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" Companies stretch

‘beyond comfort zone
for eureka moments

If you -want to understand why
some companies lack innovative
ideas, think about the man who
can’t find his car keys.

By Johit Bessant,
Kathrin Méslein
And Bettina von Stamm

His friend asks him why he’slook-

. ing for the keys under the lamppost

when he dropped them over on the
lawn. “Because there’s more light
over here,” the man explains.

For too-many companies, that
deseribes their search for new
ideas, and it pretty much guaran-
tees they won’t go anywhere fast.
While such a company can margin-
ally improve what it's already good
at, it misses out on the break-
throughs—those eureka moments
when a new concept pops up, as if
from nowhere, and changes a com-

. pany’s fortunes forever.

Those ideas, however, don’t re-
ally come from nowhere. Instead,
-they are typically at the edge of a
company's radar screen, and some-
times abit beyond: trends in periph-
eral industries, unserved needs in
foreign markets, activities that
aren’t part of the company’s core
business. To be truly innovative,
companies sometimes have to
change their frames of reference, ex-
tend their search space. New ways
of thinking and organization can be
required as well.

In other words, they have tolook
away from the lamppost.

For the past several years, we
and other researchers have partici-
pated in workshops with more than
100 companies discussing and exper-
imenting with new ways of looking
for and developing innovations.
Here are nine examples of practices
with the potential to produce a com-
pany’s eureka moment.

B Build scenarios.

Many companies use teams of
writers with diverse perspectives to
create complex scenarios of what fu-

- ture markets may look like. The writ-

ers try to imagine detailed opportu-
nities and threats for their compa-
nies, partners and collaborators. An
oil company that wants to explore
energy opportunities in cities of the
future, for example, might want to
work on scenarios with writers from
construction, water and utility-man-
agement companies.

Bord Bia, an Irish food agency,
works on scenarios with global food
companies based in Ireland like
Kerry Group PLC and Glanbia PLC,

Danish pharmaceutical giant Novo'

Nordisk AS has shared scenarios
with the Oxford Health Alliance, a
British nonprofit. Novo Nordisk
thus helps the cause and broadens
its ownviews by gaining the input of
alliance members,

B Spin the Web.

A few companies. have created
Web sites that act as literal market-
places of ideas, mnoCentive.comis a
site where people and companies
look for help in solving scientific and
business challenges. Posters of chal-
lenges sometimes offer cash re-
wards for solutions: Amounts have
ranged from $5,000 to $1 million.
The site began as an in-house tool for
research scientists at EH Lilly & Co.

In collabomtion with MIT Sloan Management Review

By opening the site up, Lilly gets
wider access toindividualsand com-
panies with ideas that may be of
value. InnoCentive says the site
givés solutions to about 40% of the
problems posed.

BMW AG, through what it calis
its Virtual Innovation Agency, in-
vitesideas from “small and medium-
sized innovative companies” on the
Web site bawgroup.com/via.

H Enlist lead users. .

Ideas and insights from so-called
lead users can be the starting point
for new markets, products and ser-
vices. Lead users tend to be people
working in or using products in a
specific market who are frustrated
by the tools, goods or services cur-
rently available and yearn for some-
thing better. Many medical devices,
for example, originate from
sketches drawn by surgeons, surgi-
cal nurses and other medical staff
who feel driven to experiment with
new ideas because current products
aren’t meeting their needs.

British Broadcasting Corp. spon-
sors a Web site forlead users at Back-
stage.bbc.co.uk. Several times a
year the BBC uses the site to host
what it calls “hack days,” when it
lets subscribers play around with
source codes the BBC uses for such
online applications as live news
feeds and TV listings. BBC staff look
at what the Backstage subscribers
comeup with tosee what can be use-
ful. One idea from a hack day led the
BBC to link its iPlayer, a tool for
watching BBC video on the Web,
with Facebook.com, the social-net-
working site. .

8 Deep dive.

Interest has surged in market re-
search that uses detailed, firsthand
observationtolearn more about con-
sumers’ needs or wants. Deep diving
is one of many terms used to de-
scribe the approach, which resem-
bles an anthropological study in the
way researchers immerse them-
selves in the lives of the target con-
sumers. .

Novo Nordisk mobilized teams in
several developing countries to re-
search how health systems with lim-

* -ited resources were handling diabe-

tes care. Researchers compiled de-
tailed interviews and observations—
documenting cases by interviewing
patients and recording them on
video, and spending time in hospi-
tals, rural clinics and the health inin-
istry.

M Probe and learn.

Some companies design probe-
and-learn strategies that study op-
portunities in segments of markets
the company isn’t active or strong
‘in. This strategy goes further than
deep diving by actively experiment-
ing with new ideas in a new context.

British telecommunications com-
pany BT Group PLC is conducting a
test service in which it places sen-
sors in the homes of elderly custom-
ers to monitor their movement; if
the sensors detect unusual activity,
or none, they trigger an alarm. BT
says that the service already is gen-
erating revenue, but that its gréater
significance is as a stepping-stone
to help the company learn more
about what will be a huge and very
different market in the future.

B Mobilize the staff.

By engaging more of its own
workers in the search for innova-
tion, a company can broaden its vi-
sion. For example, the duties of pro-
curement, sales or finance groups
can be expanded to include learning
about trends they encounter that or-

- Looking for innovation

dinarily might be considered not of
primary interest to the company.
Reckitt  Benckiser PLC, a
U.K.-based maker of household-clean-
ing and personal-hygiene products,
has mobilized a large number of its
agents in purchasing, marketing and
customer relations to be on the look-
out for relevant new market trends.
@ Cater to entrepreneurs.
Clearpolicies that reserve blocks
of time for scientists or engineers to
explore' their own ideas have
worked well at some companies. At
3M Co., based in St. Paul, Minn,, sci-
entists can spend 15% of their time
on projects they dream up them-
selves, and the company has set pro-
cedures to take bright ideas for-
ward, including grants and venture
funding. Google Inc. takes a similar
approach, allowing researchers to
devofe 20% of their schedules to
play time, pursuing their own ideas
and projects. The company credits
this policy with fostering many of
its important product innovations,
including Gmail, its popular Web-
based email service.
B Start a conversation.
Sometimes innovations arise
when different departments talk to
each other. But what’s the best way
to start the conversation?
Many companies set up so-called
communities of practice, which are
typically internal Web sites where

- employees are encouraged to share

knowledge and skills important to
the company. .

B Breed diversity.

Close, long-term relationships—
depending too much on the same cus-
tomers, partners or suppliers for in-
novation ideas—can reinforce old
ways of doing things and make chang-
ing a frame of reference difficult. .

Some companies seek innova-
tion partners with whom they
wouldn’t normally work. Doctors at
the Great Ormond Street Hospital
for Children in London, for example,
consuited with members of a pit-
stop crew from Italy’s Ferrari For-
mula One motor-racing team to ex-

plore ways of improving how chil-
dren were being moved out of heart
surgery and into intensive care,
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