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The recent 2-3 year surge in corporate interest in creativity and innovation is a dramatic change from the downsizings, rightsizing, and core business focus of the previous 10-15 years.  Tracking by the Industrial Research Institute shows that innovation has now risen to near the top of corporate concerns after not being on the top ten list 5 years ago.  This same wave phenomenon in innovation interest was seen in the early 1980’s as well.

What are the consequences of this “wave cycle” of innovation interest and its impact on new business development, risk tolerance, and long term strategic thinking?  In a breakthrough study published in various forms in Chemical Innovation, Leaders in Action, and Research-Technology Management, the personal styles of organizational innovators vs. the styles and structure of corporate management was investigated and concluded there was a major gap between the personal and problem solving styles of innovation leaders and their surroundings.  These differences, in most cases, were sufficient to cause innovation leaders to seek or be forced to seek other employment.  Furthermore, these differences in style and problem solving approach are measurable by a number of existing psychological evaluation instruments.
Following the demise of the last wave of corporate innovation programs, corporate America entered a multi-year phase of “right sizing”, Six Sigma control of processes and products, and customer controlled R&D.  This phase has now ended and every major corporation realizes that it has no competitive advantage in any of these areas, as all organizations have done the same thing. And so the innovation wave has started again.  Innovation and “fuzzy front end” conferences are sold out, many “new” books are being written about “how”, and organizations are looking for a “silver bullet” giving them a competitive advantage.  However nothing is heard or said about the human side of this sudden change.
In the previously mentioned study, the gap between innovation leaders and their corporate surroundings was measurable in several specific areas.  First, in terms of their Myers Briggs profiles, innovators are “N’s” and corporate managers are “S’s”. The differences noted before have only expanded as the mentality of Six Sigma control has permeated senior management.  People with an intuitive (N) view of the world and a sense and high comfort level with the unknown and the only roughly definable are the ones who can deal with future uncertainty, multiple possibilities, and undefined future trends.  Their ability to communicate in an “S” language and the inability of “S’s” to understand generalized possibilities creates a large communication gap.  This gap is understood more by the “N’s” than the “S’s” and the lack of corporate inclusion of these types of people and the mushrooming of “N” consulting individuals and firms is testimony to this.  There is organizational memory within large organizations and the simple statement that the downsizing and focusing is over and innovation and creativity is now needed does not create this necessary change. People will watch what happens to the next pioneers prior to committing to any effort in this area.  This lack of trust will even inhibit the expression of new ideas and concepts, let along their execution.
In this same study, another large identifiable gap was in the Kirton KAI™ profile.  This is an assessment instrument that measures an individual’s approach to problem solving on a numerical scale that ranges from very structured, analogic, and organized to very unstructured, unrelational thinking, and disorganized in a general sense. The range of assessment is from 32-160 with a 2 sigma norm of around 90 +/- 20.   A difference of 15-20 points in this measurement tool is known to cause friction within teams.  The difference between the KAI profiles of innovation leaders and their corporate management was around 45 (innovation champions averaging 135), creating a huge gap in problem analysis, communication, and strategic thinking. High KAI™ and Myers Briggs “N’s” will look at trends and environmental scans differently, have a very different view of product development options, and have a large difference in risk tolerance.
The point of all this is, as we head into this “new” territory of renewed interest in innovation and creativity, has corporate management learned anything about the people side of this extremely important activity?  
In a recent workshop run at the Commercial Development Management Association, a group of attendees was separated by KAI™ profiles as determined by pre-meeting assessment, i.e. 80-90, 90-100, 100-110, and 110+, but the participants not being told their assessments.  They were given the following business problem:  

You are the manager of tea bag manufacturing plant and have just lost your primary customer. What do you do?

These groups were given 30 minutes to discuss and then presented their recommendations:

KAI™



Team Recommendation

80-90 Turn off all unnecessary equipment, discharge staff, etc.

90-100 Actively look for a new tea bag customer

100-110 Look for additional products to “bag” (coffee, spices, etc.)

110 +



Look for additional uses for the bag material (covers, tents)

The point here is not that any of these ideas are right, wrong, or the best.  The point is that if everyone is the same, the answers you get are the same. Managers, especially those concerned with innovation, need to see the whole spectra, and insure that their organizations are supportive of all types of people who generate all kinds of ideas.

There is no other organizational process that is so highly dependent upon people and how they think.  Correct decisions on strategic planning, innovation, and risk assessment all depend upon different types of people.  Do you know yours?
