







PRAISE FOR THE INNOVATION ZONE

“Innovation is not about serendipity and chance. It’s a skill and discipline that can be taught and refined. The Innovation Zone will teach you how the best, brightest, and most innovative companies have done just that—and it will change the way you look at innovation!”

—CHRIS CHOLLECCI, VICE PRESIDENT,
RESEARCH VENTURES & LICENSING, PARTNERS HEALTHCARE

“With so much hype and hope hanging on the spirit and value of innovation in these trying times, it is no small wonder that many articles and books are being written about this topic. Fortunately, The Innovation Zone is one of those about hope, not hype, and is critical reading for anyone or any group serious about understanding and applying innovation ideas and concepts to generate value.”

—EUGENE S. MEIERAN, SENIOR FELLOW, INTEL

“Innovation is not a commodity. The Innovation Zone absolutely does not fall into this trap. It provides stories of how the best companies re-invent themselves, how they re-innovate. It emphasizes the processes they have gone through in making re-innovation a reality. Implement similar processes—appropriately—in your organization, and you’re also on the road to success.”

—BOB GALLIERS, PROVOST, BENTLEY UNIVERSITY;
EDITOR-IN-CHIEF, JOURNAL OF STRATEGIC INFORMATION SYSTEMS

“The Innovation Zone challenges conventional wisdom that innovation is something special and unique. There is no creative class in the Innovation Zone, only people who bring their experience, ideas, passion, and willingness to learn. Koulopoulos shows you how to take these and create the new solutions that drive and sustain performance and productivity.”

—MARK P. MCDONALD, GROUP VICE PRESIDENT,
GARTNER EXECUTIVE PROGRAMS

“Koulopoulos debunks the myth that innovation is only done by geniuses in blinding flashes of inspiration. Through story and example he explains how ordinary people achieve innovation through a reasoned process, inside a supportive environment, with extraordinary results. He doesn’t lecture, but draws conclusions from interesting stories of companies that have successfully innovated. The result is a book that is both engaging and inspiring.”

—JOHN THOMAS, PRESIDENT, PARSONS DEVELOPMENT CORPORATION

“In The Innovation Zone, Koulopoulos defines and explains that most ephemeral and essential of all human qualities—the ability to create something that’s a significant departure from what’s come before. I highly recommend this book for anyone who wants to understand how we got to where we are today and how we’ll get to wherever we end up tomorrow.”

—GEOFFREY JAMES, SALES MACHINE BLOGGER, CBS INTERACTIVE
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To my father, who taught me the
most important lesson of innovation:
Never give up!
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PREFACE

My professional fascination with the topic of innovation began many years ago when my friend Jim Champy first introduced me to the late management icon Peter Drucker. Drucker’s matter-of-fact and very practical approach to innovation seemed to me to be in stark contrast to the sort of innovation ideology I had grown up with, which placed innovation on the top of some distant Mount Olympus in reach of only the gods and the world’s greatest minds.

Over the years my interest in innovation grew as I built my own company Delphi Group (which I later sold to a large multinational), ran a global innovation lab, and ultimately found my way back to consulting and writing. During much of that time I took untold mental notes about innovation, how it worked and how it didn’t. Eventually that ended up in a capability assessment I developed and used with hundreds of organizations, as well as an appointment to run an innovation research center at Babson College, all of which finally became the foundation for this book.

Still, the lens for all of this was consistently what Drucker had taught me.

I am privileged to have had a very special and long-standing relationship with Peter. He and I met at his Claremont home several times, and he spoke at many Delphi Group events. Among many other things, over the years we discussed a wide variety of topics that have shaped and guided much of my own approach to innovation. What will always remain with me about Peter is not the greatness of his mind or the clarity of his thinking, both of which were without peer, but rather his ability to maintain focus despite the background noise that so often distracts most of us. Today I think this clarity is what we most lack when it comes to the topic of innovation.

While innovation may be the latest topic for discussion in many organizations, Drucker was a longtime proponent of ideas and concepts about innovation, which today many are rediscovering. At the core of his philosophy on the topic was a belief, which he wrote about in his 1985 book Innovation and Entrepreneurship, that innovation was mostly about simple, commonsense processes that needed to be put in place and made into a discipline. Drucker was nothing if not practical.

In my own work with many organizations struggling with innovation I have found this to be eminently true. We far too often overaggrandize innovation. We make it something that only the superhuman among us can achieve. We ascribe it to a mystical ability that you are either born with or acquire through some divine providence. In part we do this to take ourselves off the hook. After all, we are mere mortals; how can we be expected to be as innovative as these great minds? Nothing could be further from the truth.

I’ve seen innovation work in mundane and invisible ways to create the foundation for some of the most amazing success stories in this book. However, much of what passes for innovation is just the visible tip of an enormous iceberg of processes and practices. Thus no one can replicate the behaviors and the process of innovation by looking at the end result, any more than you can learn how to hit home runs by analyzing the shape of a baseball bat instead of developing an instinctive understanding of how to swing the bat, how to anticipate the pitcher, and how to play the wind and the ballpark. In the context of an organization the rules are no different. The chemistry of innovation is invisible; it cannot be understood by simply looking at the end result and trying to fast-forward to it. And the greatest of any organization’s innovations is never in a specific product; it’s in the innovation of the business model itself.

That, in short, is the purpose of this book, to look beyond the obvious and to understand the building blocks of innovation that must always be in place for innovation to succeed.

But there is no single approach to innovation. Instead, approaches are as numerous as organizations, cultures, and people. This is a book of stories about the way innovation takes place—stories that talk about the essential lessons and laws of innovation that we all need to learn and to teach our children in order for tomorrow’s organizations, governments, and societies to adapt and deal with the tremendous uncertainty and changes to come. They are stories that I’ve learned from decades of working with organizations of all sizes across all industries as they try to cope with the ever-increasing demands, challenges, and opportunities of global markets.

I’ve tried, as best I can, to capture these stories clearly and simply so as to illustrate the cornerstones of innovation, but innovation itself is not a clear and simple matter. It requires work, consistency, and fortitude. It doesn’t come cheap, but, as the saying goes, the price of not investing in it is infinitely higher.

Unfortunately that’s a difficult lesson to learn. The lure of the siren song calling us to innovate and to get more creative, along with a steady mantra of how the future belongs to those with imagination, makes it seem that just being able to get creative is all that’s needed. But are we any closer to understanding how to get more innovative or more creative? For the most part the answer is no. Too many people have been convinced that innovating is a matter of joining hands and singing “Kumbaya.” Innovation is not a feel-good exercise. It needs to be grounded in some practical tools and methods. It needs systems and solutions. There’s nothing wrong with feeling good about it—but you need something in place to keep innovation going after the singing and dancing have ended.

I’ve worked with and studied many organizations and individuals who, despite being mere mortals, have accomplished extraordinary feats of innovation and creativity by embracing simplicity and focusing on the mechanics of innovation rather than its glitz and charm.

Here’s the bottom line: Innovation and creativity are processes. You can learn them and you can improve them. And if that sounds like sacrilege then it’s time to sign up for a new religion, one that doesn’t put the ability to innovate on a pinnacle but rather within arm’s reach.

As individuals and as organizations we need to be able to sense and interpret opportunity differently and respond to it much faster than we have in the past. Sounds simple enough, right? But are you living it?



Innovation and creativity are processes. You can learn them and you can improve them.



In one of my earlier books, Corporate Instinct, I likened this phenomenon to that of placing your hand over a hot stove. For example, imagine yourself seated at a fancy Japanese steak house—the kind where eight to twelve people are crowded around a sizzling stovetop table. Now hold your hand out in front of you about six inches off the hot tabletop. Close your eyes and imagine how the dissipating heat would feel at that distance.

Now consider yourself as a metaphor for your company. Your hand is the company’s ability to sense a new market or a shift in the market, and as a result to innovate. The heat is the intensity of that market shift. Slowly begin lowering your hand and stop when the heat is intense enough for the company to take positive innovative action.

How close did you get? Five inches? Two? Barely touching the surface? Some companies need to smell burning flesh before they take action. Even then, the action may be to figure out what the smell is—not remove the hand! The motto these companies seem to follow is, “Where there’s smoke, there’s a committee.”

How many markets pass companies by, how many new opportunities get grabbed up by competitors, how many employees take good ideas elsewhere because their companies lack the awareness of themselves, their abilities, and their markets? In short, how many companies fail to feel the heat of the market until it’s too late to innovate in their business?



How many employees take good ideas elsewhere because their companies lack the awareness of themselves, their abilities, and their markets?



The question that has occupied me for years is why some companies react while others are rendered helplessly numb. That’s what I try to answer in this book.

Keep in mind, however, that innovation, by its nature, is built of constantly changing forces. Solving this equation for one set of variables doesn’t mean that you’ve solved it for long. Falling into that trap, that any one approach to innovation can last long, is a sure-fire way to create the sort of rigid and unyielding organization that stifles innovation. This is why so many companies follow a natural life cycle of innovation from being at the top of their innovation game to not being able to innovate their way out of a paper bag. It’s why the ranks of the Fortune 500 change so frequently; the average life span of a Fortune 500 company is less than ten years.

The other thing to keep in mind is that innovation is clearly not a new topic. The forces of globalization, the unrelenting pressures all companies face to cut costs, the acceleration of markets due to the Internet, a growing global consumer marketplace, and the mobility of capital have all fueled a new climate for innovation. But just as much to blame is our insatiable appetite as consumers for innovation. We simply expect new ideas, products, and services on a daily basis. This is the essence of what marketing guru Regis McKenna once called “The Never Satisfied Consumer.”

When you buy a computer you know you’ll have to upgrade in less than two years. The same applies to most of the products we use in our homes and offices. In many cases that is because of enhancements in speed, size, weight, power, or some other improvement in the product. However, thanks to the increasing impact of design on our buying habits, we will often trade in one product for another only to buy into the most current style. You need look no further than the leasing craze among automobile buyers to verify that. But the phenomenon applies equally to appliances, furnishings, and even kitchens and bathrooms. Many a DuPont Corian countertop has been swapped out for granite long before the Corian wore out, only because the kitchen fashion of the day changed. The perceived value in so much of what we purchase has shifted from function to fashion. People can and do argue about the waste that this sort of unrepenting consumerism creates, but it is a behavior we have all been conditioned to accept as natural in an age of high innovation.

From Steve Jobs to Bill Ford, innovation has become a mantra for organizations that are thriving as well as those that are striving. But it is questionable if most of us can really define innovation or describe how to create it. Can innovation actually be taught? Can innovation become a core competency? Are there rules you can follow to emulate the leading innovators and to create your own Innovation Zone?

Begin by asking yourself a simple question: Where did you learn to be innovative? If you’re like most people, you never took a course on innovation. Few of us have learned to do it in any formal way. We learn innovation “on the job,” when we learn it at all. The reality is that innovation is most often the result of serendipity, persistence, and lots of luck. But what if there’s more? What if innovation can be taught? Guess what? It can. What if there are examples and methods you can follow? There are. The basic rules do exist, and in this book I lay them out for you.

One more thing before I begin. The ideas in The Innovation Zone are intended not only to help your organization but also to help you as an individual. One of the things I find most satisfying in the many opportunities I have to work with and speak to organizations trying to understand these concepts and practices is the profound impact they have on people at a very deep personal level.

We are all creative and we are all innovative, but in radically different ways. When we accept that and come to the realization that there are simple ways to apply our creativity, our own value, confidence, and faith in the future also grow. For me few things are more satisfying than to see that transformation and to know that someone is just a few steps closer to achieving his or her innovative potential and stepping into the Innovation Zone.
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