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UPGRADING AN ESTABLISHED

INNOVATION SYSTEM – HIGHLIGHTS



In October 2019, The Inovo Group hosted a dozen innovation executives in Houston, Texas to discuss upgrading an existing 
innovation system. This roundtable included discussion on the topics of People (culture, leadership, and mindset), 
Operations (process, governance, and knowledge flow), and Organization (organization structure, knowledge networks, and 
teams). Industry peers shared what was working, what wasn’t, and how they gauge their organization’s overall innovation 
maturity level.

What follows are some of the themes and insights emerging from a day of interactive dialogue and collaborative problem solving.

UPGRADING AN EX IST ING INNOVAT ION SYSTEM
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LARGE ORGANIZAT IONS  ARE  BECOMING SYSTEMATIC  ABOUT  INNOVAT ION,
BUT  THOSE SYSTEMS ST I LL  HAVE  AREAS  THAT  DEMAND ATTENT ION
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THINKING STRATEGICALLY  ABOUT  THE  FUTURE AND CREAT ING NEW 
OPPORTUNIT IES  IN  A  SYSTEMATIC  WAY HAS  MANY SUPPORTING ELEMENTS

Elements of a strategic innovation capability

Organization – What are the necessary formal and informal 

structures, including inter- and intra-company networks? What 

are the necessary resource levels? Who will fund these 

resources?

Operation – What are the business processes, procedural 

methods and software tools needed to build an effective 

innovation system? What are the governance mechanisms 

and decision rights for deploying resources?

People – What leadership and practitioner competencies 

must be developed? How do we recruit and hire people with 

the right competencies?  How do we develop these 

competencies?
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WE ASKED,  “WHAT  AREAS  NEED  ATTENT ION? ”

Every participant felt that the 

greatest challenges were on the 
people side of the equation, 

including the right mindset and 

leadership required for transforming 
the business.

A culture engineered over decades 
for operational excellence will 

always oppose a system seeking to 

embrace uncertainty. An 
ambidextrous organization good at 

both dimensions is required.

Clear governance and structure 

were two other areas of current 

interest. How should the Corporate 
Innovation Group (CIG) make 

transparent decisions about 

deploying its scarce resources?



LEARNING VS  FA I L ING,  FAST  VS  THOROUGH,  BUSINESS  UNIT  VS  C IG
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When 98% of the organization is focused on operational excellence, what’s the other 

2% to do? Pursuit of anything transformational – or disruptive – brings out the 
antibodies of the organization. Part of the solution lies in bringing operational 
excellence to the practice of innovation itself. And that includes talking about 

innovation in the right way.

✓ Acknowledge uncertainty. Whether it’s “P70” (70% confident) or using the Opportunity 
Reediness Level (ORL), being explicit about what’s known and what isn’t helps manage 
expectations and set priorities.

✓ “If you’re at P95 then you’re likely too late.” There are tradeoffs between speed and certainty 
and it’s best to have transparency to know which tradeoffs you’re making.

✓ Business Units need to be included, but not always obeyed. Knowing when to override their 
veto (and being able to!) is crucial. Explicit governance structures can help with that.

Language matters: People are not comfortable with “failing” no matter how “fast”. Focusing 
on “testing” and “learning,” and following “phases” rather than “process” signals both the 
intention and flexibility of a systematic approach.



High Uncertainty

Low Readiness

Low Uncertainty

High Readiness

Technology is robust and
the design is delivering

Customers are buying and
their motivations are known

Organization embraces
and scales the business

The ecosystem response is 
known and being managed

Unclear if technology exists or
can be designed as needed

Potential adopters and their 
reactions are unknown

No clear organizational fit, 
resources or support

Little idea of ecosystem
barriers or reaction

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Design
Uncertainty

Demand
Uncertainty

System
Uncertainty

Organizational
Uncertainty

Managing Uncertainty

The Opportunity Readiness Level (ORL) is a measure of an opportunity's maturity and its readiness to move forward on its journey to 
potential success. The specific elements of uncertainty are identified and addressed as an opportunity matures from level 1 to level 9. 
The processes, methods and tools used in the system focus on the knowledge creation mechanisms required to reduce uncertainty. 

Copyright © 2018-2019  The Inovo Group, LLC 7

From Section 3b – Opportunity Readiness

Strategic Innovation Playbook
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STOPP ING THE S I LO  EFFECT  THAT  SOMET IMES  COMES  WITH  EXPERT ISE

Complacency and satisfaction with the current system is a big 
problem. Sometimes people feel there’s a right to be 
specialized – that is, to “not have to know things” that are 
outside of their area of expertise. A culture of operational 
excellence rewards the specialists, but innovation demands an 
appetite to acquire adjacent or complementary skills. What’s 
needed are “T-shaped” people combining the best of 
generalists and specialists.

Designing the right incentive systems to achieve this, 
however, is still an open problem. Not enough job roles 
emphasize skills or tasks that promote innovation. Some key 
innovator’s skills are not taught in business or engineering 
schools and are rarely learned on the job.

”People work in silos, especially technical people” 



Areas to probe when hiring CIG staff

✓ Their uncertainty tolerance

✓ Their resilience

✓ Their methods for overcoming barriers

✓ Their process for learning

✓ Are they curious?

Ask

✓ “What didn't you omit from your resume because you are 
not so proud of it?”

✓ What have you created?

✓ What do you work on in your spare time?

HOW TO  KNOW WHO HAS  THE  SK I LLS  FOR  INNOVAT ION
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There are certain skills and competencies needed for 
different types of innovation (see following slide). 

For opportunities in the “sustaining” category, it’s 
preferable to seek people who love the product and want 
to stay with the opportunity. This is also a good avenue 
for people who might be more specialized.

For new product development and strategic innovation, 
however, it requires someone who is future-focused and 
more of a generalist. They must be comfortable with 
uncertainty and have a startup mentality. It can even be 
better if they are new to the organization.
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2. Actionable Empathy

The ability to imagine and 
experience motivations

3. Broad Aptitude

Breadth and depth
of knowledge

1. Outreach Discovery

Building and finding
knowledge networks

4. Mental Duality

Keeping the whole and parts in mind 
simultaneously

6. Qualitative Synthesis

Thinking & reasoning with 
ambiguous information

7. Clarifying Storytelling

Crafting compelling narratives to 
convey a future

5. Experimental Imagination

Coming up with unique, new, and 
compelling concepts

8. Options Decision Making

Making decisions in the face of 
ambiguity

From Section A - Innovation People and Proficiencies

Strategic Innovation Playbook
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NEED TO  MAKE  INNOVAT ION IN  SOMEONE ’ S  SELF - INTEREST

We need to make innovation in someone's self-interest, 
rather than the opposite – which is the default today.

For innovation teams to be successful, we need the right 
incentive system. And this isn’t always an economic incentive. 
It could include simply having a platform to know that 
people’s ideas are heard and appreciated, or the space and 
permission to experiment (even building it into the job 
requirements) and celebrating the bad ideas that were 
“killed” and what was learned from them.

“Bad ideas that were stopped should be celebrated!” 

Consider a “Day of the Dead” celebration for the ideas that 
did not make. It helps teams acknowledge what was learned 

in a positive way.



Copyright © 2019  The Inovo Group, LLC 12

“It takes strong leadership to say, 'We will do this even when the 
operations people say no.’ ”

In any organization, middle management helps leverage the 
organization’s culture. But where that culture opposes opportunities 
that are “new-to-world” or “new-to-company” middle management 
as the bastion of operational excellence becomes an impediment: 
the “frozen middle”. Incentives, engagement, and transparency can 
provide a partial thaw, but ultimately there are decisions requiring 
the team to “disagree and commit.”

USING INCENTIVES  TO  THAW THEM OUT

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Disagree_and_commit


BUILDING ON OUTSIDE  IDEAS  RATHER  THAN INVENT ING
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Sometimes people are reluctant to use outside ideas or systems 
when developing solutions or solving problems. This creates 
waste if a proven and tested system already exists. 

“We used to have 2-5 years to create game changing products, 
now the innovation cycle is less than a year!”

With innovation cycles shorter than ever, innovators should 
embrace outside ideas rather than inventing (or re-inventing!) 
them. You can’t take the experimentation time out of the 
system, but you can seek opportunities with experimentation 
built in. Capabilities in corporate venturing, tech scouting, and 
startup engagement are part of this. If something is proven or 
showing outside traction, embrace it.

“Don’t waste time on solutions out ahead of any evidence of need.”



RELYING ON HUMAN RECOLLECT ION TO  P INPOINT  ACHIEVED  INFO  
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Most learnings from past projects are not readily accessible by 
those outside the project team. They are stored in “human 
memory” rather than institutional memory. If someone would 
like to know if a technology or customer need has already been 
explored, they would need to ask someone who has knowledge 
of the past projects. And there is no easy way to search 
achieved projects to even find that person. This problem can be 
especially acute when people are “re-orged” or leave. 

Having an institutional memory of past projects, successes, and 
community relationships is a way to demonstrate the value of 
an innovation function. This is also the key to not duplicating 
time and effort on previously tested ideas.

The use of an Opportunity Management System can help trace 
future successes back to their origins in the Central Innovation 
Group (CIG). This intuitional memory also pays off when ideas 
“come back around.”





MENTIONED BOOKS (1/2)
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Beyond the Champion: Institutionalizing Innovation Through People by Gina O’Connor (2018)

Grabbing Lightning - Building a Capability for Breakthrough Innovation by Gina O'Connor (2008)

Risk, Uncertainty and Profit by Frank Knight (1921)

Validating Product Ideas: Through Lean User Research by Tomer Sharon, Noam Lamdan (2016)

User Research: A Practical Guide to Designing Better Products and Services by Stephanie Marsh (2018)

Creativity, Inc.: Overcoming the Unseen Forces That Stand in the Way of True Inspiration by Ed Catmull, 
Amy Wallace (2014)

The Corporate Startup: How established companies can develop successful innovation ecosystems by 
Tendayi Viki, Dan Toma, Esther Gons (2017)

Testing Business Ideas by David J. Bland, Alexander Osterwalder (2019) 

CLICK ICONS FOR LINKS
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Inovo Favorite

https://www.amazon.com/Beyond-Champion-Institutionalizing-Innovation-Through-ebook-dp-B076JHYWGR/dp/B076JHYWGR/
https://www.amazon.com/Grabbing-Lightning-Capability-Breakthrough-Innovation/dp/0787996645/
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B00MZCQAW8/
https://www.amazon.com/Rapid-Testing-Business-Ideas-Customer/dp/1119551447
https://www.amazon.com/Validating-Product-Ideas-Through-Research-ebook/dp/B01AOH2QP0/
https://www.amazon.com/User-Research-Practical-Designing-Products-ebook/dp/B07B7RBCTR/
https://www.amazon.com/Creativity-Inc-Overcoming-Unseen-Inspiration-ebook/dp/B00FUZQYBO/
https://www.amazon.com/Corporate-Startup-established-successful-innovation-ebook/dp/B06Y5RTJSB/


MENTIONED BOOKS (2/2)
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The Art of the Long View- Planning for the Future in an Uncertain World by Peter Schwartz (1991)

Open Innovation: The New Imperative for Creating and Profiting from Technology by Henry W. Chesbrough 

(2003)

Cradle to Cradle: Remaking the Way We Make Things by William McDonough, Michael Braungart (2002)

Behave: The Biology of Humans at Our Best and Worst by Robert M. Sapolsky (2017)

Who Says Elephants Can't Dance?: Leading a Great Enterprise Through Dramatic Change by Louis V. Gerstner 

Jr. (2002)

The Art of Racing in the Rain: A Novel by Garth Stein (2008)

https://www.amazon.com/Art-Long-View-Planning-Uncertain-ebook/dp/B006YYUPN8/
https://www.amazon.com/Open-Innovation-Imperative-Profiting-Technology/dp/1422102831/
https://www.amazon.com/Cradle-Remaking-Way-Make-Things-ebook/dp/B0012KS568
https://www.amazon.com/Behave-Biology-Humans-Best-Worst-ebook/dp/B01IAUGC5S/
https://www.amazon.com/Who-Says-Elephants-Cant-Dance-ebook/dp/B000FCKL6G
https://www.amazon.com/Art-Racing-Rain-Novel-ebook/dp/B0017SWPXY/


SUGGESTED PODCASTS + WRITINGS
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CLICK ICONS TO LISTEN

How I Built This with Guy Raz: NPR

Innovation Answered by Innovation Leader

a16z Podcast with Andreessen Horowitz 
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CONFERENCES

IMPACT 2020 by Innovation Leader

CES (Consumer Electronic Show) 2020

SXSW (South by Southwest) Conference

INFORMS

Harvest Summit

CLICK ICONS FOR LINK

Inovo Favorites

https://www.npr.org/podcasts/510313/how-i-built-this
https://www.innovationleader.com/resources/podcast-innovation-answered
https://soundcloud.com/a16z
https://www.innovationleader.com/impact-2020/home
https://www.ces.tech/
https://www.sxsw.com/
https://www.informs.org/Meetings-Conferences/INFORMS-Conference-Calendar
https://harvestsummit.com/


Making strategic choices 
about how and where to grow

Developing strategic 
opportunities for growth

Designing and building 
strategic innovation capability
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Steve Schwartz
Managing Partner

The Inovo Group, LLC
203 S. Ashley St., Suite 300
Ann Arbor, MI 48104
USA

P: +1 (734) 717-6224
E: sschwartz@theinovogroup.com
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https://www.linkedin.com/in/sschwartzatinovo/
mailto:https://www.linkedin.com/in/sschwartzatinovo/
mailto:sschwartz@theinovogroup.com?subject=Re:%20Wellspring%20Inovo%20Roundtable

