). Systems think-
ing for curious managers: With 40 new management f-laws. Devon: Triarchy 
Press.

https://www.simon-kucher.com/sites/default/files/simon-kucher_global_pricing_study_2014.pdf
https://www.simon-kucher.com/sites/default/files/simon-kucher_global_pricing_study_2014.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XVnqSIVG6WE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XVnqSIVG6WE
https://www.slideshare.net/bryancassady2/the-science-of-innovation-facts-systems-best-practices
https://www.slideshare.net/bryancassady2/the-science-of-innovation-facts-systems-best-practices
https://www.slideshare.net/bryancassady2/bright-spots-ext-ppt-1
https://www.slideshare.net/bryancassady2/bright-spots-ext-ppt-1
http://www.fast-bridge.com/innovready/


309308

Chapter 26: Bullets First, Then Cannonballs: The Secrets of a Learning 
 Organization

Collins, J. C. (2011). Good to great: Why some companies make the leap--and 
others don’t. New York: HarperCollins.

Collins, J. (2019). Turning the flywheel: A monograph to accompany good to 
great. Place of publication not identified: RANDOM House BUSINESS.

Chapter 28: Bringing It All Together: Using Behavioral Science and a Hab-
it-Building Approach To Deliver Sustainable Innovation

CLEAR, J. A. M. E. S. (2019). ATOMIC HABITS: An easy and proven way to build 
good habits and break bad ones. Place of publication not identified: RANDOM 
House BUSINESS.

Wood, W. (2029). Good habits, bad habits: The science of making positive 
changes that stick.

Duhigg, C. (2014). THE POWER OF HABIT. New York, NY: Random House.

Fogg, B. J. (2020). Tiny habits: + the small changes that change everything.

Pryor, K. (2019). Don’t shoot the dog: The art of teaching and training.

Stibe, A. (2019). Accelerating Business Transformation. Annual Business  Research 
Report.

APPENDIX. 
THE ABCS OF INNOVATION  
VERSUS DESIGN SPRINTS

There are so many versions of design sprints it is impossible to compare the 
ABCS against all of them. For simplicity, we will compare with the design sprint 
2.0 format from AJ Smart and Jake Knapp.

The Design 
Sprint 2.0

Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Post-Sprint

Map Decide
Prototype

Test
Debrief

Sketch Storyboard
Gather  

feedbackback

March with  
the ABCS

 Introduction
Build

Communicate/
Check

Systems
Alignment

The strong fit between the two methods is that the “first principles” are the 
same. Both begin with a clarification of challenge, then building ideas,  checking 
them, and then learning and improving them.

Where there is a difference is in the tools used.

A 4-day Design Sprint 2.0 The ABCS run as a 5-day Sprint
Map Map
Introductions Introductions 
Explain Explain 
Goal Goal 
Questions Questions 
Map Map 
Experts Experts 

HMW 
HMW analysis with Business model de-
sign

Targets Targets
TRUE NORTH

Sketch Sketch
Research Kick-Off Research Kick-Off 
Lightning Demos Spark Decks
Divide or Swarm Divide or Swarm 
Four-Step Sketch Four-Step Sketch
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To make the design sprint process more straightforward, more precise, and 
more likely to deliver meaningfully unique results, we added our TRUE NORTH 
and 4Ps tools. Based on our experience running traditional sprints, we decided 
to add an extra day to the sprint process. With this extra day, we expanded the 
work done on problem definition and doubled the testing time. We also added 
formal time to deal with business risks and reflection.

All the tools from the design sprints and those presented in this book are tried, 
tested, and proven. But it is important to remember that they are just tools. 
There is an old adage, “if your only tool is a hammer, every problem will look 
like a nail”. Your job is to identify if you have a nail, a screw, or another type of 
 problem, then select the right tool. The best way to do this would be to under-
stand both methods deeply.

What is important to remember about both methods is that one week, no 
matter how good, will not make you a successful innovative company. The 
week is just a start.

The power of the ABCS approach is to build skills through practical application; 
we also make things simple enough to bring the tools and techniques back to 
your daily work. As we said in the last chapter, excellence in innovation is not 
about what you do once, but what you do habitually every day.

When you apply the ABCS effectively, you will start your projects with a TRUE 
NORTH every time, you’ll think in terms of JTBD, you’ll check to make sure you 
are working on the right problems, and you’ll also develop a learning mindset to 
keep improving over time. These are the habits that will drive success.

The CYCLES 5-day Sprint
Bryanchange: Graphic to be updated

A 4-day Design Sprint 2.0 The ABCS run as a 5-day Sprint
Crazy-Eights

A 7-Step Idea building process
Decide Decide
Sticky Decision Sticky Decision 
Storyboard 4Ps
Prototype Prototype
Tools Tools 
Divide and Conquer Divide and Conquer 

Paper Prototypes
Story Types
Pretotyping

Build the Prototype 
Trial Run Trial Run
Test Test
Customer Interviews Customer Interviews 
Taking Notes Taking Notes 
Wrap up Wrap up

Systems Analysis
System Mapping
Death Threat Analysis
Final Pitch / Learnings

BOLD ITALIC = No Match  
Grey = similar, but different

 

What is essential is not which tools you use, but the reason for using them. “it 
is not the ingredients that make the chef - It is how the chef used the ingredients 
that make the meal.”

About a year ago, I did design sprint training with AJ Smart. In my opinion, it is 
one of the best online pieces of training available. What I love about the design 
sprint method is the clarity and simplicity of the process. I’d strongly recom-
mend readers of this book to read the book Sprint by Jake Knapp and check 
out the training and videos from AJ Smart.

We have seen in practice that people trained to run design sprints and ABCS 
sprints work well together. It is because they both have different tools and 
experiences to solve similar challenges. Quite simply, more tools create more 
opportunities to find solutions if used intelligently.
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 Consultant and Interim Manager in FMCG & ICT, he is still in a constant beta 
phase of learning and experimenting for the better. Realizing that constant 
change within a trusted environment is the best way to win the hearts of peers, 
customers and shareholders lead him to more agile work methods and a pas-
sion for behavioral psychology and ethics. Throughout his career, he first and 
foremost worked in transformation projects, building up or reshaping depart-
ments or areas to succeed more in the everchanging business world. Remode-
ling areas like Customer excellence, Classic & data driven Marketing, Sales (Re-
tail, B2C & B2B), Training & Coaching, Category- & Product Mgmt. within the 
corporate world made him feel he is ready to enter the even more agile Startup 
universe. He launched a learning project (www.Zwitch.app) and finally brought 
www.Day8.io to life to help other startups and corporates to fully live up to their 
 potential when it comes to innovation performance and staff engagement.

FRANCK VINCHON
(Amsterdam, Netherlands)
Email: franck.vinchon@gmail.com
https://www.linkedin.com/in/franckvinchon/
www.neon42.com

Chapters: 14. Confusion is not a good place to start | 
How to better communicate your ideas step by step

Franck has been handling positions in strategy and management in major crea-
tive networks around the world for 20 years. He accompanied over 200 brands 
in their communication and innovation efforts; he was largely awarded – 
Cannes Lions, D&AD, Clios, Epicas, Effies and about 80 local/regional acco-
lades. Franck created his own consultancy Neon42, a unique model that de-
velops a very valuable edge to any business: to bring back brands into people’s 
conversations and turn consumers into hardcore fans. The methodologies de-
veloped are deeply inspired by the demanding industries of entertainment and 
sports – each collaboration being a mix of motivation, experience, team spirit 
and breakthrough strategic solutions. Neon42 actively accompanies big corpo-
rations, startups and NGOs in all regions. Franck is also a writer, a screenwriter 
and a musician.
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JULIO CARAZO
(Madrid, Spain)
Email: jc@juliocarazo.com
http://es.linkedin.com/in/juliocarazo

Chapters: 7. Looking at the Big Picture: Delivering 
and Capturing More Value Through Business Model 
 Innovation

Julio provides services to corporations as a Team Mentor, Trainer,  Interim 
 Manager, specializing in Business Creation and Innovation and Strategy 
 Execution. International speaker on Innovation and Project Management. 
Awarded Entrepreneur and recognized innovator. Past President of the Project 
Management Institute Madrid. Julio teaches executive education courses at the 
IE Business School, where he has received excellence. He has supported more 
than 50 entrepreneurial teams and collaborated as Spain Startup &  Investor 
Summit several awards for academic Expert Committee Member. He started 
his professional career as an engineer in Hewlett Packard, where he received 
the HP Quality Award. He has provided professional services to  corporations 
in various countries and sectors such as industrial, banking, insurance, logis-
tics, pharmaceutical, and airlines (Banco Santander, DKV Seguros,  Cegelec, 
Jiménez Maña, Air Nostrum, Vinci Energies Corporation, and subsidiaries in 
other countries). Rather than pretending to provide “the solution” he works 
mentoring executive teams to design customized solutions and successfully 
implement them.

LANA KRISTINE JELENJEV
(Almere, The Netherlands)
Email: lkfjelenjev@gmail.com
http://linkedin.com/in/lanajelenjev

Chapters: 1. An Honest Introduction

Lana Jelenjev is a community alchemist and learning design specialist with a 
solid background in training and education. She is the author of Community 
Builder: Designing Communities for Change and the 90 Day Action Planner, a 
Kickstarter backed planner for creative entrepreneurs. Lana provides support in 
various areas related to ideation, curriculum design, community building and 
personal development. Lana is also the Director for Learning Design and Com-
munity for Dream See Do, an online learning and community building platform 
for transformational leaders, NGOs and community cultivators. Lana is also 
active in non-profit work, spearheading the educational campaigns for Neuro-
diversity Foundation, Shift Foundation and She Dares.

LUCAS SAUBERSCHWARZ
(Düsseldorf, Germany)
Email: lucas.sauberschwarz@venture-idea.com
https://www.linkedin.com/in/lucas-sauber-
schwarz-14861123/

Chapters: 10. Good ideas usually start at home |  
The best place to start is with what you have,  
not what you want to have

As director of the Center for Corporate Innovation at the SGMI Management 
Institute St. Gallen, CEO of the management consultancy Venture Idea, best-
selling author and keynote speaker, Lucas Sauberschwarz is considered one 
of the leading experts in the fields of strategy, innovation and new work. In 
his keynote speeches, he inspires his audience with his experience from 
 working together with more than half of the DAX companies and SMEs in over 
60  projects in more than 20 industries.

For their research and consulting work, the WirtschaftsWoche named Lucas 
Sauberschwarz and Venture Idea “Best of Consulting 2018” in the category 
 Innovation & Growth. In 2019, Sauberschwarz won the “Best of Consulting 2019” 
Award in the category “strategy”, followed by the nomination “Best  Consultants 
in Germany 2020” by BrandEins Magazine and the statistica platform statista.

LYSANDER WEISS
(Paris, France)
Email: ysander.weiss@venture-idea.com
https://www.linkedin.com/in/lysanderweiss/

Chapters: 10. Good ideas usually start at home |  
The best place to start is with what you have,  
not what you want to have

As partner at the award-winning management consultancy Venture Idea, doc-
toral candidate at the leading German business school HHL, bestselling  author 
and keynote speaker, Lysander Weiss offers forward-thinking research and 
advisory for strategic renewal in established companies. As part of the HHL 
strategic entrepreneurship research group, he focuses on current management 
challenges in strategy & innovation, such as organizational ambidexterity, cor-
porate venturing and innovative strategy development. In his work, he builds 
on academic research and practical experience to advise established compa-
nies in their strategy, innovation and transformation challenges with proprietary 
management methods and models. In his keynote speeches, he inspires his 
audience with new impulses for the future based on his research and his expe-
rience from working together with more than half of the DAX companies and 
SMEs in over 60 projects in more than 20 industries. In his bestselling books, 
he offers new insights and practical guidance to innovate successfully with 
established companies, and advocates for new work approaches.
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The leading German business magazine “WirtschaftsWoche” named Lysander 
Weiss and Venture Idea “Best of Consulting 2018” in the category Innovation 
& Growth. Additionally, Venture Idea won the “Best of Consulting 2019” Award 
in the category “Strategy”, followed by the nomination “Best Consultants in 
Germany 2020” by BrandEins Magazine. Lysander Weiss lives in Paris, France 
with regular work appointments in Germany and abroad.

MARTIN GAEDT
(Berlin, Germany)
Email: gaedt@provotainment.de
https://www.linkedin.com/in/martingaedt/
www.martingaedt.de

Chapter: 11. No More Brain Drains. It is time to start 
building ideas | If you want more and better ideas,  
look for stimulus and diversity

Martin Gaedt is an innovator from Berlin. He believes in human’s creativity. 
His favorite saying: “Don’t criticize, improve!” Martin has been practicing ideal 
fitness for 20 years. His books Rock Your Idea and the myth of shortage of 
talents are bestselling in Germany. Martin has founded a couple of companies 
like Jobjackpot, Share Trust, Provotainment, Cleverheads and Younect. Most 
yummy were his gummi bears showing the sights of Berlin.

NICOLAS DETURCK
(Luxembourg)
Email: nicolas.deturck@gmail.com
https://www.linkedin.com/in/nicolasdeturck/

Chapters: 20. Getting to the heart of Innovation |  
The Power of System thinking

Nicolas is a genuine passionate about innovation, change and business trans-
formation. His backpack comes from 22 years of professional experience 
 including 10 years in the automotive industry. He acts as a facilitator and 
 catalyst for transformation projects and operational optimization. Nicolas is an 
advocate for best practice, lean methodologies and a driver of excellence in 
creative thinking and execution. His focus is to deliver measurable business 
success, operational efficiencies and increased brand equity by making people’s 
life choices easier and stress free.

REINHARD EMATINGER
(Heidelberg, Germany)
Email: ematinger@icloud.com
www.linkedin.com/in/ematinger
www.ematinger.com

Chapters: 17. Shoot Your Puppies and Move On |  
Why killing ideas is as important as building new 
 ideas... and how to do it

Dr. Reinhard Ematinger invites executives to set and achieve daring goals and 
to “think” products and services from customers’ point of view by  applying 
tools from business model innovation and customer value creation, lego 
 serious play® and playmobil®pro, service design thinking, and objectives and 
key results. He has 25 years of industry experience in consulting and training, 
business development and corporate universities plus more than 140 terms of 
university lectures and several books care for relevance of his work.

SERGIO PEREIRA
(Lisbon, Portugal)
Email: sergiomcpereira@gmail.com
https://www.linkedin.com/in/sergiomcpereira/
www.sergiopereira.io

Chapters: 12. It is what you do, not what you think 
about doing that matters | The importance of 
 persistency in idea building

Sergio is a Tech Entrepreneur, CTO and Public Speaker, who has built cutting 
edge technology for more than 10 years, for the 3 startups he co-founded.
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SIMON VANHOUCKE
(Zottegem, Belgium)
Email: vanhouckesimon@outlook.com
https://www.linkedin.com/in/simonvanhoucke/

Chapters: 7. Building the right culture | Why you need 
a culture that sustains innovation

Simon has extensive experience in strategy and innovation across different 
 industries such as (postal and last mile) logistics, banking, retail and whole-
sale. Combining a Msc. in physics with a legal education and a keen interest 
in technology he believes in the power of curiosity and lifelong learning. He is 
convinced any successful transformation requires a holistic approach focusing 
both on the processes and the people to truly catalyze change within an organ-
ization while creating value for it. When not working or enjoying family time, 
he is learning, advising startups and corporates on their growth or pondering 
about the next crazy idea that could change the world.

STOYAN YANKOV
(Copenhagen, Denmark)
Email: mrstoyan1@gmail.com
https://www.linkedin.com/in/stoyanyankov/

Chapters: 12. It is what you do, not what you think 
about doing that matters | The importance of 
 persistency in idea building

Stoyan has 9 years of experience as an entrepreneur with a background in the 
video and movie production, premium event experiences and building business 
networks. Currently, Stoyan is a productivity and performance coach, and a 
global speaker. He has personally worked with over 200 entrepreneurial teams 
in 20 plus countries, helping them to boost their performance by applying The 
PERFORM Methodology. Stoyan is also a co-author of the book: “PERFORM: 
The Unsexy Truth about (Startup) Success”, managing partner at Samodiva 
Masterminds, and a host of Productivity Mastery podcast.

URS ROTHMAYR
(Barcelona, Spain)
Email: rothmayr.urs@gmail.com
https://www.linkedin.com/in/ursrothmayr/

Chapters: 17. Shoot your puppies and move on |  
Why killing ideas is as important as building new ideas 
and how to do it

Urs is a Corporate Innovation and Entrepreneurship Consultant, recognized 
Startup Expert, Serial Entrepreneur and Investor, who helps Corporations like 
Bayer, Allianz, HP, Toyota, B. Braun, Suez, Clariant or Migros launch successfully 
new products and services using Lean Startup Methodology and Mentorship. 
He has specialized in accompanying corporations in open innovation processes 
through the identification, evaluation and integration of external opportunities 
with startups and scaleups, in order to accelerate their innovation processes and 
increase their competitiveness. He has become an expert on Intrapreneurship 
as well as Startup Innovation Strategies, specifically on the changes big corpo-
rations need to make to allow for new ventures to be built in corporate settings.

As a Director of the Founder Institute, the world’s largest acceleration program 
for early stage entrepreneurs, he initiated and leads the chapters in Barcelona 
and Andalusia, where he has trained and accompanied dozens of entrepre-
neurs from the idea stage to the launch phase of their ventures.

WADE MILEK
(Ohio, USA)
Email: wade.milek@gmail.com
https://www.linkedin.com/in/wade-milek-mba-72883140

Chapters: 11. No More Brain Drains. It is time to start 
building ideas | If you want more and better ideas, look 
for stimulus and diversity

Experienced technology and business development leader with a passion for 
innovation and a career centered on development and execution of business 
strategy that produces highly sought after CAGR business value.

Growth strategies that include:

• Organic product development
• Business product line alignment including creation of new business product 

lines
• New customer business development
• Business improvements
• Merger/acquisition integration and recommendations

All of which use innovation techniques as a fundamental means for how 
 success is realized. Significant experience with Government and specifically 
military contracting.
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YURI KRUMAN
(New York, USA)
Email: yuri.kruman@gmail.com
https://www.linkedin.com/in/yurikruman

Chapters: 4. Finding your mission | Magic happens at 
the intersection of significance, skills & value

Yuri is the CEO of HR, Talent & Systems Consulting, an award-winning HR con-
sultancy. A certified SHRM-SCP, he is likewise a sought-after speaker and expert 
on HR, Digital Transformation and Employee Experience (EX). Yuri is a Forbes 
Coaches Council member and contributor to Forbes, Entrepreneur, Business.
com, Influencive and a number of other top platforms. He had consulted and 
spoken at numerous Fortune 500 and Inc. 5000 companies, VC-backed start-
ups and top universities, including EY, Google, Columbia and UPenn, likewise 
appearing on network TV and top podcasts, including NBC’s Tipping Point, 
Leadership and Loyalty Podcast, Entrepreneur on Fire and Wharton Business 
Radio. In addition, his executive leadership coaching practice has impacted 
thousands of top executives. He is the author of What Millennials Really Want 
From Work and Life (Business Expert Press, March 2019) and the forthcoming, 
Be Your Own Commander-in-Chief (Ideapress Publishing, 2021).
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