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Setting Context 1

You know that innovation is a top priority. Chances are 
that you are or have been on an innovation team or lead-
ing one within your organization.

You have a difficult job. We know this from over 
twenty-five years of helping others design, implement, 
and capture value from innovation. We’ve done this as 
consultants and practitioners in large, globally dispersed 
organizations and in small and midsize companies, B2B 
and B2C settings, and in both for-profit and nonprofit 
environments.

We are passionate about innovation because we have 
seen how it keeps organizations vital and resilient. We 
want your organization to stay vital and resilient: resilient 
to the tremendously powerful market forces of globaliza-
tion, rapid shifts in technology, and an increasingly power-
ful customer base.

 ● About This Field Guide
There is no lack of innovation books. Many focus on an 
overarching theory of innovation or focus more deeply 
on a particular aspect of innovation, such as rapid-cycle 
experimentation, design thinking, or business model inno-
vation. At the same time, more and more organizations 
are following the pioneering efforts of companies like 
Whirlpool Corporation, General Electric, and Proctor & 
Gamble in viewing innovation as a discipline and process 
that can be taught, learned, and applied.

As we meet and work with these and other innova-
tion leaders and practitioners globally, we hear consis-
tently that there is not yet a comprehensive, practical, 
how-to guide detailing market-tested techniques, tools, 
and frameworks through which you can address the most 
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nization. This field guide addresses those 
challenges in an end-to-end fashion, helping 
you take action, whether you seek a specific 
solution, such as de-risking a promising but 
new-to-the-industry business concept, or 
you have an ambition to make innovation an 
enterprise-wide capability.

We write this field guide for innova-
tion leaders and practitioners in organiza-
tions large and small who seek step-change 
improvement in their organization’s, teams’, 
or individual innovation efforts. Each of you 
faces different innovation challenges. Our 
goal is to provide practical techniques, guid-
ance, and examples to help you navigate your 
unique situation. We hope that whether you 
are a novice or a master, you will find The 
Guide indispensable in helping you achieve 
your innovation goals.

There is great value in having a shared 
set of tools within your organization. 
Common tools, techniques, and frameworks 
help ensure consistency and can serve as 
a foundation for an enterprise-wide pro-
cess for innovation. Yet it is important to 
understand that innovation is not about 
tools per se. You will not succeed by simply 
filling in a given tool. Rather, we see tools 

as scaffolding; they provide structure to 
achieve the appropriate organizational learn-
ing and dialogue about a particular issue or 
challenge.

Our approach to the topic of innovation 
is that of business managers and strategists. 
For over two decades, we have worked with 
Global 1000 companies to shape and act on 
their strategic growth agenda. You will see 
in The Guide that, rather than focusing on 
technology or a particular product, our inno-
vation work features the business model and 
its elements as the unit of analysis. We also 
place enormous emphasis on both fact-based 
analysis and frame-breaking perspectives.

You will also see we consistently empha-
size the importance of creating time and 
space for innovation inside your organiza-
tion. By this we mean more than the notion 
“spend X percent of your time on anything 
you want” as the means by which to innovate 
at scale. In most organizations, declaring that 
all engineers should take X percent of their 
time to think of new things and innovate is 
simply a nonstarter, and rightfully so.

Instead we recommend that you free 
up time and space to pursue thoughtful and 
disciplined approaches and make organizing 
actions to allow your organization to create 
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and drive innovation. You should, for exam-
ple, build a point of view that informs your 
innovation. You must take time to stretch, 
elaborate, and iterate a given new concept. 
Leadership should make time to take on the 
roles of cocreator, sponsor, and visible advo-
cate for innovation. And, together with lead-
ership, you and your innovation colleagues 
should organize to sustainably pursue your 
innovation ambition. In this context, creat-
ing space to drive innovation is more than 
freeing up time to think great thoughts and 
experiment on them. It is a critical enabler to 
pursuing innovation in a disciplined fashion, 
leveraging innovation activities, approaches, 
and organizing elements such as those 
addressed in this guide.

Each chapter of this field guide focuses 
on an innovation challenge that consistently 
emerges as difficult and important within 
organizations across industries and geogra-
phies. In each chapter, we

Set context for the challenge and share the 
core design principles that should guide 
your efforts. The principles represent 
leading practices that are applicable 
across industries, geographies, and 
organizations large and small. They will 

help you stay focused on the outcome 
you are trying to achieve, allowing you to 
sift through alternative approaches with 
greater clarity and purpose.

Share techniques and frameworks that help 
you address the specific challenge. Most 
are illustrated with examples from orga-
nizations that have learned and applied 
the principles and achieved marketplace 
success.

This is the heart of Innovator’s Field 
Guide: to share actionable innovation tools 
and approaches for you to apply, illustrated 
with real-world examples; and, where appro-
priate, to identify common pitfalls to avoid 
and offer specific counsel on what not to do.

 ● The Innovation Challenges
Raising Your Innovation IQ Through 
Insight-Driven Innovation (Chapter 2)

We begin by sharing techniques and frame-
works you can use to develop new perspec-
tives and new thinking about the market, 
your organization, and your stakeholders. 
The chapter offers concrete actions for 
developing frame-breaking insights that are 
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organization. All of this will help you stay 
away from the business of “one-off ” innova-
tion. You will see how Crayola, Royal Dutch 
Shell, UnitedHealth Group, and others 
identify and act on new white space oppor-
tunities, sustainably and profitably guided by 
dynamic innovation architecture.2

From Nascent Idea to Business  
Concept (Chapter 4)

Chapter Four focuses on the work of mov-
ing from a nascent idea to a business concept, 
helping you advance your thinking to create 
a more fully fleshed-out business concept 
and game plan for getting started. Without 
this work, you may never get beyond a pile of 
Post-it notes. We share a generalized process 
to illustrate key techniques, while emphasizing 
that each organization will need to develop its 
own tailored process.

Sometimes opportunities stall. So we 
suggest specific techniques to help you 
stretch, elaborate, and iterate your thinking 
about and framing of the opportunity so 
that you can unstick that opportunity. We 
also provide guidelines to help you decide 
why you may wish to kill it off entirely.

foundational to success throughout a gener-
alized front-end innovation process.

Breaking frame is so important to inno-
vation. Gifted entrepreneurs break frame 
naturally. The rest of us need a bit of help. 
We need new perspectives and fresh insights 
to think and see differently. Most organiza-
tions struggle to develop rich, compelling 
insights, but they are critical to innovating 
successfully. Without new perspectives, 
efforts tend toward the incremental or, 
worse, stall completely. This chapter will 
help you, your team, and your organization 
develop the types of insights you will need to 
raise your innovation IQ.1

Enabling Breakthrough  
Innovation (Chapter 3)

In this chapter, we continue sharing leading 
practices to apply within a generalized front 
end of the innovation process in order to 
drive breakthrough innovation. We start by 
illustrating some of our favorite techniques 
for developing new ideas. We also suggest an 
approach that will help you focus your inno-
vation efforts on your most important strate-
gic challenges, and you will learn techniques 
to help bring greater coherence to current 
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process or in a workshop-based format. We 
touch on collaborative idea management, 
open innovation, innovation accelerators, and 
supplier and customer collaborations. 

Experimentation and De-Risking 
(Chapter 6)

The kind of breakthrough innovation we 
discuss in Chapter Three is often new to 
an organization and sometimes new to its 
industry. When you surface something that 
is new with respect to your past experiences, 
an individual, a team, or management is 
likely to perceive a high degree of uncertainty 
and risk in the new concept or business 
model. In this chapter, we share market-
tested techniques that help you separate risk 
from uncertainty. The approaches help you 
de-risk promising but uncertain opportuni-
ties and guide you in moving your efforts 
forward in smart and risk-managed ways.

Innovating While in Market (Chapter 7)

In this chapter, we extend current experi-
mentation practice, describing ways in which 
you can turbocharge opportunities that 
are already in market and reshape them for 
greater success. For in-market opportunities 

These and other techniques will help you 
jump-start innovation in your organization, 
regardless of where the idea came from. The 
chapter takes you up to the “commercializa-
tion” step of a given innovation process, an 
area that most innovation efforts too often 
ignore or take for granted. Taken together, 
Chapters Two through Four serve as a blue-
print for breakthrough innovation across 
the front-end innovation process, enabling 
you to jump to the next S-curve and propel 
growth for your organization.

Propelling Fast Innovation (Chapter 5)

We understand that you may not always have 
the time to build the types of rich insights 
described in Chapter Two or to pursue 
breakthrough innovation as we describe in 
Chapter Three. Sometimes you are asked to 
“get innovation fast.” In this chapter, we share 
a series of case examples which illustrate how 
you can improve the quality of your innova-
tion portfolio for the near term—twelve to 
twenty-four months out. Through the exam-
ples we share ways in which you can combine 
techniques already described in The Guide to 
achieve “innovation fast”—whether infusing 
innovative thinking into your annual planning 
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Much of this field guide speaks to leading 
innovation efforts as a lead designer and 
practitioner, and assumes that you have 
some level of organizational permission for 
driving systematic innovation. In Chapter 
Nine, we speak specifically to the leader’s 
role in innovation. We start at the point 
of leadership’s recognition that innovation 
will provide the means to achieve a particu-
lar growth goal and, when desired, to help 
enable cultural change. We describe the 
leader’s role in making innovation a real-
ity both commercially and as a process and 
system within the organization. We also 
speak to how a practitioner with little or no 
formal accountability for innovation can lead 
innovation from within—an important topic 
when you do not have the full set of permis-
sions or sponsorship necessary for success.

Getting Started (Chapter 10)

Chapter Ten helps you structure and begin 
your innovation efforts in ways that ensure 
success. We provide examples of program 
designs that you can use to tackle the chal-
lenges described in this guide, and conclude 
by sharing suggested profiles of skills and 

that are falling short of their ambition, we 
describe techniques through which you can 
iteratively test, learn, and refine efforts so 
that you can get the new product or service 
heading in the right direction, and optimize 
the “upside.” For opportunities that are 
performing as planned, you will learn how to 
infuse more innovation. You might think of 
this as “innovating while flying the plane.”

Organizing for Innovation (Chapter 8)

We opened this book with the declaration 
that innovation is now a top priority across 
organizations globally. Yet despite innova-
tion’s higher profile, we find that many orga-
nizations struggle with how to best organize 
for innovation. Chapter Eight guides you 
through ways to think about organizing 
for innovation within the context of your 
objectives and culture. We speak to specific 
ways in which you can strengthen innovation 
muscle, improve processes, and dramati-
cally improve your chances that innovation 
will happen “because of the system” rather 
than in spite of it. We hope that this chapter 
guides your efforts in making innovation an 
enterprise discipline, process, and capability 
within your organization.
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Develop a shared point of view on what 
qualifies as innovation and what is most 
important to drive toward. Develop multi-
level points of view of innovation targeting 
priority growth spaces and concepts within 
the spaces. Engage in strategic dialogue 
and decision making to ensure that there is 
shared and aligned leadership understand-
ing and commitment. Each of these actions 
follows from the principles guiding strategic 
innovation and is central to your success.

Of course, in translating principles to 
action, your specific designs and approach 
will vary greatly. But the principles are cen-
trally important. Therefore, we make them 
explicit here and throughout The Guide so 
that you will keep them top of mind. You 
should think of these principles as “why you 
are doing what you are doing.”

•	 Articulate a clear definition of innova-
tion for your organization by defining 
what you are trying to achieve. Do you 
seek transformative, disruptive innova-
tion? Is your goal to create profitable 
incremental and sustaining innovation? 
Might you have an ambition to shift 
mind-sets or change the culture incre-
mentally or in a more substantial way? 

mind-sets you will want to include in your 
efforts as you get going.

Conclusion and Looking  
Ahead (Chapter 11)

We conclude by sharing a few general 
thoughts and suggestions on driving success 
in your innovation efforts and systems and 
posit a view on the next frontiers for innova-
tion in large organizations.

 ● Principles of Innovation
Over the years, we’ve seen what works and 
what does not. In looking across these suc-
cesses and failures, one can tease out a set of 
principles of successful innovation that hold 
true regardless of industry, constraints, or 
circumstance—principles that organizations 
apply to help them innovate and to do so 
systematically over time.

You will see that the principles advocate 
driving strategic innovation. In this context, 
we recommend that you enter the innovation 
room through the strategy door, so to speak. 
Aim innovation efforts at your most central 
growth issues and needs. Drive holistic, busi-
ness-concept-level thinking and iteration. 
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new learning. This is a big one. Think 
of it this way: if you have little to no 
new learning, then you have little to no 
chance of finding truly new innovation. 
You can gain this new learning in many 
ways, as described throughout this guide. 
We urge you to create the space to attain 
new learning and then to synthesize 
and process it for all the potential that it 
holds. Give yourself sufficient space to 
diverge in your learning, thinking, and 
ideation. Also ensure that you create 
sufficient space again to converge and 
synthesize down to the best learning and 
actions for your organization. In nearly 
all chapters, you will see techniques, 
approaches, and examples illustrating 
how to act on the principle of making 
space for acquiring and then processing 
new learning.

•	 Earn the right to ideate through insight-
driven innovation. Don’t start with new 
ideas. Start with new insights, which 
help you develop new and different per-
spectives about your particular innova-
tion challenge. New perspectives lead 
you to ask a different set of questions. 
New ideas should derive from new, 

Whatever your objective, you need to 
have a definition that you and your col-
leagues can use as a compass to guide 
your work and keep you focused on the 
outcomes you seek. We speak to this 
issue throughout the book, and most 
specifically in Chapter Eight.

•	 Aim your efforts at the business concept 
so that you focus not just on the “what” 
of products but also the “who and how.” 
A singular focus on “what” constrains 
you to the default thinking of “what” 
new product or service or “what” new 
technology you can commercialize into a 
new product or service. It’s an appropri-
ate focus, of course. However, you can 
expand your innovation potential greatly 
by also including “who and how.”

By “who” we mean, Who is your 
target customer, and what is the value 
proposition you offer to him or her? 
“How” refers to how you go to market, 
your value proposition to the distribu-
tion channel(s), how you create and 
capture value, and how you create 
and sustain advantage. Chapter Four 
speaks most directly to the application 
of business concept techniques and 
frameworks.

Don’t start 
with new 

ideas. Start 
with new 
insights.
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service concepts that you can bring to 
market over time. It gets you out of the 
business of having to restart your inno-
vation efforts from scratch whenever you 
wish to refresh the pipeline. In Chapter 
Three we suggest such techniques to 
move beyond one-off innovation.

•	 Make the work of innovation not merely 
the generating of new ideas but an 
end-to-end process through to successful 
commercialization. We like to define the 
work of innovation as that which ulti-
mately enables a new idea to be success-
fully commercialized. Thinking of 
innovation in this end-to-end 
way drives the discipline 
of viewing innovation as 
more than just new idea 
generation. Indeed, the 
work of innovation spans 
from gaining new insights to 
generating new ideas to engaging in 
business planning and strategic planning 
to conducting in-market experimentation 
and garnering continuous learning for 
constant improvement of in-market offer-
ings. This end-to-end definition enables 
you to achieve better results because it 
doesn’t partition innovation off as an 

relevant, frame-breaking insights— 
however you attain them. All lead-
ing practice demonstrates that when 
concepts are created in this way, they are 
much more likely to be breakthrough 
and compelling in the marketplace and 
for your organization. When they are 
not new insights, they are likely to be 
regenerations of the same old ideas—
one reason that the work of innovation 
gets a bad rap. As Drucker, Hamel, and 
others suggest, new questions lead to 
new answers. Before trying to create new 
ideas, work on new perspectives. This 
principle is inherent in all the techniques 
described in The Guide, and is most 
directly addressed in Chapter Two.

•	 Focus on strategic innovation to avoid 
one-off efforts. Too many innovation 
processes and work efforts look for 
silver-bullet insights and ideas. We 
suggest another path: strategic innova-
tion through which you develop specific 
product and service concepts within 
the context of a coherent, compelling, 
longer-term view of a market space you 
will pursue over time. The longer-term 
view enables you to fill your pipeline 
with a related set of product and/or 

We define innovation as 

a new idea, successfully 

commercialized.
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manage disciplined processes that drive 
innovation and provide the flexibility you 
need to make alterations as new learning 
dictates.

The key is to view the techniques 
and approaches as infinitely flexible—
like LEGO blocks you can piece together 
in ways that are most productive for your 
objectives and constraints. You will need 
to develop design skills so that you can 
configure these LEGO blocks according 
to each circumstance, using the principles 
of innovation as guideposts.

Similarly, you can make appropriate 
organizational changes to enable innova-
tion through adjustments to process, 
skills, and metrics so that your organi-
zation innovates because of the system 
rather than despite it, as we mentioned 
earlier. Organizing actions need to be 
thought through holistically and in an 
internally consistent and systemic man-
ner if you seek to develop sustainable 
innovation capabilities. Systematic and 
systemic are two different things: you 
need both. Throughout the book, we 
offer techniques for systematic innova-
tion. Systemic design of organizing 

ideas-only notion or a “front end of the 
process” concept. The chapters through-
out The Guide describe all phases of 
innovation from insights to commercial-
ization and even postlaunch actions that 
continue to work the innovation agenda.

•	 Build innovation capability through a 
learn-by-doing approach. At all levels of 
the organization, learning new innova-
tion techniques and approaches is best 
facilitated by applying the techniques to 
real problems or challenges. Classroom 
training and practice sessions have their 
purpose, but these alone will not create or 
embed skills and capability. You may want 
this to be a guided experience from the 
beginning. It is hard to learn to ride a bike 
when you are in a classroom talking about 
it; the same is true of learning to drive 
innovation within organizations that are 
geared to efficiently churn out their exist-
ing offerings. We share learning-by-doing 
techniques throughout The Guide.

•	 Be systematic and systemic in your 
approach. Too many leaders and practi-
tioners believe that one can either have 
a creative, innovative approach or have a 
planned and disciplined approach. The 
reality: disciplined, systematic innovation is 
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•	 You will see examples throughout that 
illustrate the points and the success-
ful execution of the approaches and 
techniques we recommend. We have 
deliberately drawn examples from a 
diverse set of companies, industries, and 
geographies: from Shell to Whirlpool 
Corporation to Mondelēz to Crayola to 
UnitedHealth Group to the U.S. Special 
Operations Command, and others. 
Some organizations are good examples 
of systematic and systemic innovators, 
and thus are used repeatedly; others are 
good illustrations of specific techniques 
in The Guide.

•	 We use both business-to-business (B2B) 
and business-to-consumer (B2C) refer-
ences and examples throughout. Robust 
innovation techniques are applicable 
across both worlds, although particulars 
of how to investigate insights, develop 
and elaborate ideas, and commercial-
ize vary from one to the other. In the 
context of speaking to both circum-
stances, you will see references to both 
consumers and customers. In referring 
to consumers, we are typically referring 
to the end user of a particular product or 
service. In referring to customers, we are 

levers is addressed in particular in 
Chapter Eight.

•	 Embrace and apply open innova-
tion (OI), keeping in mind Henry 
Chesbrough’s dictum that “to be open 
externally one must first be open inter-
nally.”3 Throughout The Guide, we sug-
gest techniques through which you and 
your colleagues can become more open 
internally by exploring new perspec-
tives, new opportunity spaces, and ways 
in which to structure and organize your 
innovation efforts. Extend the principle 
of “innovation equals new learning” 
beyond the water’s edge of your organi-
zation’s boundaries. Learn to access out-
side sources—for learning, for ideas, for 
technologies, and for commercialization 
resources. Chesbrough and others write 
extensively and well about OI, so we do 
not delve deeply into the topic in The 
Guide. However, Chapter Five speaks 
directly to useful OI techniques.

 ● As You Read The Guide
The Guide speaks to the “how-to” of all these 
principles of innovation and a few others as 
well. Before we dive in, a few notes:
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als (which are vast in quantity), refer to 
the Notes section of the book, where 
we reference sources of information 
and inspiration we’ve learned from 
and pulled from as we constructed 
Innovator’s Field Guide.

Last but not least, have fun with your 
innovation work! Innovation is hard, but it 
is one of the greatest challenges and profes-
sional privileges you will take on. Recognize 
the opportunity and enjoy the ride.

typically referring to the next-level buyer 
in the value delivery system, which can 
include (but is not limited to) retailers. 
We will identify each (consumers versus 
customers) as we refer to them.

•	 We provide key take-aways at the end of 
each chapter. If you think you would find 
it helpful to first read a quick summary 
of each chapter in a page or less, please 
skip to the back of the chapter to do so.

•	 We refer to the teachings of others 
from whom we’ve learned over the 
years of working in the field. For a 
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