Is there a formula for innovation?

By Lotte Darsg, PhD., Associate Professor in intionaLearning Lab Denmark, Aarhus School of

Education

New ideas often emerge when we cannot make thinggd existing systems or into the categories
we have available to us. This is also true of iratimn projects. For many years we have tried to
squeeze innovation into the existing project mamage model, which has resulted in innovation
being impeded or even destroyed. We cannot affosdkd happen any longer. We must invent an
entirely new language for innovation processe$fiéndarly phases, because a new language opens

up for new possibilities and new perspectives.

My first claim is thatin relation to innovation processesnew concept is needed for the early
phases of a projecsince the early phases are very different froeldker phases. | have chosen to
call the early phases a “preject”.

My second claim is thahodels and “language” can advance innovation pr@ess thereby
increasing the chances of a good result, but tieere actual formula for innovation

In the following | will argue for the above claimBhe article starts with a brief description of the
background, which is three years of research atge|Danish company (Novo Nordisk). Then the
concept of innovation (incremental, radical andacs clarified and | describe the difference
between a preject and a project. This leads tesgntation of the Diamond of Innovation | have
developed through my research. The model consgitutéanguage” that can enhance the
understanding of innovation processes and knowledgggion in the early phases. Then a proposal
is made for how innovation prejects can be managedactice. Four management roles are
outlined, which are relevant in connection withamation in the early phases, and a number of
practical recommendations are made. The articleladas with some management-related
recommendations concerning innovation strategyimmalvation processes, and finally relational

competence is emphasized as one of the most inmp@danpetences of the network society.
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Background

From 1996 until 1999 | was a researcher at Novalls&rA/S. My project was aimed at studying
the early phases of innovation. | wanted to fintlwhat encourages and what discourages
innovation processes in project groups working tolwareating new concepts. My research
resulted in part, in a PhD thesis, which | defenibedline 2000, and in part, in a book, “Innovation
in the Making”, which was published in 2001. Theng@any obtained a “Creativity & Innovation
Toolkit”, which | implemented in 2000 in Novozymé3ne of my tasks as innovation coach was to
travel to subsidiaries in North and South Amerf&sia and Europe to support and boost
development of new markets and new products throvegtivity and innovation. But what is

creativity and innovation? Let us start with a agpicial clarification.

Incremental and radical innovation

The concept of innovation was coined by the Austdgeaonomist Joseph Schumpeter in the 1930s.
It is defined as a new creation that generatesaunanvalue. Schumpeter’s perspective derived
from an economic background, and it was therefarataral assumption for him that value was
economic. Today it makes more sense to take a erqaispective, in that value can be different
and more than economic. For example, Peter Driglents tosocial innovation as a significant
value-creating process. Social innovation is basgesocial needs rather than technology. It is about
new ways of organizing, new forms of interactioeywrconstellations and new work forms and
functions. Social innovation is not reflected dtheon the bottom line, but can indirectly have a
great influence on a company’s result.

In general a distinction is made between incremi@mta radical innovatiorlncremental

innovation refers to minor innovations, in which what is atigavailable is used in a new way —
be it technology, a core competence, a produciuken It is turned, so to speak, 90 degrees to
obtain a new creation, which has few costs, isrieswand requires little development time, and
which increases turnover and earnings. Increm@malation is thus the kind of innovation that
can readily be seen on the bottom line.

In contrastyadical innovation is trickier to deal with, because it seldom fiteithe company’s
strategy and because it is difficult to deviseranfala for it. It refers to surprising new creatipns
which often consist in bringing together technologglues and concepts that have not previously
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been connected. Sometimes a radical innovatioa, ide example, the Internet, can seem
insignificant at first, but later on this typeiaofovation turns the existing competition paranmeter

upside down.

Preject versus project

The early phases of an innovation process do setmble what is normally defined as a project.
What makes these early phases so difficult to leaisdihe lack of “language” dealing with
innovation processes. Innovation processes areotiters forced into the usual project management
models with goals, milestones, etc., and in masgshis kills what is original about the idea and
thereby the actual innovation potential. It is #fere necessary to expand the language somewhat
so that we can differentiate between a préjeke early, often chaotic processes, and a project
which arises after the goal has been identified.

The prefix “pre” means before; that is, the premhes before the project. The preject is goal-
seeking and divergent, whereas the project by tiefinis goal-directed and convergent. The
preject is non-linear and demands “chaos time”,redq® the project by definition is linear and time-
limited. Finally, the preject is process-driven aaduires an extended and open decision space,
while the project is result-driven and requirescudecisions. There is thus a great difference
between the process and the type of managemengdheEde preject cannot be forced into a
project template because it is about an entirdfgmint type of process, a very open, information-
seeking process, where a group of people probadaftr new possibilities. Companies should
dedicate time to these types of processes in todschieve the highest possible innovative
potential — especially if the company is strivilg fadical innovation. So-called “skunk work

in my opinion not sufficient, partly because resbars today are hard pressed in terms of time and
efficiency, which means that there is too littiméi for experimentation, and partly because
experiments are often based on individual intenedter than dedicated strategic preject groups. In
the following I will explain in more depth what tipeeject is about by introducing the Diamond of

Innovation.
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The Diamond of Innovation

We thus juxtapose early innovation processes am@rtject. The trouble is, however, that they are
hard to describe, and one of the main questiomsyafesearch was therefore: what are innovation
processes and how can they be described? The Dibafdnnovation suggests answers to these
guestions, in that its purpose is to improve owtasnstanding of what takes place in groups that
work towards creating new knowledge, and to giwsrtta “language” for speaking about it — and
thereby further the innovation process.

The model has four parameters, all of which shbeldh play if the innovation process is to be
successful. They are: knowledge, relations, ignoeand concepts. However, it should be noted

that the process is, of course, dynamic, and thisidn into dimensions is therefore artificial and

analytical.
The Diamond of Innovation
concepts
ignorance knowledge
relations
4
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Knowledge: Obviously, knowledge is needed for knowledge coza#ind innovation. Yet
knowledge has many dimensions, and knowledge istatit but under constant development and
change. Knowledge is thus both the scientific krealgke described by researchers and experts, who
can explain the background and data that form #isgsbor their conclusions, and the knowledge
the individual has developed herself, through eepee, reflection and practice. The latter is part
of the individual's “mental programming” and theoptem here is that this often remains the same,
even though the person’s knowledge develops antgelsa This may seem strange, because the
person in most cases is unaware of it. When tippdas, this type of knowledge can contribute to
“locking” the group’s development rather that opgnup for new possibilities. An example is the
expert who says that something is impossible. & accepts this “verdict”, as many groups politely
do, one cuts oneself off from possibilities thatildootherwise lead to new ways of thinking.
Instead, one should explore why something is imptesby questioning the underlying
assumptions (mental programming). Sometimes theyesshifted if they are challenged in a
constructive way. It is therefore essential to lggly aware of what type of knowledge the

development of new concepts is based on.

Relations: Often the significance of relations in project grsus toned down on the basis of a
rational picture of the world. Yet in reality, thh@ality of the relations has a great impact on
whether the innovation processes yield the desesdit: the crystallization of something new.
Relations are what connect people. They can be aympr antipathy, understanding or lack of the
same, including or excluding others, or having powaring power or being powerless. Relations
in groups are often formed without any discussionesit takes place at the same time as
everything else. However, it is wise to work conseily with the relations because they form the
basis for building the mutual trust needed for ueng into areas of new possibilities. In my
research | found that where a common starting gwdtbeen created along with an intersection of
contributions from all participants there were daeater chances of achieving innovative
crystallizatiorf than in those cases where the matter at handausessed directly. Relations can
be worked with concretely by talking about the estpgons, wishes and level of ambition in
relation to the project, or by taking turns telliegch other about one’s own interests, both in
relation to the preject, but also to life outsitiere, there is great potential for improvisatiorhat/

is important is taking conscious action to creatgual trust and respect.
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Ignorance: This dimension is the most important and at theesame, the most surprising.
Ignorance is about in part, what we know we dokmatw, in part, what we do not know that we do
not know, and finally, what we cannot fathom colddknown. The problem with ignorance is that
it is an uncertain and anxiety-provoking field &nture into, and this leads most people to prefer t
retreat to firmer ground, that is, to work with ithenowledge. Part of the socialization process we
all have gone through (at school, among other plaseabout hiding ourselves when there is
something we do not know. Dealing with ignorance tteerefore seem like “exposing oneself” to
others by making oneself susceptible to critici¥ims is why relations of mutual trust are an
essential requirement for working with the areggabrance. At the same time it is important to
point out that according to my researtis in the field of ignorance that the spark ofrgething

new is most often ignitedf the aim is to work with radical innovatiom® must work intensely
towards diving into this field. This is done printaby asking questions — and by continuing to ask
guestions. Einstein once said that the greate$iedga facing science is precisely asking questions
for as soon as the question has been formulategdiution has almost been found.

Concepts. When groups develop new concepts, they do so éomiist part using words. They talk
together, present things to one another, discggkgj@estions, and come up with ideas and
suggestions. Yet often words are not sufficientmvhew concepts are to be crystallized. One of the
barriers is the degree to which certain thingsaken for granted within the group. This taken-for-
grantedness often involves something very basigwiias never been discussed. It is therefore in
many cases based on a false understanding. Tieimierced by a tendengytto ask clarifying
guestions. A suggestion for what could be doneactre is that a group could, for example,
discuss what IT really is when they start an ITjgoe This is seldom done, and such a suggestion is
likely to meet resistance, but try conducting aifyfang dialogue on something completely basic
and see what happens! Another way of advancingeginalization is to use other ways of
describing than words: for example, drawing whag mtalking about, or illustrating relationships
using figures, arrows, etc. In addition, metapluans be used, or entirely new concepts, slogans or
images can be created. Prototypes can help innaliteng ideas. By creating a concrete model, the
group can communicate in an entirely new way thabarages innovatidnTo sum up, it is

important to use many different methods to prontieéeconceptualization of the new.
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The intersection between the axes

The four dimensions should be exploited to theekilthrough fruitful, dynamic interaction. The
poles of the axes are complementary in the seas¢héy reinforce one another. Concepts and
relations are not contradictory; on the contrapthltare often worked on at the same time, in that
greater differentiation and nuancing of conceptgegrise to a deeper understanding and thereby
better relations. If one starts by working on depeéig relations, for example, by talking about
expectations, this conversation will also concelptiexpand the understanding. The perpendicular
axis represents communication and putting thingsperspective. The poles of the axes of
knowledge and ignorance are not the oppositesabf eter either. It is possible to have both
knowledge and ignorance of an area. What is cetatihlis axis is the movement back and forth
between knowledge and ignorance. Based on exiktiog/ledge, questions (ignorance) are posed,
some of which can be answered on the basis of narmation and knowledge, while others are
refined into more nuanced and precise questionghwh turn leads to the procurement of new
knowledge, and so on. The horizontal axis can bleusonsidered a knowledge and ignorance
management axis, which is aimed at building newakedge. When it crosses the communication
and perspective axis the ideal result is that a caveept is crystallized, after which very littl@mk

is needed for the preject to become a project. joals can be set and tasks can be delegated with

areas and hypotheses to be explored and tested.

Preject management

| am often asked what needs to be done specifigadlye wants to work with preject management
based on the Diamond of Innovation, and this hasrle to develop four roles, which can support
the development of the four dimensions. The prdgader can choose to perform all of these
functions himself or he can choose to develop iatige competences among the participants in the
group by letting the roles rotate between themtddeing shared leadership is an educational
process, which increases the participants’ undedstg of both leadership and innovation
processes and which can help them manage thiofywecess in their future tasks. Here, | will

briefly describe the leadership roles:
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Theinnovation gardener works to develop the relational competence ingiteaip. This means
being aware of the participants’ well-being, whisttonnected with each individual person’s
motivation and opportunity to contribute. The gareleis also responsible for establishing and
maintaining a group climate based on mutual trodtfar keeping the energy level high and
declaring “time out” when it is flagging. Finallthe gardener is responsible for creating a common
starting point for the group, for example, a visfonthe preject. The role can be expanded to also

include relations to people outside the grouphaform of both internal and external networks.

Theinnovation jester helps the group explore what they do not knowsTéader is responsible

for stimulating the group to ask questions and psepdeas. There are five types of questions that
are relevant to work with. The “stupid” questiomghich can only be asked by a truly ignorant
person; experts cannot, for example, ask stupidtgures about their own areas), the “crazy”
guestions (the truly odd, surprising or annoyingsiions that provoke), the “impossible” questions
(questions asked about something everyone knowsotée done; here, it should be remembered
that much innovation has emerged when people hatvienown that something could not be
done!), the “burning” questions (questions basetherparticipants’ motivation, on something the
participants are burning to figure out), and thggtthetical” questions (all questions that have
something to do with whether something could, woshbuld be doable; and “what if...”

guestions).

Theinnovation conceptualizer tries toget the participants in the group to describe Huostiate
information and knowledge in different ways. Theader is responsible for clarifying concepts and
agreements/disagreements in the group. It is aoriste to have a certain degree of disagreement
in the group to create a dynamic field of tensighere different perspectives can enrich each other.
But what is key is that the participants are avedrine disagreements right from the start, so that

they do not come as a sudden surprise at an unigegptime.

Theinnovation challenger assists the group in building a solid knowledgeebd his leader’'s main
task is to challenge all the knowledge and inforamathat emerge as potential contributions to
knowledge creation. This involves in part, scregrime group’s knowledge, and in part initiating
“rude” questions to the established knowledge, et comes from an internal or an external
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source. It may seem very impolite to question espenderlying assumptions, but the advantage,
as previously mentioned, is that these assumptian®often be shifted.

Classification of innovation processes

When | advise companies about innovation procdssisn start by asking them to try to clarify
their typical innovation processes in the modednder to gain a better understanding of the
company and be able to compare their process Watetof other companies. On this background
some typical figures of the company can be madelation to size, trade, strategy, etc. As
illustrated in the model below, many large “old’hepanies position themselves in the arena
defined by knowledge and concepts, which mainly maeses incremental innovation. Biotech
companies, on the other hand, conceive of themsals@vorking more within the arena between
ignorance and concepts. Only small start-up congsaexpress that their close relations have had a
great influence on their company becoming a sucesgbthey say that the quality of the relations
is often lost when the company grows. Where mostpamies have “gaps” in the model is thus in
the relations dimension. It may therefore be woitevplanning to take initiatives here. But how
can relations in groups and organizations be deeel®
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Muddlingin the Typical project in large

concepts concepts
ignorancé knowledge ignorancs knowledge
relations relations
Typical Project in small Biotech nnovative
concepts concepts

ignorancé knowledge  ignoranc knowledge

relations relations

Relations and trust

The American author and management consultant Metrgéheatle§ has attempted to illustrate

one of the greatest challenges of our times byrastihg two concepts: “the speed of light” with

“the speed of life”. On the one hand, companiedaren, because of increased competition and
globalization, among other things, to constantlgdmee more efficient, which, put bluntly, means
less time for more work, but on the other hand, ynaeople, including top managers and specialists
opt out because they cannot find meaning in thenkwTime, efficiency and superficiality thus
conflict with meaning, depth and quality of lifeeRtions are connected with meaning and depth,
but they are overlooked or forgotten when peopdet@n busy. The danger is thus in part that
valuable employees will leave the company, whiareby loses both knowledge and competences,
and in part that the pressure of time, superfiyi@nd the absence of deep relations make

companies less innovative and therefore less capdlgurvival in the long run. Finally, fruitful
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knowledge management takes place precisely whataes$ are cultivated and is absent when
pressure is put on individual workers to take adrneir own job only. Paradoxically, therefore,
efficiency can only really be achieved by givingpkayees more timi build up relations in the
local environment and across organizational bouaegda®ne concrete measure | can suggest is
creating a rotating innovation gardener functiomugtvidual departments. Yet for this to work as
intended it is important that the manager takeriogisly, working towards providing feedback and
constantly improving the function. Likewise, itassential that time is allocated to cultivating and
improving the mutual relations. Here, storytellican be a good method, or one could initiate
“simple conversations” on relevant issiéEhe same methods can be used in large eventssacro
the departments of an organization, or a numbérraivation Cafés can be initiafed

A formula for innovation?

If | were to attempt to answer the question posetthe title of this article, | would conclude that
there is no real formula for innovation — at least yet. However, a “language” is emerging that
makes it easier to understand and put into worele#nly innovation processes, which can help
further them. In this article | have used the Diachof Innovation to describe the preject and to
argue that companies should incorporate this pasgeseparate part of their project portfolio. This
means working with new dimensions and new managerokss, where | have put special
emphasis on relational competence. Which dimenstensdividual company should work on
depend, however, on how the company works wittdtfierent dimensions and how it positions
itself in the Diamond of Innovation. Here, it siebbe added that it may not be the actual position
in the model that is important, but rather the fgyalf the dialogue the manager facilitates in the
attempt to plot the company into the model.

Furthermore, top management should prepare an atioovstrategy aimed at defining the desired
balance between radical and incremental innovakiene, it should be decided what types of
innovation the company wants to direct its efféotward, and how this balance should be reflected
in concrete goals and the allocation of resour€ash company has its own specific balance, which
can vary, even within the same year. What is ingmtris that top management is always aware of
this. However, it is not always necessary to hasécal innovation in the company. Some

companies manage fine without it. One possibiityffor example, to “outsource” radical innovation
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to small companies, or to be on the lookout foribgymall companies when they are working on
an innovative idea within the company’s core aWhat is really decisive is that top management

makes a strategic choice.

A globalized world puts heavy demands in termswabivation on companies that wish to survive
and grow. It is becoming increasingly difficultgarvive by doing “business as usual”. Real
innovative power lies, in my opinion, in the comparrelational competence, because good
concepts can no longer be created by individuaisiust be created in dynamic communities
capable of combining knowledge and ignorance iniptesly unknown but highly relevant ways.
Moreover, it is very worthwhile investing in devplog relational competence, in that this is also
the network society’s utmost competence — notijustnally in the company, but to a very high
degree also externally, both in relation to prafess development and exchange of ideas with

universities, and in relation to customers, usatssociety in general.

One of the new possibilities being tested inteorelly in front-edge companies is different forms
of collaboration with artists. In connection with creativity and innovationtists can help invent
new methods. For example, an artist’'s approactbearseful in the field of ignorance by provoking
new questions or by posing provoking questions aivbiat has been agreed upon (knowledge).
Furthermore, artists can help illustrate and cotgdjze discussions and solutions in the group.
However, what is essential here is not that ittbdseartists rather, it is that artists generally think
and act differently than knowledge workers in thisibess community. It is what is different that is

refreshing and significant — if, of course, thex¢he openness and respect needed to receive it.

In conclusion, a real formula for innovation does exist. However, companies can do a lot to
increase the chances of innovation taking placth stwategically, organizationally, in terms of

management, and not least, in connection with gveldpment of workers’ competences.
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