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After many years of downsizing, “right sizing”, mergers that usually include staff reductions, streamlining of business and manufacturing processes through Six Sigma, Lean, QFD, and other tools, corporate management is now asking the question, “Where are the new products that I need? Where are the new business concepts that I can use?” We have entered the third phase of the downsizing--right sizing--upsizing cycle, but HOW to upsize, invent, create new businesses has been lost in the large number of people who are now gone after 10-15 years of attrition. It is also greatly affected by the psychological effect of many years of outplacement frequently driven, not by an individual’s performance in the classical sense, but fear of suggesting new ideas and concepts.  It’s much easier (and safer!) to just do what the organization wants than suggest something different or challenging to the current business model or structure of a company.  The umbrella of Six Sigma has also reinforced a mental attitude of controlling everything to the Nth degree as a way of success.  We have also gotten into a hiring process of wanting everyone to be a “team” player and not appreciating differences and how positive they can be.
I have attended several innovation conferences over the past two years and listed to panels, consisting of senior executives say, in effect, that part of our history is over—NOW it’s time for innovation.  The fact that an organization has a memory and the learnings of the last innovation cycle seem to be totally unrecognized and under-appreciated seems to escape those who should be most concerned. It’s like watching an electrocution over and over again and then putting someone in the chair and saying, “Trust me, I’ll pull the switch in the other direction to disconnect the power”.

So what does restarting an innovation program or effort require?  Several important things:

1. Trust.  There must be a serious (real and not cosmetic) commitment to reinstitute AND SUSTAIN an innovation program, including the listening for new ideas, talking to new and different customers, use of new and updated tools for inventing and idea generation, public recognition of intelligent failure, etc.  The reaction to a serious effort here will not be instantaneous and patience will be required to restore the trust lost in the past 10-15 years.
2. Recognition, Appreciation, and Use of Styles.  People come in different flavors and colors, just like everything else. When they are all the same, it is easy to organize, but boring to view. When they are different, unique ideas that are challenging arise and conflicts result.  These differences sow the seeds of difference and allow breakthrough ideas and business concepts to come to the surface. 

3. Use of State of the Art Tools and Assessments

Brainstorming in a room with a bunch of people you already know all the answers 
is not very stimulating.  It also doesn’t produce many breakthrough concepts.  But 
it sure is easy to manage! Over the past ten years, you have silently, but surely, 
applied tools and concepts related to reliability, consistency, and repeatability.  
You no doubt have hired people familiar with tools and techniques that assist in 
this effort.  Will they now all of a sudden produce “out of the box” concepts and 
ideas. I don’t think so.

So what do we do—specifically?  First of all, a public statement of your recognition of these issues is absolutely paramount. Second, some clearly substantive actions to back them up. Thirdly, learn the state of the art in innovation and start practicing it, not only in your product and new business development teams, but in your executive teams and be a model for what you are trying to encourage.  Don’t get discouraged at first—there’s a long credibility and history to be overcome.  Think back to the appliance repairman whom you stopped using because of poor performance and he then returned to you promising that he had shaped up and wanted you to try him again.  
Specific suggestions along these lines:

1. Use a “9 box diagram” to document you, your supplier, and your customer in the past, present, and future. What does it tell you about your current business and new product development programs?  Are they realistic? Or are they about to be sabotaged by parallel technical or business activities above or below you?

2. Ask your staff for a candid, confidential assessment of the innovation climate in your organization.  Instruments are available to do this. Take the advice seriously and promise to deal with the outcome.  (If you don’t, it will have been better not to have taken the survey in the first place).

3. Use known assessment tools to assess the innovation styles and preferences in your groups. Again, a sensitive area, but if you and your staff don’t trust each other enough to do this, then there are bigger problems than your innovation efforts. Tools such as Myers Briggs or 16Types™, HBDI™, Insights™ can measure social styles relating to innovation and creativity, and Kirton KAI™ and FourSights™ can measure problem solving style.  Both styles are important.
4. Use new and up to date innovation and ideation tools that are far more productive than simple brainstorming.  These include creative problem solving (CPS), Six Hats™ and Lateral Thinking™, and TRIZ (Theory of Inventive Problem Solving).  All of these bring a varying degree of structure and efficiency to the process so that it is not necessary to generate 10,000 ideas to get one of value.  Our time can’t be wasted that way anymore!

So, start your new innovation efforts. But do them right and with sustained and underlying conviction so that there is no credibility gap to ever overcome again.

