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 1

INTRODUCTION

On April 20, 2010, the environment was dealt a horri! c blow. 
On that day, the Deepwater Horizon oil rig exploded, spewing 
as much as 180 million gallons of crude oil into the waters off 
the Gulf Coast of the United States. It took  eighty-  seven days to 
cap the gushing wellhead.

In the weeks following the explosion, scientists, movie stars, 
and concerned citizens tried to devise ways to slow the " ow. But 
workable solutions were hard to ! nd and implement, as the well 
was nearly a mile below the surface of the ocean. Repeated at-
tempts failed.

In an effort to ! nd better solutions, the Deepwater Horizon 
Uni! ed Command, spearheaded by BP, launched a Web site 
where anyone could submit their ideas in an online suggestion 
box. According to USA Today, the Web site received nearly 
125,000 ideas; 80,000 suggestions had to do with plugging the 
leak and 43,000 with ways to clean up the oil.

Of these ideas, one hundred were deemed to have some merit 
and a couple dozen were tested.

On the surface, this might appear to have been a successful 
endeavor; BP was able to gather lots of possible ideas to help end 
the disaster.

For a company that stood to lose billions of dollars in cleanup 
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2 B E S T  P R A C T I C E S  A R E  S T U P I D

costs, relief payouts, and lost sales due to bad publicity, this ap-
proach might indeed have been a good strategy.

But the resources necessary to respond to this type of disas-
ter typically don’t exist within organizations. Although a work-
able solution may have been found using this strategy, it is 
unclear whether that was the case. Regardless, consider how 
many people it would take to evaluate thousands of ideas. If one 
person could evaluate an idea in thirty seconds (which is opti-
mistic, especially for a technically complex issue like this) and 
could dedicate forty hours a week to the task, it would take over 
half a year to evaluate that many submissions, a signi! cant in-
vestment for any company.

With an innovation strategy like this, ! nding a useful idea 
is like ! nding a needle in a haystack. Or more accurately, it is 
like ! nding a needle in a stack of other needles.

Unfortunately, this innovation strategy is what many  well- 
 intentioned companies use in their quest to be more innovative. 
They operate under the misguided belief that getting more ideas 
leads to better innovation. Organizations that use this approach 
spend a lot of their time sorting the wheat from the chaff. And 
sadly, most of the ideas are chaff.

As this book will reveal, you don’t want more ideas. You want 
to focus your energies on ! nding solutions to pressing problems 
that enable your company to be more innovative. In fact, I’ll 
teach you why the key to innovating successfully involves in-
novating ef! ciently.

The popular press and innovation gurus alike often provide 
 well-  worn examples that muddy the waters on how to approach 
the innovation process.
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I N T R O D U C T I O N  3

Google reportedly lets its employees use 20 percent of their 
time to develop new ideas. “PhDs and other smarty pants agreed 
to hand over their brains to the search giant for four days of the 
week and, in return, they were given the ! fth to work on any 
project of their fancy.” Many experts hold this up as an effective 
way to innovate. In actuality, this investment was designed to 
help Google win the “war for talent” and did little in the way of 
generating new revenue streams. In spite of the huge invest-
ment, 97 percent of its revenues still come from advertising, the 
same way it has always made money.

3M uses a similar strategy, giving employees 15 percent of 
their time to explore. When discussing the 15 percent rule, 
someone from 3M once told me, “Which ! fteen percent? I work 
sixty hours a week and there’s no time for my ! fteen per-
cent.” The answer appears to involve working weekends. As Les 
Krogh, retired senior vice president of research and develop-
ment, once said, “If 3Mers have to get something done, they’ll 
do it. They’ll take their 15 percent on Saturdays or Sundays, if 
need be.”

Admittedly, 3M’s approach has indeed produced some amaz-
ing innovations. But will this strategy work for your organization? 
Both Google and 3M bene! t from a highly motivated workforce 
that is probably more ambitious than employees in most orga-
nizations.

So is there a more ef! cient way for you to innovate?
Allowing employees to dedicate 15 percent to 20 percent of 

their time to the innovation efforts of their choosing is akin to 
the in! nite monkey theorem: If you give an in! nite number of 
monkeys an in! nite number of typewriters, they will eventually 
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4 B E S T  P R A C T I C E S  A R E  S T U P I D

write War and Peace. The belief is that if you give employees 
enough time to tinker around and develop enough harebrained 
ideas, they will eventually ! nd the next big innovation (and no, 
I am not suggesting that your employees are monkeys).

Although this might yield new ideas, it is hardly an ef! cient 
way to innovate.

Let’s face it, the old models of innovation are broken, are in-
ef! cient, and fail to produce results.

It’s time for you to be innovative about the way you innovate 
and apply some new thinking to your innovation process.

This book is composed of forty tips designed to help you do 
just that. These tips are designed to help you innovate differ-
ently. Innovate more ef! ciently. Innovate in a more focused 
manner.

Some tips are intended to change the way you think about 
innovation. Others are designed to change how you innovate. 
Depending on your experience level, you may already be famil-
iar with some tips, while others will be new concepts for even 
the most advanced innovation practitioners. Certain tips are 
useful mainly at an organizational level, while others are impor-
tant concepts for all individuals to consider.

In some cases, you may not agree with my point of view. 
That’s okay! The objective of each tip is to get you and your team 
thinking. You don’t necessarily need to take what I say at face 
value. Challenge each concept. Discuss it. See how it applies to 
your organization. There is no  one-  size-  ! ts-  all solution for in-
novation. Pick and choose the tips that will have the greatest 
impact.

Although the tips are organized in a logical sequence, they 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N  5

can be read in any order and each stands on its own. The ! rst 
series of tips introduces some of the most important concepts 
relating to “innovating the way you innovate,” and the remain-
der of the book is loosely organized around the components of 
the innovation capability: process, strategy, measures, people, 
and technology:

• Process: Most innovation efforts are ineffective and unfo-
cused. To remedy this, you will be introduced to  challenge- 
 driven innovation, an ef! cient process for addressing your 
most pressing issues and opportunities.

• Strategy: If you don’t understand your customers’ latent de-
sires, your innovation efforts will be comparable to a wild-
goose chase. Armed with their true wants and needs, you can 
develop a powerful innovation strategy.

• Measures: Your measurement systems may inadvertently be 
killing your innovation efforts. By making some simple 
changes to your motivation strategy, you can stimulate cre-
ativity and foster innovation.

• People: Innovation is dependent on having the right  people— 
 with divergent points of  view—  in the right roles. The key is 
to treat each individual like an owner of the business, push-
ing decision making to the lowest levels of the organization.
• Creativity: One aspect of the people dimension is compe-

tency. With innovation, one speci! c competency involves 
the ability to develop creative solutions. Although creativ-
ity is technically part of the “people” dimension of the 
innovation capability, given its importance, I have dedi-
cated a section to  these techniques. These can be used in 
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6 B E S T  P R A C T I C E S  A R E  S T U P I D

brainstorming sessions or as instructional aids for helping 
people be more creative.

• Technology: Technology plays a critical role in ! nding solu-
tions to challenges and enabling collaboration. Although this 
is a distinct component of the innovation capability, the world 
of technology is changing rapidly. Therefore, anything written 
in a book would be immediately obsolete. As a result, appen-
dix A contains an overview of the technology landscape, and 
the most up-to-date information can be found on our Web site.

I am always amazed by the high quality of people employed 
by companies around the world. I am even more amazed by how 
little most companies tap into the innovative potential of these 
employees. This book provides dozens of proven tips and tech-
niques that will enable you to get the most out of your workforce. 

Innovation is the key to  long-  term growth. Although many 
companies are enamored with utilizing best practices, as this 
book’s title suggests, duplicating what others are already doing 
relegates you to a continuous game of catch-up. Following in 
the footsteps of others is the fastest way to irrelevancy. Instead, 
create your own path. Find new and creative ways of staying 
ahead of the competition. Only through repeated, rapid, and 
ef! cient change can an organization survive and thrive in to-
day’s volatile marketplace.

With most innovation strategies, ! nding a good idea is like ! nd-

ing a speci! c needle in a stack of other needles.

With most innovation strategies, ! nding a good idea is like ! nd-

ing a speci! c needle in a stack of other needles.
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TI P 5

Expertise Is the Enemy of Innovation

Unilever, the giant consumer goods company, wanted to develop 
a toothpaste that would whiten teeth without using the tradi-
tional methods of bleach or abrasives. The toothpaste experts 
didn’t have a solution. Recognizing the limitations of their own 
knowledge, they asked themselves, “Who makes whites whiter?” 
They quickly realized that a different Unilever business unit 
made laundry detergents that whitened clothes without bleach. 
What they learned was that most detergents use a blueing agent 
to make whites appear whiter. Armed with this information, 
they created their “Signal White Now” (and other brands) tooth-
paste. Instead of using harsh bleaches and abrasives, the tooth-
paste has a blue dye that runs through the middle and creates 
the immediate optical illusion of white teeth. Toothpaste ex-
perts were seemingly unable to solve this problem on their own. 
This breakthrough solution was discovered only when people 
with different specializations were brought together.

While this might seem surprising, it is not uncommon. 
Expertise can indeed be the enemy of breakthrough thinking. 
The more you know about a particular topic, the more dif! cult 
it is for you to think about it in a different way. Your solutions 
will most likely be “been there, done that” ideas that are limited 
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to your area of expertise. If you want breakthroughs, you need 
to bring together people from a wide range of disciplines, back-
grounds, and experiences.

This idea was con! rmed by research completed by Lee Flem-
ing, a business administration professor at Harvard Business 
School. By analyzing seventeen thousand patents, he discovered 
that the breakthroughs that arise from multidisciplinary work 
“are frequently of unusually high  value—  superior to the best 
innovations achieved by conventional approaches.”

His research highlighted the pros and cons of each method. 
He learned that teams composed of people with similar back-
grounds have a great number of successes yet yield fewer break-
throughs. On the other hand,  cross-  disciplinary teams have a 
higher failure rate, yet their innovations are more radical and 
have the potential to create incredible value.

Is t here a way to get all of the bene! ts associated with diver-
sity without any of the negative effects?

Yes. It is called open innovation.
Open innovation is an innovation process where you engage 

people outside your organization to help solve challenges. One 
common form of open innovation occurs when you post your 
challenges on a Web site and get responses from a diverse group 
of outside experts. Many organizations ! nd that this is a useful 
tool for speeding up the innovation process because it taps into 
specializations that might not exist within the organization.

A widely publicized open innovation competition was the 
Net" ix Prize. Net" ix wanted to improve the quality of its video 
recommendation engine by 10 percent. This was valued as being 
worth millions of dollars in additional revenue. Instead of trying 
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28 B E S T  P R A C T I C E S  A R E  S T U P I D

to improve the algorithm in house, the company decided to 
award one million dollars to the ! rst person or team who could 
! nd a good solution. Although it took three years, a  seven- 
 person team of “statisticians,  machine-  learning experts, and 
computer engineers” from the United States, Austria, Canada, 
and Israel developed an algorithm that improved recommenda-
tions by 10. 06 percent, resulting in their being awarded the 
prize money. For Net" ix, this was a bargain. It would have cost 
the company much more to develop the solution internally, and 
who knows if it would have found one?

Here’s how it works: You post a challenge to your Web site or 
the Web site of an intermediary. After a short period of time, 
you will receive dozens to hundreds of solutions, although a lot 
fewer than you would receive using  idea-  driven innovation. 
 Although some won’t be useful, all you need is one solution that 
does work. And with some forms of open innovation, you only 
pay for the solutions that do work. But the real advantage is that 
people from many disciplines can chime in with a variety of 
solutions, increasing the likelihood of a breakthrough. And if 
you do open innovation correctly, you won’t be overloaded with 
useless submissions.

Remember the BP oil spill that was discussed earlier? BP re-
ceived 123,000 ideas for solutions. Contrast that with the way 
open innovation was applied to another oil  spill—  the Exxon 
Valdez disaster.

Back in 1989 the Exxon Valdez tanker crashed into a reef in 
Prince William Sound in Alaska, dumping 10. 8 million gallons 
of crude oil into the water. Although some of the oil was recov-
ered, a large amount remained trapped under the ice. When 
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teams tried to move the oil, the water/ oil mixture froze. Oil en-
gineers worked on this challenge for twenty years without any 
viable solution until they discovered open innovation. They 
posted a  well-  formed challenge to the Web site of an intermedi-
ary, InnoCentive, a company that has a large network of experts 
from a wide range of disciplines who solve complex problems 
for monetary prizes.

A solution to the oil crisis was found very quickly. Interest-
ingly, the winning solution did not come from the oil industry. 
Instead, it came from someone in the construction industry who 
had a similar challenge with pouring wet cement; he needed to 
! nd a way of preventing it from hardening right away. This 
chemist developed a device that vibrates the molecules so that 
they " ow continuously. He ! gured that if vibrations could keep 
cement from hardening, then a similar concept could be adapted 
to keep the oil in the tanks from freezing. Bringing together 
diverse disciplines through an open innovation platform solved 
this  decades-  old problem.

Another great example comes from NASA. Solar activity is a 
major problem for space travel and can be incredibly dangerous 
for astronauts. For decades, NASA scientists had been unsuc-
cessful in trying to ! nd a model that would allow them to pre-
dict solar activity with a high level of accuracy.

To ! nd a solution, they turned to open innovation. Their 
success criteria for the solution were that the model should pro-
vide a prediction within  twenty-  four hours of the solar activity, 
be 50 percent accurate, and be within two sigma (a quality 
 measure where higher numbers are better). The best solution 
predicted activity within eight hours, was 70 percent accurate, 
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and was within three sigma. This was a huge improvement over 
NASA’s initial expectations. Who had the solution? A retired 
engineer who studied dropped cell phone calls and in the pro-
cess had discovered a predictive model for solar ! ares.

Sometimes the best solutions come from outside your area of 
expertise and beyond the four walls of your organization. In 
the end, you might just " nd solutions to problems that have 
stumped the experts for years.

If you are NASA and you have 100 aerospace engineers working 

on an aerospace engineering challenge, adding the 101st aero-

space engineer may not help that much. But adding a physicist, 

a nanotechnologist, a chemist, a biologist, or even a musician 

may move your solutions in a completely new direction.

If you are NASA and you have 100 aerospace engineers working

on an aerospace engineering challenge, adding the 101st aero-

space engineer may not help that much. But adding a physicist, 

a nanotechnologist, a chemist, a biologist, or even a musician 

may move your solutions in a completely new direction.
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TIP 14

Your Mar ket Research Sucks

Imagine you are a hearing aid manufacturer and you want to 
develop the next generation of product. You conduct surveys 
and focus groups and discover that nearly 80 percent of the 
 hearing-  impaired population, despite the recommendations of 
their  health-  care providers, refuse to wear hearing aids, mainly 
citing cost as the key reason. What do you do?

The obvious answer is to ! nd ways of producing a  lower-  cost 
hearing aid. Or is it?

Oticon, a large global manufacturer of hearing aids, wasn’t 
convinced. It realized that its market research only gathered 
information at a “conscious” level: what the consumers said to 
it in focus groups and surveys. But the company wanted deeper 
insights. So it employed a number of techniques for tapping into 
the subconscious minds of potential customers.

It eventually discovered the real reason people did not want 
to wear a hearing aid: It made consumers feel " awed, stigma-
tized, and old, especially those individuals with early stages of 
hearing loss in their forties and ! fties.

Although making the devices even smaller or nearly invisible 
might seem like the right answer, further research found that 
this would only reinforce the consumers’ negative feelings, as it 
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con! rmed in their minds that a hearing aid was something to 
be ashamed of.

Based on these new insights, Oticon took a very different 
route: It made large yet fashionable hearing aids that looked 
more like earrings and were offered in bright colors and pat-
terns, from the colors of one’s alma mater to zebra stripes. 
 During a trial study of people who wore the device for a few 
weeks, some users said their friends mistook their hearing aids 
for Bluetooth headsets. In the end, the product was a hit with 
consumers and even won several design awards.

What Oticon learned was that what consumers say in surveys 
and focus groups often contradicts what they actually think and 
feel and how they will ultimately act. The key is to tap into the 
subconscious minds of your customers, because it is the sub-
conscious mind that really drives behavior.

YOUR CUSTOMERS DON’T KNOW 

WHAT THEY DON’T KNOW

Innovators looking for input from consumers must assume that 
consumers cannot always (and may not want to) explain them-
selves, their behaviors, their attitudes, and their  decision- 
 making processes. The average person is only aware of about 
5 percent of his or her thoughts and feelings on any given topic. 
When asked outright, consumers will, of course, provide an-
swers, but those answers may be incomplete at best and quite 
misleading at worst. How often have you heard representative 
consumers say in response to a direct question, “I will de! nitely 
buy this product,” only to see the product fail (think New Coke, 
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74 B E S T  P R A C T I C E S  A R E  S T U P I D

the 1985 reformulation of  Coca-  Cola that was a huge failure in 
spite of positive focus group feedback)? Innovators need to ! nd 
ways to bypass the rational, explicit, conscious mind and tap 
into the subconscious.

One way to do this is through the use of metaphors and sto-
rytelling. Humans think and speak in metaphors. According to 
Kendall Haven, author of Story Proof, in the English language, 
! ve to six metaphors are used per minute in everyday speech. 
Just try expressing yourself, your ideas, your emotions and at-
titudes without the use of metaphors. It is almost impossible and 
certainly makes for a very bland conversation. Note that even the 
word “bland” is a metaphor in this context. Metaphors are based 
on human experiences and help us make sense of the world.

When Oticon wanted to overcome the shortcoming of focus 
groups and other traditional  market-  research techniques, it de-
cided to use a  metaphor-  driven approach called the Zaltman 
Metaphor Elicitation Technique (ZMET). This involves in-depth 
one-on-one interviews and helps consumers express their vision 
of how a product might ! t into their lives, ! ll a need, or solve a 
problem. Lindsay Zaltman, managing director of Olson Zalt-
man, the consulting ! rm that conducted Oticon’s research, 
found that wearing a hearing aid was like having “a neon sign 
on your forehead saying, ‘I’m " awed, I’m old.’ ” Now, that’s a 
pretty powerful metaphor.

Designworks USA, a division of BMW, uses a different ap-
proach to capture the subconscious needs of consumers. While 
designing cars and other products such as cell phones, comput-
ers, and tractors, instead of starting with the basic functions and 
features, the company has consumers tell it stories about emo-
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tion. Its designers ! rst meet with company executives, employees, 
and customers in order to capture the emotion that customers 
will feel when they use this product. This is done using sketch 
artists rather than words. Only after everyone agrees on these 
emotions will the design of the form and style begin.

According to an Accenture study of executives in 639 com-
panies, the number one reason for innovation failure was that 
products and services “failed to meet customer needs.” Innova-
tors tend to build solutions around the explicitly articulated 
needs of consumers, often based on numerical data. But in doing 
so, the “real” consumer needs are missed. As innovators, we 
need to tap into the darkest recesses of the mind in order to 
capture what the consumer really wants.

The average person is only aware of about 5 percent of his or 

her thoughts and feelings on any given topic. When asked out-

right, consumers will, of course, provide answers, but those an-

swers may be incomplete at best and quite misleading at worst.

The average person is only aware of about 5 percent of his or

her thoughts and feelings on any given topic. When asked out-

right, consumers will, of course, provide answers, but those an-

swers may be incomplete at best and quite misleading at worst.
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TIP 26

Hire People You Don’t Like

I remember a project I worked on many years ago. I was leading 
a large team and had a very generous budget. I chose John to 
colead with me because we got along so well. I am a creative, 
spontaneous, and enthusiastic person, and John was pretty 
much the same. The team loved working with us. We were fun, 
engaging, and motivating.

The project was a colossal failure and huge waste of money.
The problem was that John and I got caught up in the novelty 

of our work. We were too focused on developing new ideas and 
making sure people were happy. We never got any real work 
done.

In hindsight, this failure probably could have been predicted. 
Our working styles were just too similar.

In fact, if you look at any group of people who work effort-
lessly together, odds are the individuals share a lot in common 
with one another. They might have similar backgrounds, exper-
tise, interests, or personalities. It’s only natural.

The reason? Contrary to “conventional wisdom,” opposites 
do not attract.

While individuals who are different from you might initially 
seem intriguing, in the long run these differences will invariably 
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push you apart. This is a scienti! cally proven fact. If opposites 
attracted, our political system would not be the mess it is and 
we would have Democrats and Republicans hugging and ap-
preciating one another.

The fact is, opposites don’t attract. They repel.
What implications does this have on business success?
Think about the people you surround yourself with at work. 

Are they like you? Do they think the same way? Do they have 
similar interests, skills, and strengths? Probably.

As a result, teams that lack diversity are the norm.
This desire for similarity has inherent advantages. When 

people think the same way, act the same way, speak the same 
way, and use the same language, things get done more quickly.

But is this ultimately good for the business?
To answer this question, consider the research of Clint Bow-

ers and two of his colleagues at the University of Central Flor-
ida. They studied how the homogeneity of personalities within 
work groups affected performance by combining the results of 
thirteen studies involving ! ve hundred teams.

At ! rst glance, there wasn’t much difference in the perfor-
mance of diverse teams compared to homogeneous teams. But 
that wasn’t the whole story. The types of tasks the teams had to 
perform had a signi! cant impact on performance.

Bowers and his colleagues went even further and distin-
guished “ low-  dif! culty” tasks from “ high-  dif! culty” tasks based 
on how much the activities involved uncertainty, complexity, 
and demand for  high-  level processing.

For relatively simple tasks, homogeneous teams consistently 
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performed more ef! ciently than heterogeneous ones. When you 
are surrounded by a bunch of “yes-men” and “yes-women,” you 
agree quickly and get things done.

However, according to Bowers and his team, in situations 
involving  high-  dif! culty tasks, diverse groups consistently per-
formed more effectively. That is, people who thought differently 
could innovate better as a group.

This makes sense if you really think about it. Developing 
something new requires a wide range of thinking. Innovation 
demands diversity of perspectives, disciplines, and personali-
ties. Having a group of people who think the same way only 
gives you more of the same. Having people on your team who 
get along well may seem easier, but it will rarely lead to new and 
innovative ideas.

Instead, consider the mantra “The person you like the least 
is the person you need the most.”

Someone who is different from you may at times seem an-
noying. But consider that this person is quite complementary 
to you. They have skills and perspectives that could provide 
balance and help you become more effective and innovative. 
They will challenge you, a crucial factor in business success.

If you only hire people who “! t the mold,” you will most 
likely hit a growth plateau at some point. If you are looking to 
create a culture of innovation within your organization, ! rst 
take stock of your current portfolio of people. Do you have a 
diverse mix of personality styles and divergent perspectives, or 
do you have a collection of  like-  minded professionals who will 
eventually limit the scope of your innovation capabilities?
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If your business is creative in nature (e. g., branding or adver-
tising), make sure you hire those with a talent for planning and 
managing. If your business is operational in nature (e. g., manu-
facturing), ensure that you have people who are focused on in-
novation and growth.

People will naturally gravitate toward roles that ! t their per-
sonality style. Look broadly across your organization. Are there 
varying styles that exist overall but are siloed within different 
functional areas? Is your human resources department ! lled 
with empathetic communicators? Is your R& D department 
brimming with analytical and exacting individuals? Look for 
ways to  cross-  pollinate these groups to infuse innovation at all 
levels.

Additionally, consider “hiring in pairs.” When at Nissan 
 Design International, Jerry Hirshberg would hire a  free-  form 
thinker along with someone who was more analytical. This 
helped ensure team diversity and the rise of uniquely creative 
solutions to the company’s most pressing problems.

Team diversity is of extreme importance, even within your 
leadership ranks. When Sigal Barsade and colleagues at the Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania’s Wharton business school studied top 
management teams at large corporations in the United States, 
they found that the more diverse the functional roles of the team 
members, the greater the average,  market-  adjusted ! nancial re-
turn in those companies.

Creativity and innovation come from tension, giving rise to 
differing viewpoints and alternative ways of solving problems. 
While it may not come naturally, if you want to differentiate 
yourself from the competition, consider differentiating your per-
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spective by surrounding yourself with people who think differ-
ently from how you do.

See appendix B for a simple personality test that will help you 
identify the right people for your innovation team.

The person you like the least is the person you need the most.The person you like the least is the person you need the most.
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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 ! nancial service ! 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-  ! 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-  ! ve “matrixed” individuals spend their time solely on 
 innovation-  related activities, yet with a focus on the speci! c 
innovation needs of their line of business. This creates wide-
spread buy-in.

What USAA realized was that  thirty-  ! 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 in" 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-
ci! 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 in" 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 ful! 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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