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TIP 27

Why the Pyramids Are On e 

of the Seven Wonders

Most companies start their innovation efforts by creating a new 

corporate function charged with delivering innovation. These 

functions are composed of employees who are reassigned to and 

dedicated to this new organization within the company. In most 

cases, this is a complete waste of time and money. This model 

keeps innovation separate from the rest of the business, and 

there is no involvement by the people who make the important 

decisions. Additionally, the innovation efforts remain out of 

touch with the real needs of the business.

Recognizing this common dilemma, USAA, a 22, 600- 

 employee fi nancial service fi rm, took a completely different ap-

proach.

At USAA, innovation starts at the leadership level. Leadership 

sets the tone for the rest of the organization and is a strong ad-

vocate for innovative thinking.

Next, USAA created a “core team” composed of  thirty-  fi ve 

individuals, all of whom dedicate 100 percent of their time to 

innovation. However, here is the twist: Only ten of those indi-

viduals report directly to the innovation leadership. The other 
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 twenty-  fi ve “matrixed” individuals spend their time solely on 

 innovation-  related activities, yet with a focus on the specifi c 

innovation needs of their line of business. This creates wide-

spread buy-in.

What USAA realized was that  thirty-  fi ve people could not 

change the culture of a 22, 600-  person organization. Therefore, 

beyond the core team, it created a network of two hundred “in-

novation advisers,” each of whom spends 10 percent of their 

time on innovation efforts, working closely with the core team. 

In addition, there are ten “innovation champions.” These are 

leaders who serve as powerful advocates for innovation and help 

break through any challenges that might pop.

How can you use this same method to accelerate your inno-

vation efforts?

First, make sure your leadership team is on board, as they 

will set the tone, demonstrate strong executive support, and 

help challenge the status quo.

Of course, your leadership cannot create a culture of innovation 

on their own, as they have far too many other responsibilities. 
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Therefore, most organizations tag someone as a  full-  time “innova-

tion leader” whose role is to help shepherd the innovation process. 

Innovation leaders are different from other leaders within the or-

ganization in that they do not have direct authority over those who 

make innovation a reality. Ultimately, everyone in the company 

plays an important role in driving innovation. The innovation 

leader is more of a mentor, coach, and negotiator than a boss or 

taskmaster. Their ability to infl uence and sell the value of innova-

tion and its practices is paramount to their and the organization’s 

success.

Next, create your innovation “core team” (sometimes  referred 

to as a center of excellence), a small cadre of people dedicated 

to driving innovation into every corner of your organization. In 

smaller companies made up of few geographies or lines of busi-

ness, this can indeed be a small central group. But in larger, 

more widely distributed organizations, the matrixed strategy is 

preferred, as it addresses the complexities associated with geo-

graphic, product, and customer differences.

This core team has many responsibilities. Some of them in-

volve the basics: generating awareness, building the necessary 

infrastructure, selecting tools, creating training materials and 

plans, and developing a process for managing the innovation 

pipeline. But their more valuable role is serving as the eyes and 

ears of your innovation efforts, providing insights into the spe-

cifi c needs of their departments, employees, customers, vendors, 

and other stakeholders. They serve as advocates and mentors 

for innovation, bringing innovation to the masses. They are 

typically responsible for the development and delivery of inno-

vation/ creativity training. They also run brainstorming sessions 
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for various departments. And they play an important role in 

identifying and shepherding challenges that may exist inside 

the organization. In essence, they are the go-to people when 

innovation is needed.

But no core team alone can ever make innovation pervasive. 

The next step is to pull together your ambassador network. Al-

though all of these individuals are deployed to the lines of busi-

ness, they must be passionate about innovation. Quite often, 

these people may dedicate as much as six hours per week 

(15 percent of their time) to innovation activities. This helps 

spread the innovation message even deeper into the organiza-

tion. Since these individuals play such a critical role, contribution 

to innovation should be one of their performance measures.

How large should your ambassador network be? According 

to studies conducted by scientist Robin Dunbar, individuals 

have the capacity to maintain stable relationships with around 

150 people. If we use this capacity as a baseline for determining 

a maximum sphere of infl uence, having one person in your net-

work for every 150 people you wish to impact (or 0. 07 percent) 

would be appropriate, but 1 percent is a good rule of thumb. At 

USAA, between the core team and the innovation advisers, al-

most exactly 1 percent of the organization is represented.

At USAA this approach has worked incredibly well. In only 

one year, the company achieved 84 percent employee participa-

tion and implemented approximately one hundred employee 

solutions. What were the  bottom-  line results? There was more 

than ten times ROI for USAA and almost thirty times ROI for 

USAA members. USAA is different from shareholder companies 

in that it has a higher goal and motivation for taking care of its 
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 members—  present and former members of the military services 

and their families.

These are impressive results. Follow USAA’s lead by embed-

ding innovation throughout the organization.

The Egyptian pyramids worked so well because the majority 

of the weight was closer to the ground, making these structures 

more stable. Equally, this pyramid approach to innovation will 

ground your innovation efforts and fulfi ll the needs of the busi-

ness and your customers.

Everyone in the company plays a role in driving innovation.Everyone in the company plays a role in driving innovation.
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