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Innovation
Practitioners
Discuss Systems
Approach

By Jane Gannon

group of innovation practitioners
from five companies gathered
ogether in Denver last month to

discuss A Systems Approach to Managing
Innovation.

Our starting premise was that when
innovation management is approached as
a system (not just a process), a company
gains several important advantages. It has
a much better chance to avoid expensive
and wasteful re-learning, steadily improve
its innovation capability, and increase
financial returns.

Participants were veteran innovators from
Corning, Hewlett-Packard Company, Veeco
Metrology, Inc., Whirlpool Corporation,
and Bissell Homecare, Inc.

During the course of the two-day meeting,
participants from each company presented
the current model of their innovation system;
and as a group, evaluated the strengths and
omissions in these current models, and then
developed alternative models.

Taking a systems apporach can improve the
diagnostic of and prescription for persistant

issues including:

e Uncertainty where innovations are
needed and why;

* Misaligned advanced product
development efforts;

* Disappointing results from stage-gate
discipline;

* Delays in decision-making;
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Measuring Process or
Making Progress?

By Lanny Vincent

feelingrises upin me whenever laminor
near discussions to define measurements
for use during the innovating process.

I have a confession to make. An uneasy

Measuring innovation after the fact (e.g.,
the classic X% of revenues or profit
coming from products that the company
was not making three years earlier, etc.)
is certainly more reasonable than trying
to measure innovating while you’re in
the middle of it. Time-to-market, time-
to-positive cash flow, or to time-to-break
even, get close. But even these metrics
are more hindsight than “now-sight.”

When you are in the midst of innovating—
whether discovering a consumer pain,
charting the topography surrounding
a customer’s unmet need, inventing

solutions, reducing a solution to
practice, or iterating with inevitable
adjustments—it is very difficult to find
any objective metric that enables sponsors,
managers or innovators themselves to
avoid using their intuitive judgment.

“Everything that can be counted

does not necessarily count; and

everything that counts cannot
necessarily be counted.”

— Albert Einstein

It turns out, I am not alone in this uneasy
feeling. One of my clients devoted
considerable effort in developing just sucha
metric system for monitoring their in-process
innovation portfolio. After several years,
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Systems Approach
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* Unsustainable innovation efforts through
business cycles;

* Lack of options from which to select
alternatives; and

* Untargeted front end efforts.

With a systems approach, the following
levers become easier to see and pull
including the ability to:

* Gain clarity regarding where innovations
are needed and why,

* Target and focus efforts, both advanced
and new product development,

e Reduce costs and accelerate
development,

e Improve the quality and timeliness of
decisions,

* Improve governance and oversight, and

* Increase knowledge of where
additional levers are to improve system
performance.

This conference was hosted by the
Innovation Practitioners Network, which
has annual inter-company gatherings of
veteran innovators, who come together
to address current issues and trends in
innovation managment. Please call us if you
would like to learn about using a systems
approach to innovation management for
your company. a
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their enthusiasm for its usefulness has faded.

The need to monitor and measure is there
for sure. But the ability to fill the need may
be out of reach. Outputs can be measured.
Inputs can certainly be measured as well.
However, what may be impossible to
measure is the “throughput” of content
which is by definition “developing.” This
content is forming and reforming into a
prototypical instantiation, the ultimate
value and success of which can only be
determined when it enters the market. The
more generative or creative the process,
perhaps, the more difficult it is to measure
and therefore manage—at least for those who
ascribe to the management mantra of “you
can only manage what you can measure.”

What happens in our desire to manage
during the innovating process is that we
measure what we can (the number of ideas,
the nodes in our discovery networks, etc.).
But just because something can be measured
doesn’t mean that the resulting measure is
important or useful. As Albert Einstein
said, “Everything that can be counted does
not necessarily count; and everything that
counts cannot necessarily be counted.”

This difficulty reflects some misplaced
expectations that we can actually manage
innovation in a fashion similar to the
way we manage operating or production
systems—systems that have produced
data and left tracks that can be measured.
Innovation systems are different in that
what they produce—innovations—have
produced little if any data that can be
tracked until they have entered the market.
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And there is much about innovating
that happens before that entrance.

At arecent gathering of veteran innovators
in Denver in October, one of the participants,
Andrew Zander, a veteran director of
engineering of many instrument innovation
efforts, said something simple, but very
profound. My paraphrase, with apologies
to Andy if I got it wrong, is as follows:

“We shouldn’t confuse process with progress
when it comes to innovating. We can’t
measure process (in any meaningful way),
which may not be that important to measure
in the end anyway. What is important,
however, is to make progress, which we
will not be able to determine until, at various
points in time, we stop and assess what
we have learned, determine where we are,
and clarify what our next steps should be.
When we compare these points, then we can
determine whether we are making progress
or not. Only when we have determined
whether progress is being made or not, are
we really inany position to make decisions.”

“Only when we have
determined whether progress
is being made or not, are
we really in any position to
make decisions.”

— Andy Zander

Perhaps the key point for innovators,
sponsors and innovation midwives is to let
go of our quixotic quests for innovation
metrics and get down to the business
of making and assessing progress, not
process. Then we will know better
what decisions we need to make; and
then, of course, we need to make them.

For measuring during the innovating process,
perhaps Italian physicist Enrico Fermi said
it best: “There are two possible outcomes:
if the result confirms the hypothesis,
then you’ve made a measurement. If
the result is contrary to the hypothesis,
then you’ve made a discovery.” U



