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1

Innovation is the key to winning – and keeping – leadership
in world markets. New ideas and new ways of doing things
are the main ingredients in sustained business success. But
how is the necessary innovation going to be achieved? By
whom? That is the theme of this book.

Innovation calls for a special form of creativity, which I call
team creativity. Of course, all organizations are teams – or at
least they are potentially so. The effective production and
marketing of goods or services these days – delivery on time,
at the required quality and at a competitive price – call for
high-performance teamwork. But to improve those existing
products and to develop new products and services, requires
a different order of teamwork – team creativity.

In brief, those organizations which practise team creativity
will survive and prosper; those that do not will probably
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decline and disappear. The graveyard of business is already
littered with companies that could not or would not innovate
in the face of inevitable change. Will your organization soon
be occupying a place in that graveyard?

If you are quite certain that in 10 years’ time your organiza-
tion will be providing exactly the same products or services to
exactly the same customers, then you have no need to read
this book. But before you act on that conclusion I suggest you
ask six or seven other people in your company – at least four
of them under the age of 30 – if they agree with you. They
may have some surprises for you. The crew often have a more
informed opinion about the seaworthiness of a ship than the
captain.

Assuming that you are in the business of innovation then this
is the book for you. By the time you have finished reading it
you should have:

� a clear understanding of the concepts of innovation and
team creativity;

� some sketch maps or frameworks of what an innovative
organization should look like in terms of its philosophy,
strategy, management and structure;

� a firm grasp of the nature of team creativity and how indi-
viduals can build on one another’s ideas;

� some knowledge of how to provide the leadership neces-
sary if team creativity is to flourish;

� the inspiration to become both a creative leader and a
creative team member.

Leadership for Innovation
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If you introduce the team creativity approach into your work-
place it will greatly enhance everyone’s enjoyment of work.
For people get much more out of work if they put their minds
fully into it. As Noël Coward said, ‘Work is more fun than
fun’.

Introduction
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He that will not apply new remedies must accept new
evils: for time is the greatest innovator.

Francis Bacon

To innovate means literally to bring in or introduce some-
thing new – some new idea, method or device. The novelty
may, of course, be more apparent than real, for newness is a
relative term. What is new to me may already be familiar to
you. But innovation as a wider concept has certain important
facets. In particular it combines two major overlapping
processes: having new ideas and implementing them.

5
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INVENTION AND INNOVATION

The first part of this equation – having new ideas – is better
indicated by such words as ‘creation’ or ‘invention’. It is the
subject of a companion book to this one, entitled The Art of
Creative Thinking. Because all of us have the mental capacity
to synthesize as well as to analyse we can all be taught to be
creative at a low level. Rather few people – but still a surpris-
ingly large number – indulge in what might properly be
called creative thinking. Yet very few of those will produce
ideas, creations or inventions which are hailed as both orig-
inal and of long-lasting value to society.

Not all such new ideas, however potentially useful to society,
are actually developed. For in order for the idea to be realized
and put to work the process of innovation has to occur.
Creation, invention or discovery focus upon the conception of
the idea; innovation covers the whole process whereby the new
idea is brought into productive use.

At once you can see that innovation takes us into the realms
of organization, money, buildings, management and produc-
tion, and eventually into society at large. Without this exten-
sion into the practical world any new idea will remain just a
new idea, lodged in some individual’s brain.

It follows that not all creative individuals are innovators, nor
are all innovators invariably creative or inventive as individ-
uals. Inventors, for example, can be notoriously impractical
and unbusinesslike. They are sometimes robbed of the fruits
of their success by unscrupulous entrepreneurs, who take
their ideas to market and pay them no proper reward.

Leadership for Innovation
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What is Innovation?

7

Case study: Google – the world’s most
powerful internet search engine

What made Google the fastest growing company in the history of
the world? The story began with two creative-thinking computer
nerds at Stanford University, Larry Page and Sergey Brin. Together
they invented a convincing answer to the question that arises in
the mind of every internet user: ‘How can I find, in order of impor-
tance, the web pages relevant to my present concern?’

A core ingredient of their solution is a program they developed
called PageRank, which signals the importance of any given web
page by counting the number of other pages linked to it. But the
formula they use to ‘score’ the relevance of a given website blends
in other criteria as well: how often key words appear on a given
page; whether it appears in the page’s title; and so on. Armed
with these insights, the innovative partners founded the company
in a garage in 1998 and based the name on a misspelling of the
word for the number 10100: the googol. Its stated mission is ‘to
organize the world’s information and make it universally acces-
sible’.

Equally innovative was Google’s business strategy. No money was
spent on advertising: being both incredibly useful and free, its
promotion took place entirely by word of mouth. Meanwhile,
Page and Brin were raking in money through a supremely simple
device: the ‘sponsored links’ section on the right of each search
page. Every time you click on any of the ‘AdWords’ in that space,
you’re taken to the website of the company which has bid for the
privilege of ‘owning’ those precise ‘AdWords’; and the company
pays Google for each click. The small ads are hugely profitable: in
the six months to June 2005 they earned Google some $2.6
billion.

Yet the future of Google – like all companies – depends on
creativity and innovation. Google’s philosophy is to give its highly



INNOVATION AS INCREMENTAL
CHANGE

Innovation is not dependent solely upon new inventions.
Existing products and services, organizations and institu-
tions, should also undergo change intended to improve them.
In this case change is not a quantum leap forward, but a series
of steps – some small, some large – in a desired direction.

Innovation, as the introduction of change in this sense, has
the essential characteristic of being gradual. It is concerned
with the smaller modifications or alterations in what already
exists. This kind of incremental change tends to be of little
interest to the creative thinker or inventor, who is seeking a
more radical break with past tradition or what is presently
available.

From this characteristic flow three important consequences.
First, it is much easier to plan for innovation than it is for
creation or invention. The latter is highly dependent upon the
creative individual, and by its nature cannot be required by a

Leadership for Innovation
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paid staff (its payroll features one of the world’s highest concen-
trations of computer science PhDs) free rein. Employees are urged
to devote 20 per cent of their time to their own pet projects. Hence
the development of Google News (a global news engine which
searches national and regional news pages and has struck fear
into conventional news organizations); Froogle (the shopping
service); Google Talk (a new way of making free phone calls over
the net that terrifies the telecoms industry); and Google Book
Search (a scheme to ‘make the full text of the world’s books
searchable by anyone’).



given date or even by any date. That does not mean to say
that creativity cannot be encouraged or stimulated by having
the right climate or culture in organizations: of course it can.
Second, innovation is more positive and less threatening than
other forms of change. Third, everyone – managers and staff –
can be fully involved in innovation. Let us briefly consider
each of three significant characteristics in turn.

THE MANAGEMENT OF CHANGE

‘Observe always that everything is the result of change,’
wrote the Roman emperor and philosopher Marcus Aurelius.
‘The universe is change.’ From the earliest days of history
men and women have been aware of both change and conti-
nuity as the key elements in their experience of life. Indeed, if
life is like weaving a pattern on the loom of time, then change
and continuity are its warp and weft.

Wise men have always known that you should not ignore
change for you cannot stop it happening. ‘We must obey the
greatest law of change,’ said Edmund Burke. ‘It is the most
powerful law of nature.’ This act of acceptance is the first step
towards exercising control over change.

But can you really manage change? Not entirely, it must be
admitted. We experience change as something that is
happening in the world and as something that is perhaps
happening to us personally or to the organization we work
for. As creative and innovative individuals, or as members of
innovative organizations, we are also sources or agents of
change. Waters from our springs or streams feed the sea of
change. Change creates change, and so the volume and pace
of change – technological, social, political and economic –

What is Innovation?
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increases. No wonder some people fear that change will get
out of hand.

The Latin word for ‘hand’, incidentally, is manus, and it is the
root of our English word ‘manage’. Originally it was applied
to handling things in the sense of controlling their movement
towards desired ends. Thus a few centuries ago men could
talk about managing a warhorse or a ship at sea, or managing
a sword in a duel, or managing an army in the field.

It was then applied to managing institutions and businesses.
It makes sense to talk about managing money, for money is a
thing. But its application to people – in such phrases as ‘man-
management’ or ‘the management of people’ – is more prob-
lematic. For people are not things. People need to be led and
motivated, rather than managed.

When it comes to managing change in an organization the
chief executive and senior management team should be able
to sense the drift of change, and make sure that their organi-
zation is aligned with it. That requires a sense of direction and
also considerable powers of leadership in order to keep
people moving together along the same path of change.

In some cases, in order to achieve this sense of movement
dictated by the tides and winds of change, it is necessary to
change people’s attitudes. For it is essential that attitudes are
right. If you do not take change by the hand, you can be sure
that it will take you by the throat.

While innovation is a natural human activity, in the context of
organizational life it should be both intentional and planned
as far as possible. If you fail to plan you plan to fail. It stems
from a universal acceptance of the fact that an organization
which does not confront change, or sees no need to innovate,
will stagnate, decay and eventually die. Trees begin to die

Leadership for Innovation
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from the top downwards, and so this sorry process usually
stems from the chief executive and those around him or her.
Hence, in Chapter 6, we will look searchingly at the leader-
ship of the chief executive in changing organizations.

All innovations, then, are changes, but not all changes are
innovations. An innovation is a deliberate and specific intro-
duction of what is new, aimed at accomplishing the goals of
the organization more effectively. Innovation of this kind
does not happen by accident. It calls for good leadership and
management at all levels of the organization.

INNOVATION IS POSITIVE

Major change may come as a challenge to some people, but it
comes as a threat to others. The temper of innovation is less
threatening, however, simply because it does not introduce
itself in the guise of the dramatically different. Initially it is
not a complete transformation of the system. Incremental
innovation, it is true, may mount up eventually to something
much bigger. Indeed, it may reach the point where the
purpose or identity of the organization is called into question.
That may lead in turn to radical reform, or it may result in
another organization being set up.

But the spirit of innovation is evolutionary rather than revo-
lutionary. As the Japanese proverb puts it: ‘I would rather
teach one hundred men to take one step forwards than teach
one man to take a hundred steps.’

For managing innovation by definition is about making
things happen. And if proposed or planned changes arouse
too much antagonism, or prove to be unacceptable to a

What is Innovation?
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critically large number of people, then they are usually inad-
visable. Only unwise leaders try to push change against a sea
of determined and sustained opposition. If that happens to
you, you have come by the wrong path. But innovation that
better satisfies a perceived want, or reduces a source of
annoyance or complaint, will soon gather a following and
win acceptance.

ALL CAN PARTICIPATE

Each person at work has approximately 10,000 million brain
cells, together with a full range of mental facilities, notably
analysing, synthesizing and valuing abilities. In all of us these
processes can take place intentionally on a conscious plane of
thought and also – less intentionally and less predictably – in
our unconscious minds, giving us insights, intuitions, brain-
waves, gut feelings, intimations, daydreams and the occa-
sional pearl of a genuinely new idea.

As a general principle people with a ‘hands-on’ involvement
in any product or service – provided they have a modicum of
interest in their work – will tend to have new ideas for doing
it better. These will usually, but not always, be quite small or
incremental improvements. But they are a vital part of the
general process of innovation. Given encouragement and a
listening leadership, this natural harvest of ideas can be
increased dramatically. Any truly innovative organization
should have ‘buckets of ideas’ available if it sets up some
simple systems for lowering the buckets into the well and
drawing them up.

Interest leads to ideas. In turn, the recognition of ideas by
management leads to more job interest, greater involvement

Leadership for Innovation
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and deeper commitment. Even if – for good reasons that are
explained to them – a team member’s proposals are not
acceptable, or, if acceptable cannot be implemented, there is
no loss of motivation. The important thing from the motiva-
tional perspective is the feeling of being really part of the
enterprise, with a full share of responsibility in developing
the quality of the product or service. Identification matters
more than the fate of any particular suggestion.

KEY POINTS

� Innovation is more than having new ideas: it includes the
process of successfully introducing them or making
things happen in a new way. It turns ideas into useful,
practicable and commercial products or services.

� As nature illustrates, most change happens gradually.
Innovation encompasses this gradual improvement of
existing ideas and forms, products and services as well as
the marketing of new inventions or creations. Like snow-
balls, these changes soon add up to a programme of
continuous innovation.

� Programmes of useful change call for managerial leaders.
Change throws up the need for leaders; leaders tend to
bring about change. Although innovation is a natural
process it is much more effective if it is properly led. That
means that it must be welcomed, planned for, controlled,
monitored and, above all, guided towards the ends of the
organization.

� Avoid change for change’s sake, for it rarely pays off.
Thoughtless alteration or modification can lead to a loss

What is Innovation?
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of core quality in a product or service. ‘Striking to be
better,’ wrote Shakespeare, ‘oft we mar what is well.’

� Few of us can or should become professional creative
thinkers, such as inventors, artists, composers or authors,
but we can all participate in the team creativity of innova-
tion. Each part or role in the drama of turning ideas into
useful reality calls for creativity, imagination, experience
and ingenuity.

Innovation has a lot to do with your ability to recognize
surprising and unusual phenomena.

Herbert Simon, Nobel laureate for economics

Leadership for Innovation
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What’s the secret of entrepreneurial success?
It’s knowing how to use OPB (other people’s brains) and
OPM (other people’s money).

J B Fuqua, Chairman, Fuqua Industries Inc

Does your organization have a strategy for change? In partic-
ular, has it given strategic consideration to creating the neces-
sary conditions for innovation?

The challenge of improving the quality, reliability and perfor-
mance of products and services while being competitive on
price actually calls for a dual strategy. First, continuous
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change designed to improve productivity and profitability of
existing products has to be planned. Second, there has to be a
strategy for introducing new or better products. Although no
magic formulas exist, there are six necessary climatic condi-
tions which enable innovation to flourish. You may like to
give your organization a mark out of 10 for each of these six
characteristics as you read this chapter.

MANAGEMENT COMMITMENT

‘Change? That’s the last thing we want around here. Things
are bad enough already.’ The manager who made that remark
certainly lacked any commitment to planned, innovative
change. For too many managers are merely reactive to
change. They change only when they have to do so. ‘Too little
and too late’ is often the epitaph you will read on their monu-
ments in the graveyard of failed companies.

Some managers acknowledge the need for change in a
general sense, but they don’t accept the practical implications
for themselves and their companies. ‘Everyone likes innova-
tion,’ said Walter Wriston, Chairman of First National City
Bank, ‘until it affects himself, and then it’s bad.’

Such managers are like little Napoleons. For Napoleon once
declared to his marshals: ‘One must change one’s tactics
every 10 years if one wishes to maintain one’s superiority.’
But he did not follow his own advice. His tactics were so
predictable at Waterloo that he gave Wellington an enormous
competitive advantage. It enabled Wellington to end the
career of his great adversary.

The writing that spells out the importance of managing
change before it manages you has been on the wall for some

Leadership for Innovation
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time now in the hard school of experience. ‘An established
company which in an age demanding innovation is not
capable of innovation is doomed to decline and extinction,’
predicted management sage Peter F Drucker many years ago.
‘And a management which in such a period does not know
how to manage innovation is incompetent and unequal to its
task. Managing innovation will increasingly become a chal-
lenge to management, and especially to top management, and
a touchstone of its competence.’

The top leadership team – the chief executive and executive
directors – need to show visibly and audibly that they are
committed to the dual strategy of positive innovation
outlined above. Their weight and influence is necessary to
overcome the barriers and resistance to useful change which
innovators often encounter. For the process of innovation
may become too slow if vested interests are allowed their
head. What may seem to you a corporate opportunity may be
perceived by others as a departmental threat. It is your job as
a leader at any level in the organization to facilitate desirable
change and to encourage that attitude throughout the
management team.

The Conditions for Successful Innovation
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POSITIVE STRATEGIC THINKING

A corporate strategy should answer the following ques-
tions:

� What business are we in?

� Where are we now?

� Where do we want to be in three to five years’ time?



These questions are deceptively simple. For, as Clausewitz
pointed out, ‘What needs to be done in war is simple, but in
war it is very difficult to do simple things.’ Business is
certainly like war in that respect.

Getting the right answer to the first question in the above list
is especially important. It is not easy. If you make it too
general you run the risk of losing sight of your particular
niche of excellence. If you make it too specific, on the other
hand, you may eliminate areas for creative development and
innovation.

The US company, O M Scott, it is reported, spent a year
deciding between two core mission statements: ‘to make
fertilizers’ or ‘to keep lawns green’. It finally chose the second
purpose. It led to investment in facilities to produce a variety
of chemicals and implements to keep lawns green. Such
product diversification would not have been consistent with
its traditional assumption that it was in the business of
producing fertilizers.

Leadership for Innovation
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� Where might we be in 10 years’ time?

� What are our strengths and weaknesses?

� Have we the resources to implement our strategic
plans?

� What might be the main threats from our competi-
tors?

� Have we a capability for dealing with the unexpected
or the unknown?



The last question in the adjacent list is also important in the
context of innovation. A wise general keeps a reserve in order
to respond to the unforeseen, and so should a chief executive.
That contingency may be an unexpected market shift or the
sudden emergence of a new technology. Having a corporate
strategy should therefore include the provision for an uncom-
mitted reserve, a capability in terms of human and material
resources to respond to unpredictable (but not improbable)
future opportunities or necessities.

Above all, innovation should not be a reactive process but
part of a strategy that gives direction. It needs to be fed by the
dynamo of a corporate sense of purpose. Such a strategy will
balance the present needs of producing and marketing
existing goods and services – the commercial priority – with
the middle- and long-term requirement of research and develop-
ment. A balanced and coherent strategy will enable your orga-
nization to build on its past successes and create its desired
future. It is the only sure pathway to profitable growth.

A LONG-TERM PERSPECTIVE

The criterion of short-term profit – the bottom line each
quarter – is clearly inappropriate when it comes to devel-
oping and introducing new products and services. ‘No great
thing is created suddenly,’ wrote the Roman philosopher
Epictetus, ‘any more than a bunch of grapes or a fig. If you tell
me that you desire a fig, I answer you that there must be time.
Let it first blossom, then bear fruit, then ripen.’ So it is with
any commercially-viable new product or service.

In comparison with Japan, for example, where banks and
corporations take a more long-term view, Western financial

The Conditions for Successful Innovation
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institutions and shareholders in such countries as the UK and
the United States are notorious for their short-termism. Such
purblind thinking and policy-making cannot encourage
industry to innovate. Banks in particular in these threatened
countries need to recover a larger purpose than mere short-
term profit. For they exist in part to provide a service to busi-
ness and industry, who are the engine-room of their
economies. Too often they fail to do so. At least they should
now adjust their sights to take a more medium-term view –
the good old British compromise – when deciding on the
investments they should make for the future.

British entrepreneur Richard Branson is among those who
have brought their public companies back into private
ownership. He resented what he sees as too much
emphasis on producing short-term profits at the expense of
long-term growth. ‘Being private enables us to adopt the
Japanese approach of building market share slowly and
then waiting for profits,’ says Branson. ‘Most of the year,
running a public company, was spent worrying about next
year’s profits. Since going private, I haven’t once asked for a
profit forecast.’

But risk-averse financial institutions should not be made into
scapegoats. Industry’s own commitment of money to
research and development must also be examined. Where do
you stand in this particular league table in relation to your
principal domestic competitors? How does your national
average of industrial investment in research and develop-
ment compare with that of other nations’ industries? It is
important to know the answers to these questions. For, as the
proverb says, ‘If you are not part of the solution, you are part
of the problem.’

Leadership for Innovation
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RESPONSIVENESS TO CHANGE

Some organizations suffer from hardening of the arteries and
stiffening of the joints. Some of these victims are still young
when this creeping disease of organizational arthritis hits
them. They gradually become rigid and inflexible. Addicted
to the well-tried formula, they become steadily and uncon-
sciously more averse to the new and unfamiliar. Increasing
inflexibility in attitude and practice eventually makes any
sort of improvement seem initially too costly. The subsequent
lack of positive change that stems from this attitude can
usually be rationalized in such excuses as, ‘It’s too expensive’
or, ‘We are successful already – why change?’ It is important
to remember that this organizational disease is entirely self-
inflicted.

Flexibility is the key quality to the truly innovative organiza-
tion. The flexible person, team or organization is capable of
responding or conforming to changing or new situations.
That places a high premium on communication. Barriers
between staff in different areas need to be minimized. Keep
open the communication channels between researchers and
production people, between researchers and market people,
and between researchers and the customer.

In organizational terms that also means flattening the hierar-
chical pyramid and pushing decision making downwards or
outwards to where the organization interacts with its envi-
ronment. In short, it means to create an entrepreneurial and
matrix-type management structure while preserving the effi-
cient monitoring system and disciplines essential in any large
organization.

In a flexible and open organization adjustments to new devel-
opments and changes are quickly made. There is an intense
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curiosity about everything. Problems are broken into their
component parts, relationships among variables are under-
stood and fundamental aspects and critical parts of a problem
are grasped. Usually there is more than one feasible solution
or way forwards. So that if one solution or course doesn’t
work out a different approach is soon developed and imple-
mented.

The importance of structures for growth can hardly be
stressed enough. They should assure innovators both support
and stimulation. The former Chairman and Chief Executive
of 3M, Lewis W Lehr, explains how that remarkably innova-
tive company is structured for organic growth:

With about 40 product divisions, various projects and
departments, and about 50 overseas companies, 3M has
close to 100 major profit centres. Yet each one must feel
much like a free-standing business. Basically, division
managers run their own shops. They make their own deci-
sions, develop their own new products – and take responsi-
bility for the consequences. As teams within a division
develop successful new products and businesses, division
management is responsible for spinning them off into self-
sustaining enterprises. We call this process ‘divide and
grow’. Our policy of dividing for growth is based on a
discovery made years ago. We found that when a division
reaches a certain size, it may spend too much time on estab-
lished products and markets. It then has less time to spend
on new products and business. When we break out a new
business, we appoint a new management team. We give
people an opportunity to identify with the new business. And
we find, almost without exception, that the new unit begins to
grow at a faster rate.

Take, for example, our tape business. From our original
Scotch brand masking tape and transparent tape have come
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four separate divisions, with countless lines of tape for
industrial, commercial and home use. Also out of our tape
laboratories came a new surgical tape and surgical drape.
These products gave birth to our healthcare business and
eventually to our Medical, Surgical and Orthopaedic
Products Divisions. And out of these same labs came a line
of electrical-grade tapes. These in their turn spawned
several divisions specializing in electrical connectors, termi-
nals, insulation and so forth. Our corporate structure is
specifically designed to encourage innovators to take an
idea and run with it. If they succeed, they may find them-
selves running their own business under the 3M umbrella.

There are certainly some similarities in 3M’s approach with
that of Google.

ACCEPTANCE OF RISK

It is virtually impossible to innovate without accepting an
element of risk. You can and should calculate risk and adjust
your exposure to match your resources. But you cannot elim-
inate risk and still see yourself or your organization as being
creative and innovative: ‘Nothing ventured, nothing gained.’

The downsides of risk are mistakes and failure. In any entre-
preneurial and innovative enterprise there will be such fail-
ures. They are, of course, quite different from failures that
arise from indecision and inaction. Business leaders must
accept this downside and pick up the bill bravely. The possi-
bility of failure should not be used as an excuse – it often
happens – to pull in the horns of creative thinking and inno-
vation.
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There should be a post mortem after each failure – in order to
learn the lessons, not to award the punishments. Usually you
will discover that there were some warning signs of
impending failure that were ignored. One important lesson to
be learnt from such post mortems is that managers should
face the unpleasant task of ending potential failures before
they gather too much momentum.

‘There are risks and costs to a programme of action,’ said John
F Kennedy. ‘But they are far less than the long-range risks and
costs of comfortable inaction.’ In other words, if you take
risks you may make mistakes, but if you do not take risks you
are doomed to failure.

Again, Lewis W Lehr has some wise things to say about the
need to accept mistakes – but only if they are first-time ones.
The corporate culture of 3M has a clear policy or tradition on
the matter:

The cost of failure is a major concern for innovators – since
that is what will happen to most of them at one time or
another. We estimate at 3M that about 60 per cent of our
formal new-product programmes never make it. When this
happens, the important thing is not to crucify the people
involved. They should know that their jobs are not in jeop-
ardy if they fail. Otherwise, too many would-be innovators
will give in to the quite natural temptation to play it safe. Few
things will choke innovation more quickly than the threat of
losing a job if you fail.

We have a tradition of accepting honest mistakes and fail-
ures without harsh penalties. We see mistakes as a normal
part of business and an essential by-product of innovation.
But we expect our mistakes to have originality. We can afford
almost any mistake once. Those who choose to lead high-
risk, new-product programmes know that their employment
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will not be threatened. This attitude of management elimi-
nates one of the major barriers to innovation in large compa-
nies.

As any business grows, it becomes necessary to delegate
responsibility and to encourage people to use their initiative.
That means allowing people to do their own jobs in their own
way. If the person is essentially right, the mistakes that he or
she makes are not as serious as would be the great mistake of
trying to specify in an autocratic way how everything should
be done or to insist on all decisions being made at head office.
A top management that is destructively critical when
mistakes occur will smother initiative and enterprise. When
that happens – goodbye profitable growth.

THE RIGHT INTERNAL ENVIRONMENT

The previous five factors are all contributors to the right
culture or climate in which new ideas can be hatched and
significant changes implemented.

Apart from tending to have a fluid and organic rather than
rigid and mechanistic form, innovative organizations
encourage participation in decision making, problem solving
and creative thinking. They have policies or guidelines rather
than rules, keeping the latter to the minimum. They have
good internal communications, more by word of mouth than
by memo or letter. No one expects deferential behaviour, but
people do respect their colleagues – including their leaders.
‘Bosses demand respect; leaders earn their respect.’

The difficulty, of course, is to combine these ingredients in the
corporate culture which favours new ideas and innovation
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with the high degree of structure, discipline and routine that
is required to manufacture products and deliver a proper
customer service. Not all members of the organizational team
will be equally capable in both aspects of the business. But
then the essential characteristic of a team is that it is
composed of people with complementary temperaments, sets
of qualities, interests, knowledge and skills.

KEY POINTS

� ‘If the trumpet gives an uncertain sound, who shall
prepare himself to the battle?’ The top management team
should seek ways of making their commitment to positive
and useful change visible to all concerned.

� Strategic thinking is an escape from the tyranny of the
present. It leads you to think in more general terms about
the desired future. Are you a leader for tomorrow as well
as today?

� If an army marches on its stomach then a business
marches on its investments. Research and development is
the seedcorn for future innovation. It is not a cost but an
investment, one with no predictable outcome. Is your
organization making that investment?

� Flexibility is the ability – personal as well as corporate –
for modifying, altering and perhaps radically changing
what you are doing. Rigid or inflexible structures produce
inertia.

� Risk is the brother of innovation. As the Japanese proverb
says: ‘Unless you enter the tiger’s den you cannot take the
cubs.’
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� Relaxed, informal relationships encourage innovation,
while routine deadens it.

� The results of yesterday’s innovations have to be manu-
factured, marketed and sold. If you do not create a satis-
fied customer today you can create nothing tomorrow.

It takes genius and courage to originate, not imitate.
Anon
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The working of great institutions is mainly the result of a
vast mass of routine, petty malice, self-interest, careless-
ness and sheer mistake. Only a residual fraction is
thought.

George Santayana

When you organize anything you impose upon it sequential or
spatial form, or both. People or things are put together; they
are fitted into their proper place in relation to one another.

29
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The end result of the human activity of organizing is often an
organization: a complex structure of interdependent and
subordinate elements whose relations and properties are
largely determined by their function in the whole. The most
common metaphor for such man-made organisms is the
human body. That analogy gives us such words as member,
head and corporate (from the Latin verb ‘to make into a body’).

ORDER AND FREEDOM

All organizations are compromises between order and
freedom. Our desire to order, and our willingness to accept
order, is part of our social nature. Pragmatically we know that
unless we cooperate with one another, accept some common
procedures and play the part assigned to us, nothing much will
get done. Order reduces confusion. It makes the successful
accomplishment of some common tasks more likely. By
submitting to order, however, we give up some of our
personal freedom. It is part of the investment we make in any
corporate enterprise. We hope, of course, that the rewards
will be ample repayment.

Now serious creative thinking demands a great deal of
freedom. The less constraints you are under – subjective or
objective – the better. Although creative thinking is much
more of a social activity than most people imagine, creative
thinkers are often markedly individualistic. They can be
rather solitary, more by necessity than temperamental prefer-
ence. They need fairly long periods of time on their own. Nor
can they always predict when they will need to be alone with
their thoughts. This is why creative thinkers do not tend to
make good organizational men or women.
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But without such talented or gifted individuals organizations
will not develop significantly new ideas. You can see the
classic dilemma. Without creative thinking there will be no
strategic innovation. But creative thinkers either do not want
to belong to organizations or find that when they do join
them their creativity is diminished or restricted by the
constraints imposed by organizational life.

INTEGRATING CREATIVITY INTO
INDUSTRY

Broadly speaking, there are two ways of solving the problem,
which are not mutually incompatible. First, research and
development – as creative thinking is called in industry – can
be hived off into separate organizations. Most major compa-
nies, for example, have their research establishments. These
can interact with one another and with the powerhouses for
new ideas funded by government, such as national research
laboratories and universities.

Good communication between researchers within a large
group of companies is essential, for many creative develop-
ments can take place by linking up technologies that others
see as separate. The former Chairman and Chief Executive of
3M stresses its importance:

A pervasive element of our climate of innovation is commu-
nication – a constant flow of good information in our tech-
nical community. It is hard to overestimate the value of
communication in a multinational company. We are a highly
diversified organization, to say the least. We have about 40
separate divisions. We have about 85 technologies. And we
have literally tens of thousands of individual products.
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Because our product divisions are fairly autonomous, it is
natural for technical people to stay squirrelled away in their
own labs, concentrating only on their division’s technologies.

To prevent this kind of isolation, we maintain a massive and
continuing effort to promote cross-communication among
the various innovators. Through an organization called the
Technical Forum, our people are in continuing dialogue with
one another. The Technical Forum has more than two dozen
chapters and committees. In one year they staged more than
160 events.

We try to provide incentives and opportunities for innovators
to discuss their ideas with kindred spirits and to reinforce
one another.

The second approach is to endeavour to make your whole
organization into an innovative one. If you succeed it will be a
much less hostile environment for creative thinkers. You can
contain and manage creativity within it instead of having to
farm it out. Though 3M does have its own research laborato-
ries it is clear that it sees them as only spearheads of a general
innovative advance across a broad front of the organization’s
life.

There are pros and cons for both approaches. Creative and
non-creative people are like oil and water: they do not always
mix well. ‘Managing and innovation do not always fit
comfortably together,’ adds Lehr:

That’s not surprising. Managers are people who like order.
They like forecasts to come out as planned. In fact,
managers are often judged on how much order they
produce. Innovation, on the other hand, is often a disorderly
process. Many times, perhaps most times, innovation does
not turn out as planned. As a result, there is tension between
managers and innovators.
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To separate the functions of creating and developing new
products or services from the functions of production,
marketing and accounting – in the sense of having them take
place in different organizations or sub-organizations within
the group – does therefore offer to solve a lot of problems. It
still leaves the possibility of the more commercial sides of the
organization employing managers and work people who can
suggest detailed and more incremental improvements in
existing products and services, and actively encouraging
them to do so.

The specialist research organizations – as we may call them –
for their part are relieved of the necessary disciplines and
systems required for day-to-day manufacturing, distributing
and selling, together with some of the financial controls
needed to monitor the efficiency and profitability of a
commercial enterprise. But they have their own problems, not
merely those that stem from managing their own budgets. If
they are to be effective – especially in the fields of science and
technology – they have to become large. Sheer size, together
with the need for financial accountability for the range of
materials and the numbers of people involved, breeds – yes,
you have guessed it – organization. And organization is anti-
thetical to creativity. For organization in turn can breed
bureaucracy, and bureaucracy kills creativity.

GETTING THE BALANCE RIGHT

There is a general trend for research organizations to become
more like businesses, while at the same time industrial orga-
nizations are beginning to take on a more creative and innov-
ative role. There are, of course, natural limits to both these
processes which wise leaders will recognize and respect. It is
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part of their key responsibility to remind their organizations
from time to time what they are there for.

It is easy to construct a continuum of organizations according
to their relative involvement in the conception and develop-
ment of new ideas, as shown in Figure 3.1.

You will notice that the diagonal line does not meet the corner
intersection. In other words, no organization today is wholly
creative or completely productive. The latter cannot be the
case; partly because organizations employ people, and people
by their nature cannot avoid thinking, and thinking in turn
leads to new ideas; and partly because an organization which
solely interested itself in reproducing existing goods and
services, regardless of technological or market change, would
soon – as we have seen – cease to exist.
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No ‘creative’ organization, on the other hand, can exist
without producing something of use or value. It may not
employ industrial processes, still less mass production
methods, but it is producing outputs. Although it may not be
in the business of making profits, it is almost certainly in the
business of managing costs. Therefore it has to adopt policies
and procedures designed to make the most productive use of
the resources at its disposal. That will give it a degree of
production orientation.

LEADERSHIP FOR INNOVATION

It follows from this analysis that the direction of research or
ideas-oriented institutions does call for the distinctive quali-
ties of leadership, coupled with management knowledge and
abilities, especially in the areas of management finance and
marketing (remembering that you have to market your
services within a large group or organization as well as to
outside potential clients).

Equally, it is plain that to transform a conservative, dull,
partially successful (thanks to yesterday’s innovations),
rather bureaucratic and inward-looking company, staffed by
managers steeped in that culture, into one that is young,
dynamic, forward-looking, entrepreneurial and innovative,
also calls for a rare combination of leadership and manage-
ment abilities. When it comes to leadership challenge, that is
like attempting Mount Everest in mid-winter without
oxygen. There are lesser summits, however, in less harsh
conditions that await their conquerors.

The next two chapters are short case studies. One of the orga-
nizations concerned, the Laboratory for Molecular Biology at
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Cambridge University, is world famous as the laboratory
where the secret of DNA was unravelled. It lies towards the
left-hand end of the continuum in Figure 3.1. Your challenge
will be to see what factors or features of that highly successful
organization for team creativity are transferable to your own
organization. The second case study focuses on Soichiro
Honda. It is an example of a business leader who deliberately
and successfully developed an entrepreneurial and innova-
tive philosophy in his organization – one that lives on today.

KEY POINTS

� Order banishes chaos. Organizing reduces confusion and
introduces formality into relationships. But chaos, confu-
sion and informality are the seedbeds of creativity.

� Organizations can delegate or subcontract the work of
innovation, in the form of research and development, to
specialist units. They can also seek to transform them-
selves into innovative organizations. These options are
not mutually exclusive.

� Any organization falls somewhere on the Creative/
Productive continuum. It is important to establish both
where you are now and where you want to be on that
continuum, for it affects your whole understanding of
leadership and management.

� Innovative organizations do not happen by chance. They
are the end products of good leadership and manage-
ment. The essence lies in getting the balance right
between freedom and order, between the anatomy of the
parts and the integrity of the whole.
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� Innovative organizations outside your field of work may
hold secrets for you. Suspend your natural impulse to
discard the experience of others in different walks of life
as irrelevant to your purposes. In this context you can
learn from other organizations that may have a much
higher requirement for creativity than your own. How do
they go about organizing themselves?

All establishments die of dignity. They are too proud to
think themselves ill, and to take a little physic.

Sydney Smith
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Laboratories are the temples of wealth and of the future.
There it is that humanity grows, becomes stronger and
better.

Louis Pasteur

Not long after I became the world’s first Professor of
Leadership Studies I conducted a series of some 15
programmes on leadership for university heads. ‘If you are
interested in leadership you should go and look at the
Medical Research Council’s Laboratory of Molecular Biology
at Cambridge University.’ My informant, a participant in one
of these seminars, was in fact a senior staff member of the
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Imperial Cancer Research Fund. He kindly arranged for me to
visit the Laboratory and to meet its Director, the Nobel
laureate Dr Sydney Brenner.

The Laboratory of Molecular Biology occupies a rather undis-
tinguished building five storeys high on the outskirts of
Cambridge. Yet this is one of the most successful research
centres in the world. A few weeks after my visit one of its
members, Dr Cesar Milstein, was awarded a Nobel prize,
bringing the number of Nobel laureates nurtured by the
Laboratory to seven.

The double helix structure of the genetic material DNA was
first unravelled at the Laboratory by Jim Watson and Francis
Crick. Here the complete structures were worked out for
proteins, the other fundamental chemicals of life. The
key work on viruses and chromosomes was also done here.
For a laboratory founded only in 1947 that is a dazzling
record of creative science. ‘What is your secret?’ I asked Dr
Brenner. His answers, I believe, point to certain principles
which apply to all organizations that want to be creative or
innovative.

NO CLASS OR HIERARCHICAL
DIFFERENCES

After its inception as a two-man operation – Max Perutz and
John Kendrew – the unit which later became the Laboratory
was first housed in Cambridge University’s world-renowned
Cavendish Laboratory. When it moved to its own building,
Max Perutz, as the new Laboratory’s first chairman, had an
opportunity to realize his ideas about how creative work
should be organized. ‘One was that there shouldn’t be any
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class differences,’ Perutz had said. ‘At the Cavendish, scien-
tists and technicians had their tea in different places. I didn’t
want any hierarchies or titles.’ Brenner told me that he had
preserved that tradition so clearly established by Perutz, the
founding architect of the Laboratory.

Thus the present canteen on the top floor is used by every-
body for tea or coffee breaks as well as for lunch. Here they
can exchange ideas across the tables. Random contacts that
happen there are regarded as very important, so the canteen
remains open all day. In order to be creative, incidentally,
such conversations should not be narrowly focused on
present-day concerns, or even upon the subject itself. ‘I
shared a room with Francis Crick for 20 years,’ Sydney
Brenner mentioned to me. ‘At least two hours a day we talked
nonsense about anything.’

Individual offices are rare. ‘The great difficulty in laboratories
is to get people to collaborate,’ Perutz had said. ‘If people
have their own offices which they lock up at night, and their
own budgets, they tend not to work together. They worry
about whose budget should be contributing most. So we
decided on the minimum number of offices, and big labs, and
as many shared facilities as possible to throw people
together.’ Again, as Dr Brenner told me, he had decided to
perpetuate these arrangements.

Working side by side, chemists learn from microbiologists
how to grow the bacteria and viruses they need for their
experiments; biologists find out from chemists how to carry
out complicated syntheses. When, for example, Frederick
Sanger’s work on the structure of genetic material became so
complex that he needed to use computers, another group of
scientists made available to him a specialist in computer work
from within their own number.
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In the Laboratory there is an emphasis on informality. The
lack of hierarchical structure helped here, for the senior
people were no more than ‘first among equals’ as the leaders
and managers of their small research teams. All this serves to
encourage cross-boundary work. There is a minimal amount
of paperwork, too, and business as far as possible is trans-
acted by word-of-mouth.

LEADING BY EXAMPLE

Unlike management, the concept of leadership implies that
the leader is producing his or her own output as well as coor-
dinating or guiding the work of others. Morale at the
Laboratory clearly benefits from the fact that the senior staff
are still doing experimental research, not sitting behind desks
and managing researchers. ‘In the United States,’ said
Brenner, ‘senior people are out of active work by the time
they’re 35 and running big groups. We aren’t.’ Brenner, like
Perutz his predecessor, believed in being a ‘hands-on’
researcher.

There is a definite benefit here for young scientists, who have
the opportunity to work alongside the masters in their field.
As Brenner said to me, ‘Science is still like a medieval guild of
masters and apprentices.’ The Laboratory does no teaching as
such – it is purely for research – but undoubtedly it is a place
where a lot of learning occurs.

Clearly, considerable powers of leadership are required,
however, to balance the very competitive nature of scientists
at this level with the need for co-operation. But, as all stores
are held in common and not allocated to departments, the
small teams of scientists and their leaders have to sell their
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ideas to win their share of the resources. The structure – or
lack of it – does not allow them to operate without winning
cooperation from their colleagues. As only people who are
willing to impart or teach their technology to others are
appointed, that climate is self-perpetuating.

Brenner contrasted this approach with what he called
‘chateau science’. (In the First World War, Field Marshall
Sir Douglas Haig had directed operations well back from
the front line from his General Headquarters in a French
chateau, rarely if ever visiting the front-line trenches.)
Brenner was firmly against the remote control of science by
managers. He argued that the director of such an organiza-
tion as the Laboratory of Molecular Biology should always
be first and foremost a leader rather than a manager or
administrator.

THE OPTIMUM USE OF RESOURCES

The Laboratory deploys a substantial budget. ‘We’ve been
very well and generously funded by the Medical Research
Council in a way that makes very long-term projects
possible,’ Brenner told me. ’There are very few administrators
here, so the money is almost all available for research.’
Budgetary control was kept to the minimum. ’If things are
difficult,’ the Director continued, ‘I ask people to take it easy.
If there is spare money available, I let them know. People
really do respond to an appeal to their community sense.’ It is
always important, if you are a leader, to show that you trust
people.

The organizational structure of the Laboratory was designed
to facilitate cooperation. There are no departments on the old
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university model, which so often breeds ‘departmentalism’.
The research is done by many groups or ‘loose gangs’, each
containing fewer than a dozen people under the leadership of
one of the more permanent scientific staff. The groups
generate their own research programmes and they collabo-
rate at all levels, ranging from scientific discussion to the
sharing of equipment and other technical resources. The
groups are associated into divisions, but all major decisions of
finance and scientific policy are taken jointly by the Heads of
Division and the Director, who is responsible for the
Laboratory to the Medical Research Council. There is no
committee structure beyond the Executive Committee, nor
are decisions made by majority vote. Voting creates factions.
So leadership is needed to identify or create consensus wher-
ever possible. This structure is not one that eliminates the
‘baronial rights’ mentality altogether – an impossible task –
but it certainly militates against it. People can still be defen-
sive over, for example, appointments. No one is guaranteed
anything except their own space. ‘The stores will give you
anything,’ said Brenner. ‘If you fail, you do so because of
yourself, not through any lack of resources. That reduces the
if only excuse – “If only I had 20 more pipettes I would have
won a Nobel prize”.’

‘If you break the organization down into entities,’ continued
Brenner, ‘no one can get a concept of strategy. Separate units
would disintegrate the place. If you want to innovate, give a
person a chance. Innovation is gambling. Once you play it
safe you are lost.’ It has to be a long-term approach. Nobel
prize winner Frederick Sanger, for example, did not publish a
research paper for the first eight years while he was at the
Laboratory.
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THE HUMAN RESOURCE

How are people recruited to the Laboratory? Mainly by
informal means, such as recommendation. There used to be
no fixed number of people: the governing body appointed
people to permanent posts and they in turn made the tempo-
rary appointments. Complete outsiders rarely entered at a
senior level. ‘Most of them came here young,’ said Brenner.
‘They often went away and returned, but there are very few
without a long history of connection.’ Success breeds success.
Young people acquired the culture of the Laboratory and it
became self-propagating. The visiting scientists, who far
outnumber the permanent scientific staff, help to prevent
intellectual stagnation.

Intuition plays a part in selection. ‘I go much by people-feel,’
said Brenner. He added that he tried to interview everyone
who came to work at the Laboratory. Incidentally, the part
that intuition plays in creative scientific research itself – quite
apart from selecting people for it – is now much more widely
recognized. ‘Looking back on my own scientific work,’ wrote
Lord Adrian, another Cambridge University scientist who
won a Nobel prize, ‘I should say that it shows no great origi-
nality but a certain amount of business instinct which leads to
the selection of profitable line.’

CREEPING BUREAUCRACY

Dr Brenner identified creeping bureaucracy as a threat to
any innovative organization. In the early days, for example,
it was comparatively easy for technicians to be promoted
onto the scientific staff on grounds of demonstrated
ability, even if they had no degree. Medical Research Council
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rules now make this impossible. But creative or innovative
people do not always shine academically early in their
careers.

Another manifestation of incipient bureaucracy is tighter
financial control. Of course, some degree of organization and
some systems of administration are essential. But do they get
in the way of what you are there to do?

As Sydney Brenner told me, the Laboratory was run on tradi-
tion, not rules. The fact that the Laboratory was originally
established to tackle molecular biology was crucially impor-
tant in determining its ethos. In the face of the brand new
subject they were all initially, as it were, amateurs: the subject
itself had no rules. There were no distinctive specialists, and
so no claims could be stated for specialist departments. As
disciplines became more specialized, however, this advantage
began to disappear. Moreover, the Laboratory had enjoyed
the benefits of constant expansion. But the need for systems –
and less people-dependence – eventually became apparent as
expansion slowed down.

Inevitably such systems tend to breed accountants and
administrators, who can, if one is not careful, see their role as
telling leaders and teams what they cannot do. The natural
response of a leader, Sydney Brenner said, in an innovative
organization, is to retort: ‘It’s not your job to tell me what I
cannot do. Tell me how I can find a way to bend the rules in
order to make it happen.’

Size, together with systems, leads to greater pressure to intro-
duce middle levels of management. At the date of my visit the
Laboratory had resisted such a step. The extraordinary
culture of the Laboratory of Molecular Biology, which has
made it one of the best places in the world to do advanced
scientific research, is actually very fragile. That is true of the
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culture in any innovative organization. It can take 10 years to
develop it, but only 10 weeks to destroy it.

BUREAUCRACY VERSUS INNOVATION

What kind of organization is outstandingly innovative? It is
easier to answer the question by identifying characteristics
they do not have. They are not, for example, hierarchical or
bureaucratic. As my conversation with Dr Sydney Brenner,
Director of the Laboratory of Molecular Biology at
Cambridge, has already revealed, leaders of innovative orga-
nizations are constantly apprehensive about what they call
‘bureaucracy’. But what is bureaucracy?

The German sociologist Max Weber provided us with the first
profile of a bureaucratic organization. In his writings bureau-
cracy simply describes a certain type of organization: the
word did not have for him the pejorative sense that it has
acquired for us. He summed up the distinctive characteristics
of bureaucratic organizations as follows:

� authority is impersonal and formal;

� strong emphasis on functional specialization;

� a rule for every eventuality;

� strong emphasis on hierarchy and status;

� clearly laid down procedures (red tape);

� proliferation of paperwork;

� security of employment and advancement by seniority.
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It is evident that an organization with this culture will tend to
be rigid rather than flexible when it comes to responding to
change. It is unlikely that it will encourage innovation; it may
indeed actively seek to suppress it. ‘Routine is the god of
every social system,’ wrote A N Whitehead. His words
certainly apply to a true bureaucracy.

The word bureaucracy is a synthesis of the French word ‘burel’
– a russet or coarse woollen cloth – and the Greek ‘kratos’,
power. The russet woollen coats in question were worn by
French clerks in the Civil Service. Therefore, bureaucracy
points to a system of government by officials, responsible
only to their chiefs. Like all bad things, the British tended to
regard bureaucracy as a foreign invention. In the last century
Thomas Carlyle, for example, numbered it among the ‘conti-
nental nuisances’. Charles Kingsley wrote of plutocrats and
bureaucrats as being ‘the tyrants of the earth’. The French
writer Balzac also disliked the new phenomenon: he called it
‘a giant mechanism operated by pygmies’. As some wit put it,
bureaucrats defend the status quo long after the quo has lost
its status.

In mechanistic or machine-like organizations work is broken
down into specialisms with somebody higher up being
responsible for coordination. The duties, methods and
boundaries of each part are prescribed in detail. Interaction is
vertical: instructions come down and information flows up.

In more innovative organizations – those orientated to change
and geared for creativity – there is much less definition of
roles and responsibilities. Jobs are constantly being redefined
in the light of changed circumstances. Each individual knows
the overall purpose of the organization and the situational
factors impacting upon it. They grasp the general strategic
intentions of the leadership. People in such organizations
interact as much laterally as vertically. Structure both reflects
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and facilitates that necessity by being more like a flat pyramid
than a steep and multi-layered one. For top leaders are not
approachable only through ‘the appropriate channels’; there
is ready access to them. Strategic leaders in turn spend much
of their time talking to people at all levels.

These two types of organization – the bureaucratic or mecha-
nistic one and the more flexible or organic one – are really two
ends of a spectrum. Most organizations are blends of both the
bureaucratic and the organic. The former principle stands for
order and continuity; the latter spells freedom and change.
Consequently organizations need to be both managed and
led. At any one time, as we have already seen, the proper
balance has to be struck between these two necessities.

There is no doubt that growth in size, together with the
passage of years, increases the bureaucratic tendency.
Insidiously and imperceptibly its ivy tentacles creep over the
structure. Instead of the machine being well-oiled by
commonsense and humming with energy it begins to slow
down. More treacle is poured into the works. Paper prolifer-
ates. Even minor decisions are referred upwards. Systems
regulate people. Systems regulate the systems. The senior
managers become more remote and finally invisible. People
begin to feel alienated. ‘Things are not what they used to be
here,’ goes up the lament.

KEY POINTS

� Hierarchical organization and overt distinctions of status,
especially if they breed deferential attitudes, are inimical
to creative or innovative work. Keep structures as flat as
possible, and relationships as informal as possible.
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� In organizations towards the creative end of the spectrum
it is essential that managers should be directors or leaders,
otherwise they will lack credibility. Leadership implies
leading by example, which usually means, in this context,
having an output of creative work yourself.

� Water-tight compartments may prevent the ship sinking
but they do not encourage intercourse amongst the ship’s
passengers. An innovative organization needs structures
that permit – even encourage – cross-fertilization across
the various boundaries at work.

� Because innovative organizations rely more upon shared
ethos than adherence to written rules, special care has to
be taken over recruitment. Intuition must play a large part
in the process, for academic qualifications or work record
may not always be accurate predictions of creative poten-
tial. You need ‘people-feel’.

� The ethos or climate of an innovative organization,
however long established, is exceptionally vulnerable.
Review any proposed changes in the light of what effect
they will have upon the culture that has produced results.

� It is fairly easy to identify the tell-tale symptoms of
creeping bureaucracy. Although it is a legitimate and
valuable form of organization for administrative
purposes, bureaucracy is a hostile environment for new
ideas and new ways of doing things.

� The innovative organization is the reverse image of
bureaucracy: flat rather than pyramidical; decentralized
decision making and devolved responsibility; informal
instead of formal; emphasis on lateral as well as vertical
interaction; rules kept to a minimum; and positive about
appropriate and properly calculated risks.
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� In innovative organizations managers have to curb their
natural instinct to control everything. Control is an impor-
tant leadership or management function, but it has to be
exercised with skill and sensitivity. Thoroughbreds who
know the course and enjoy jumping require a loose rein.
Let the law of the situation do your controlling for you.

� When the market changes the innovative organization
changes too.

� Without a leadership team at the top that values product
quality, new ideas and innovation, and that constantly
struggles to keep organizations moving towards these
guiding stars, there will be no sustained and profitable
growth.

What is honoured in a country will be cultivated there.
Plato
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An institution is the lengthened shadow of one man.
Emerson

There could not be a better example of Emerson’s dictum than
the Japanese company Honda. Soichiro Honda, its founder,
was an outstanding business leader for innovation. Are such
leaders born or made – or a combination of both? This case
study of Honda’s early career throws some light on that ques-
tion. It also illuminates the creative and innovative ethos that
still animates Honda today, making it a truly world-class
company.
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Exercise

While reading the case study have some paper at hand and jot
down what you think the story has to tell us about leadership.
There are no right answers; you may notice different lessons
to the ones I pick out in my discussion at the end. Still, let’s
compare notes. Have a go!

THE FORGE OF A CREATIVE MIND

Soichiro Honda was born in 1906 in Yamahigashi, which is
located in the centre of the Japanese mainland. The village is
now called Tenryu-shi. It was near his home in this village
that he first saw an automobile coming down the country
road. Honda would remember all his life how he raced after it
in his excitement. That encounter determined the course of
his future life.

His father Gihei was a blacksmith by trade. Because of his
occupation the ceiling of the house became totally black from
smoke. His principal job was to repair farming tools, but he
also made swords and repaired the guns used for wild boar
and bear hunting. Through this experience, Gihei taught
himself to make guns. His work was so good that the local
gun shop asked him to do repair work on their merchandise.
With a reputation for technical skills and manual dexterity –
he even performed dentistry on himself – he was also known
throughout the village for his honesty and hard work.

From the time he was a small child, Soichiro was always
around his father, observing him at work. From his father he
learnt how to make his own toys. Gihei’s legacy to his son
was a love for all mechanical things. But he was not the only
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one with a craftsman’s skills. Soichiro’s mother Mika was
both an excellent weaver and also mechanically skilful
enough to repair her own machines. She even designed a
special loom to create a fabric of her own design.

It is not surprising that on leaving school Honda became an
apprentice mechanic. At 21 years of age he opened his own
repair shop. He then moved into manufacture, starting with
an initially unsuccessful venture in making piston rings – he
lacked the necessary knowledge. Meanwhile he completed a
racing car with his brother Benjiro. Both of them drove the car
in its first race, which ended abruptly with a crash and some
serious injuries.

Helped by the practical experience acquired during these
years now supplemented by university study of engineering,
Honda began to invent and innovate. One of his early patents
was for a piston ring polishing machine, revolutionary in
design and simple to operate. After three long years of trial
and error in making piston rings his persistence had paid
off and he produced some excellent ones. ‘Those days were
the most difficult times with many hardships,’ he later
recalled.

A CREATIVE THINKER IN ACTION

With the end of the Second World War the company that
Honda had established ceased to be directly involved in
pistons. The genesis of a new direction lay in an apparently
chance event. One day a friend brought him a 50 cc engine
that had been used by the Japanese army. He wondered if
Soichiro could find a use for it. In those austere post-war
years the transport system in Japan was very poor. The trains
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and buses were so crowded with people that they sometimes
had to use the windows for exits.

When Soichiro looked at the engine he thought to himself, ‘A
bicycle with a power source would be great.’ The problem,
however, was that everything was in such short supply it
would be impossible to obtain fuel tanks. This is when the
creative mind of Soichiro took over. What could be used as a
fuel tank? He thought of everything and finally came up with
the idea of using a hot water bottle. He attached one to the
bicycle and began experimenting. This was the beginning of
the motorized bike ‘Putt-Putt’, named to mimic the sound it
made.

In that post-war period it was very difficult to get gasoline, so
Honda had to rely on the oil that could be extracted from the
roots of pine trees. After repeated trials he finally made a
motorized bicycle. Since there were only 500 of the old
Japanese engines available, Soichiro’s next step – a decisive
one – was to start building his own. The Honda Motor
Company was born, with a capital of 1 million yen.

A PARTNERSHIP OF COMPLEMENTARY
ABILITIES

At this stage Honda was still thinking more like a creative
inventor than an innovative business leader. ‘I was just glad
to know that my invention was helping people. I didn’t care
about profit,‘ he later reflected. With the company on the
verge of bankruptcy it was sometimes difficult to meet the
wage bill. Soichiro realized that he lacked the management
ability, especially in finance, to run a large company. After
discussing the problem with his friend Hirotoshi Takeshima,
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Honda was introduced to Takeo Fujisawa, who was then
employed as a manager in a small factory in the same town.
He was exactly the type of person Honda was looking for to
be his Chief Executive. Upon their meeting, Soichiro told him,
‘I am an engineer, so I will never listen to your advice in the
field of production.‘ To which Fujisawa responded, ‘I am a
businessman, but I do not guarantee an immediate profit. I
want you to look far into the future.’

They both agreed to each other’s terms and they always
stayed within their own field of competence. Moreover, in
order to prevent any hint of rivalry between them they made
a pact that they would retire from the company on the same
day. From that time onwards they were inseparable partners.

Two months before Fujisawa joined the company, Soichiro
had completed an advanced stroke engine which, unlike its
predecessor, became an integral part of the cycle. Thus the
first lightweight motorcycle was born. Honda called it ‘The
Dream’ because intuitively he felt that through this product
path his dreams would come true. He was right.

NOT PROBLEMS BUT OPPORTUNITIES

Within the next few years Honda’s motorcycles were winning
the main prizes on the world’s racing circuits, but he never
lost sight in his memory of that automobile which had roared
through his boyhood village. Using Formula 1 racing as his
testing ground he moved into car production for the mass
market.

Even then the environmental problems caused by the emis-
sion of gases were becoming an issue. But Honda saw it as an
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opportunity, not a problem. The man who would become the
fourth president of Honda, Nobuhiko Kawamoto, remem-
bered those days: ‘When the Clean Air Act of the United
States of America was passed by the US Congress in 1972,
Soichiro said that even though Honda was behind General
Motors and Toyota in sales and car production experience, we
were all equal at the starting line in respect of the develop-
ment of the low emission engine. Soichiro inspired us to
believe that we were equal with GM and the other big
automakers.’

In order to respond to the needs of society, Soichiro turned to
the ability of his young engineers. He believed in the power
and competence of young people. Headed by Tadashi Kume
(who later became the third president of Honda), the Honda
engineers successfully developed a low emission water-
cooled engine, the CVCC. The Civic, equipped with this
engine, became a worldwide hit. The United States in partic-
ular hailed the Honda engineers’ ingenuity.

Satisfied that his spirit of thinking ahead of the competition
rather than imitating others had permeated all of his
employees, Soichiro decided to retire from his position as
president of the company. Upon his retirement in 1973, he
became their top advisor, along with Takeo Fujisawa who also
stood down from his position, in keeping with their mutual
agreement.

They had made another promise to each other, that they
would not force their sons to take over the company. Honda’s
oldest son, Hirotoshi, acknowledged his wisdom, saying:

My father was a very creative person. He was almost like an
artist. Artists would never try to make their son or daughter
take over their work. What my father did was not some kind
of traditional art that has only to be inherited. Like my father,
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I enjoy doing what I want to do. I have never dreamt of taking
over my father’s position. My father never even hinted
anything like that to me.

PASSING ON THE TORCH

Honda now spent much of his time visiting the Honda
dealers, showrooms and service stations located all over
Japan. Not many people were aware of these trips, but he
wanted to show his appreciation to everyone who worked for
Honda. He said thank you to all those working in the shops
and shook hands with the oil-covered repairmen. From his
early days as a small repair shop owner to his retirement
as president of a world-famous corporation, Honda’s
straightforward and honest approach never changed. When
his influential partner and best friend Takeo Fujisawa died
in 1989, Soichiro openly sobbed. He knew that without the
assistance of this talented man, the Honda Motor Company
would never have achieved its monumental success, and that
he himself could never have pursued and attained his
dreams.

Kiyoshi Kawashima, the second president of Honda, said:

Soichiro did not like to copy what other people did. He used
his own ideas and creativity to make things. A man with
dreams, who helped his employees fulfil their own dreams. I
learnt from him that a company without a dream will lose its
place in society.

The fourth Honda president, Nobuhiko Kawamoto, recalled:
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Soichiro was characterized by his desire for exploration and
his spirit to be true to himself. Although he ordered us to stop
the Formula 1 project, he continued to be interested in
racing until his death. Even a few days before his passing, he
became very animated and was very interested in
discussing Formula 1 with me.

Even after he accomplished his goal, Soichiro never stopped
moving forward. The curiosity and spirit that made the
young boy run after that noisy, speeding vehicle on that dusty
country road so long ago, never stopped. That oil-spotted
track left in the road was always with him. His legacy to all
who knew him, and even those who didn’t, is sometimes
referred to as ‘Hondaism’, the spirit to praise the dynamic
force of youth and encourage young creative minds.

KEY POINTS

� Honda’s creative mind, partly inherited from his parents,
was evident at an early age. He could see connections
between apparently unrelated things, such as a hot water
bottle and a fuel tank, or the face of the Buddha and the
front of the motorcycle he was building.

� He was a risk-taker, from the time he raced and crashed
his first racing car to his later bold decision to enter the
world of motorcycle racing when he had yet to develop a
bike capable of winning.

� Honda knew his weaknesses and recruited Fujisawa to
complement him. Honda had the creative engineering
mind; Fujisawa the organizational and financial skills.
Innovation – bringing products to market and building a
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sustainable company – always calls for teamwork at the
top and at every level.

� Soichiro could show true leadership. His perception, for
example, that legislation against harmful gas emissions
gave Honda a chance to catch up and overtake its rivals,
inspired the company to a great effort at a time when it
could have been discouraged.

� Wise strategic leaders always stay in touch with the
young in their organizations, for youth, courage to think
new ideas and boldness to take risks tend to go together.
As Francis Bacon put it: ‘Men of age object too much,
consult too long, adventure too little, repent too soon.’

� Notice that Soichiro Honda took time to go round Japan
thanking all those, however humble their role, who had
helped him to build Honda into a world-class company.
He saw them as partners. Modesty and humility,
expressed here in gratitude, are hallmarks of a leader.

Man is pre-eminently a creative animal, predestined to
strive consciously for an object and to engage in engi-
neering – that is, incessantly and eternally to make new
roads, wherever they may lead.

Dostoevsky
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Without real commitment from the top, real innovation
will be defeated again and again by the policies, proce-
dures, and rituals of almost any large organization.

Anon

The attitudes, personal qualities and skills of leaders in orga-
nizations stand out as a group of vitally important ingredi-
ents in innovation. Be they supervisors or first-line managers,
middle managers or executive directors, the leaders of an
enterprise can do a great deal to encourage creativity.
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THE LEADER AS TEAMBUILDER

In both the case studies in the previous chapters – the
Laboratory of Molecular Biology at Cambridge University
and the story of Honda – the personality and example of the
top leader were seen as key factors in setting the direction and
tone of an organization. What is required in a chief executive
as a leader? The ability to build teamwork and create synergy
comes high on the list.

Without exception, all the most effective leaders I have ever
known create a sense of esprit de corps, a team spirit that
makes even the most arduous or the most humdrum work
exciting. The synergy created supports and sustains the indi-
viduals in the group. At chief executive level, the successful
leader’s team will be a small group of senior operational
leaders and key heads of staff functions who can think strate-
gically with him or her, help to change the corporate culture
towards greater teamwork, and devise the means of getting
extraordinary results from the individuals who make up the
workforce. Throughout the world, executives are waking up
to the need for this kind of action-centred leadership as a
means of realizing their company’s potential.

The seven key functions of a strategic leader are:

1. providing a clear sense of direction;

2. strategic thinking and strategic planning;

3. making it happen;

4. relating the parts of the organization to the whole, so that
it works as a team;

5. relating the organization to allies and partners, and to
society as a whole;
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6. releasing the corporate energy and creativity within the
organization;

7. selecting and developing today’s and tomorrow’s leaders.

Aware of this new imperative to lead rather than merely
manage, some adventurous chief executives have begun to
take inventory of their leadership qualities and skills, and to
take steps to ensure that they continue to grow as leaders. In a
creative learning organization the chief executive should lead
from the front by giving an example of someone who is
willing and eager to learn.

The age of the autocratic boss, the one-man show, is over. The
best organizations today tend to be led by a team. There is
simply too much leadership required for any single person to
provide it all. Well-managed companies today are guided by
a team of leaders. The team itself needs a leader, however, and
that is the core responsibility of the chief executive.

In responding to the challenge of innovation, both leadership
and management skills are important, but the emphasis must
fall on leadership. Therefore, leaders and potential leaders
need an opportunity early on in their careers to explore the
concept of leadership – what it is, and how they can become
more effective as a leader.

Business and military organizations are fundamentally
different in many ways, but this they share: both need leader-
ship and management. So, I might add, do all organizations
today that aspire to be innovative: universities, schools,
hospitals, government departments, even churches. The
highest levels should be occupied by those rare few who have
both qualities.
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GIVING DIRECTION

Organizations are unlikely to be innovative – to introduce
change and make it effective – if they lack a sense of direction.
If you are not facing the future and wanting to move forward,
why change? But do you as a chief executive – or your chief
executive – see the implications for your role?

Are you a helmsman or a navigator? A helmsman is a ‘hands-
on’ manager, a manager who is guiding the day-to-day activ-
ities. A navigator has the capacity to stand back and plot the
course of his ship.

I would argue that the chief executive must be both
helmsman and navigator – as well as being captain. But he or
she should not be more. I would not expect to find them in the
engine room or peeling potatoes in the galley. The image of a
ship under way at sea is especially apt. For the word ‘leader’
comes from laed, which meant in Old Norse the course or
path of a ship at sea. The leader was the captain, who in
Viking days was usually the steersman and navigator as
well.

Like a ship, your business is sailing through difficult seas
under the lowering skies of a difficult world economy. You
have to contend with the forces of tide, wind and current.
How good a helmsman are you? The art of helmsmanship, it
is worth recalling, demands a subtle and sensitive exploration
of how to extract the most power from wind and water.
The best helmsmen are those who can find and hold that thin
line of balance along which the elements seem to join in
driving the boat forward. Is that not true for a business leader
as well?

A helmsman, however, is only a tactician or an operator. A
chief executive has to be a strategist too. That requires a vision
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of the future and the navigational skill to plot a course that
will get your organization where it must be if that vision is to
come true.

Let me hoist a warning at this point about the kind of corpo-
rate planning that flourished in the days when seas were calm
and skies were blue. The drawback of these plans is obvious
to us now. Senior managers, including the chief executive,
often found these paper exercises irrelevant because they
were not involved in the decisions and therefore not
committed to getting results. One good result of recession has
been the closure or the drastic reduction of these mini-
bureaucracies of corporate planning.

By a corporate plan I do not of course mean a detailed and
watertight blueprint. Planning is good, but plans often are
not. What you need is an agreed business philosophy, a
comprehensive programme of clear objectives and definite
policies.

To summarize, the first responsibility of leadership is to
achieve the common task. In order to do that at his or her level,
the chief executive of any organization should have the
following three characteristics:

1. The ability to think deeply. Those who lead organizations in
the right direction are going to have to possess practical
intellect of high order. These thinking skills, such as
analysing, imaginative and holistic thinking, intuition
and judgement, are the foundation of a good decision
maker.

2. The ability to communicate. As a chief executive, you should
be a person with a message. All organizations tend to bow
down to the god of routine. Your message is that we must
look ahead and make pre-emptive changes.
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3. The ability to make things happen. This, you recall, is the
third of the strategic leadership functions. It calls for a
certain firmness of character. Be tough but fair. Toughness
comes first, for that is necessary. You have to be tough, but
toughness will only be acceptable if it is fair as well. You
also need other qualities – humour and infectious enthu-
siasm especially.

If you do not have a sense of direction, how can you lead? If a
blind man leads a blind man, they will both fall into the ditch.
To be a helmsman and a navigator for your organization you
need the capacity to see ahead clearly, to communicate what
you see and the qualities to ensure movement in that direc-
tion in a flexible way.

To summarize: a really good strategic leader will show
commitment to creativity and innovation, both by word and
example. He or she will demonstrate here, as in all things,
what the Greeks called phronesis, practical wisdom. And
wisdom is a combination of three things: experience, intelli-
gence and goodness.

KEY POINTS

� Innovation calls for good leadership throughout an enter-
prise. Good leadership ought to stem from the chief exec-
utive. It is his or her prime responsibility to manage
change. As the Roman author Publilius Syrus said,
‘Anyone can hold the helm when the sea is calm.’

� To generate ideas and to see them transformed into prof-
itable new products or services, to revitalize existing
products and services with incremental improvements,
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and to satisfy customers, demands high-performance
teamwork. Teams look for leaders; leaders build teams.

� Without systems and proper controls sensibly applied,
there can be no organization worthy of the name. It
requires leadership and management to achieve produc-
tive order without sacrificing freedom and creativity.

� What matters most in organizations is energetic vision.
Purpose is corporate energy, pulling you forwards and
overcoming institutional inertia. Leaders are helmsmen
and navigators, steering a course forwards through
uncertainty and chaos.

� Strategic thinking and corporate planning both require
creative thinking. If there is no innovation in the board-
room why should there be any on the shop floor?

Changing things is central to leadership.

Changing them before anyone else is creativeness.
Anon
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The best of men are but men at their best.
English proverb

As a manager you need to understand how creative or innov-
ative individuals think and what they want. For innovation
will not happen unless the men and women who work with
you are motivated. They must want to innovate.

According to the Fifty-Fifty Rule (see Leadership and Moti va -
tion, also published by Kogan Page), 50 per cent of motivation
lies within us in the shape of our response to inner needs,
drives and values. The other 50 per cent depends on our
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environment, especially the leadership that we encounter
within it. As a corollary of that rule, it is important first to get
your selection procedures right. Choose people who have the
seeds of the future within them.

SELECTING CREATIVE PEOPLE

When Dr David Livingstone was working in Africa, a group
of friends wrote: ‘We would like to send other men to you.
Have you found a good road into your area yet?’

According to a member of his family, Dr Livingstone sent this
message in reply: ‘If you have men who will only come if they
know there is a good road, I don’t want them. I want men
who will come if there is no road at all.’

The first step in any form of team building is to choose the
right people. That is a vital principle to bear in mind if you
wish to encourage innovation – and sustain it. Like Dr
Livingstone, in his inimitable way, you should develop an eye
for the more adventurous and more independently-minded
person. As Sam Goldwyn put it, ‘I don’t want any yes-men
around me. I want everyone to tell the truth even if it costs
them their jobs!’

When it comes to innovation there has to be a premium on
youth. Young people tend to be more future-oriented. After
all, most of their life will be spent in the future. Moreover, the
fact that young people lack experience (which could almost
be defined as the knowledge of what does not work) inclines
them to be ready to experiment. They have less mental
luggage in the form of preconceptions or assumptions. The
older we grow in years the more cautious and the more
conservative we tend to become. You can see why Napoleon
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once mused that the art of government was not to let people
grow old in their jobs.

Any innovative organization must therefore have a bias
towards attracting intelligent and creative young people. Of
course intellectual qualities are not enough, for industry
needs doers – people who can make things happen – rather
than thinkers as such. There are plenty of good ideas around.
The real issue is whether or not you have the people in your
team or organization who are willing to put new ideas to
work, in other words, to innovate. ‘Give me the young man,’
said Robert Louis Stevenson, ‘who has brains enough to make
a fool of himself.’

How will you recognize creativity? It is rather like height,
weight and strength. We vary considerably in these dimen-
sions, but all of us have some height, some weight and some
strength. Thus there is a certain amount of potential for
creative thinking in all of us, but some people are clearly more
creative than others. Your organization needs its fair share of
this creative talent.

You can usually identify some general characteristics.
Creative people tend to be more open and flexible than their
less creative neighbours. They bring a freshness of mind to
problems. They have usually exhibited the courage to be
different and to think for themselves. They are comparatively
more self-motivated and often addicted to their work.
Research has both illuminated and added to this brief list.

CHARACTERISTICS OF INNOVATORS

Creative or innovative people can usually be recognized by
having a pattern of characteristics represented in the list
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below. Such people do not make natural organizational men
and women, and so your organization needs a certain
psychological maturity to recruit them in the first place.
Creative people can make uncomfortable companions, but
can you do without them?

Here is a list of characteristics to look for in studying refer-
ences, biographical data or during interviews:

� Superior general intelligence. That includes analytical
powers, as well as the ability to store and recall informa-
tion.

� A high degree of autonomy, self-sufficiency and self-
direction.

� Relatively little talkativeness or gregariousness. Creative
thinkers tend to be ambivert: a balance of introvert and
extrovert. If anything they tend towards introversion,
although they need contacts with stimulating colleagues.

� Marked independence of judgement. They are resilient in
the teeth of group pressures towards conformity in
thinking. They see things as others do, but also as they do
not.

� They often express part-truths vividly. It is their way of
drawing attention to the unobserved or unrecognized.
They may sound unreasonable. But remember George
Bernard Shaw’s provocative comment: ‘The reasonable
man adapts himself to the world: the unreasonable one
persists in trying to adapt the world to himself. Therefore
all progress depends on the unreasonable man.’

� A broad range of interests.
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� A special interest or motivation in the kind of ‘wagering’
which involves pitting oneself against problems or oppor-
tunities in which one’s own effort can be the deciding
factor. ‘There is no greater joy in life,’ said the inventor Sir
Barnes Wallis, ‘than first proving that a thing is impos-
sible and then showing how it can be done.’

� Sustained curiosity and powers of observation. Often they
are good listeners.

� Dedication and commitment to hard work.

� A truly creative individual lives closer to his or her
purposeful unconscious mind than other people. He or
she listens to the truth from within, in the form of intu-
itions. They inhabit more the world of imagination,
reverie and fantasy.

� They are able to hold many ideas – often apparently
contradictory ones – together in creative tension, without
reaching for premature resolution of ambiguity. Hence
they can sometimes reach a richer synthesis.

From the analysis it follows that if you do recruit or select
people with above-average creative ability for your team or
organization you will find that they tend to be looking for
certain compatible characteristics in you and your organiza-
tion. Selection is – or ought to be – a two-way process. Before
you take on creative people you should check whether or not
you have the environment (including leadership) in which
their talents will flourish. It is not much good hiring people
who are only going to become frustrated. What are their
expectations?
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EXPECTATIONS OF CREATIVE PEOPLE

Research has some clear messages on this score. It has identi-
fied the most important environmental factors in stimulating
or encouraging creativity. In order of importance they are as
follows.

Recognition and appreciation

Because the results of creative work are often postponed for a
long time (many geniuses in history received no recognition
in their lifetimes), creative people stand in special need of
encouragement and appreciation. The recognition of the
value or worth of their contribution is especially important to
them, particularly if it comes from those whose opinions they
respect. For example, winning a Nobel prize means a great
deal to a research scientist. Scientists in particular are often
competitive and achievement-oriented. Recognition matters
much more to them than money, though the latter is not
insignificant on the scale of reward.

Lewis Lehr highlighted the importance in 3M of giving
proper recognition:

One or two dozen times a year some new 3M project
reaches the level of $2 million in profitable sales. You might
think that drop wouldn’t get much attention in an $8 billion
ocean. But it does. Lights flash, bells ring and cameras are
called out to honour the team responsible for such an
achievement. We see in these fledgling projects the future of
3M. We also have recognition programmes for international
business successes, for purely technical achievements, and
for outstanding work in virtually every discipline within the
company.
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These awards rarely take the form of cash bonuses or trips
to Hawaii. We have found that, especially for technical
people, few things are more important than simply being
recognized by one’s peers for good work. Recognition is a
powerful incentive for innovation.

Freedom to work in areas of greatest
interest

While the predominantly analytical person concentrates and
focuses down, the creative person wanders in every possible
or feasible direction. Freedom to move is the necessary condi-
tion of creative work. A creative person tends to be most effec-
tive if allowed to choose the area of work, and the problems
or opportunities within that area, which arouses deep
interest.

Clearly within an innovative organization this freedom has to
be bounded by its definition of general purpose and by the
consequent parameters of its broad strategies. The Laboratory
for Molecular Biology at Cambridge, for instance, made it
clear to potential research staff that it was not in the business
of brain research. But if the mission statement of the organiza-
tion is properly focused – the horizon between the general, far
away and vague on the one hand, and the more specific and
more proximate on the other – then there will be a wide area
for exploration.

Successful innovative companies such as 3M lean over back-
wards to give individuals as much freedom as possible. Lewis
Lehr again:

Advice on rearing creative youngsters states that you don’t
provide children with colouring books and then warn them to
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stay inside the lines of the drawings. For management to
expect innovators to stay inside the lines is a paradox. Such
inhibiting boundaries may be job descriptions, detailed
instructions on how to do something, or any restrictive
language. Long ago we learnt that if you place too many
fences around people, they can easily become a pasture of
sheep. And how many patents are assigned to sheep?

In 3M the top management encourages the technical staff to
spend up to 15 per cent of their time on projects of their own
choosing. In other words, the company guarantees time for
people to work on pet ideas. They can at least start work on
something without waiting for management approval.

Sensible companies also establish a career path for creative
individuals separate from the management ladder, a corpo-
rate path that allows them to go on doing what they do best
as individual contributors. Some will want to become
manager-leaders, but others will prefer the freedom of
remaining individual contributors. For the latter, financial
remuneration and promotion can be linked directly to
successful innovation. Beyond these rewards they receive the
prize of earned freedom to work on whatever interests them.
Innovative organizations can also, of course, draw upon the
contributions of creative thinkers who are not their full-time
employees and therefore have a much greater freedom to
pursue their own interests.

Contacts with stimulating colleagues

‘Two heads are better than one,’ says the ancient Greek
proverb. Creative people need conversation with colleagues
in order to think, not merely for social intercourse. In the
social sense they may be inclined to be ‘loners’, but they
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cannot intellectually be ‘loners’ all the time. Organizational
structure should facilitate these formal and informal interac-
tions. Buildings, especially the position and character of
rooms where people congregate for coffee, tea or meals, play
an important part. Random meetings with colleagues and
visitors in such meeting places may spark off new ideas or
suggest new avenues of thought.

Encouragement to take risks

To quote Sydney Brenner’s words again, ‘Innovation is a
gamble.’ If you have never worked on the edge of failure, you
will not have worked on the edge of real success. Creative
people respond well to an organization which encourages
them to take calculated risks.

The above environmental conditions become motivational in
conjunction with the inner interests and drives of creative
individuals. The ensuing chemistry – the interaction of
creative individual and innovative group or organization –
produces the new goods and services. The resultant social
and economic advances, together with an invisible movement
of the human spirit, are what we collectively call progress.

There are other less important but still significant factors in
the environment which matter to the creative individual, such
as its tolerance of a degree of nonconformity or idiosyncrasy,
the opportunity to work alone as opposed to always being a
member of a group, and the level of financial reward. But the
important lesson for organizations is to look after the major
expectations first. The minor ones can be the subject of nego-
tiation.
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CREATIVE LEADERSHIP

Apart from being able to provide general direction and to
perform the necessary leadership functions – defining objec-
tives, planning, controlling, supporting, reviewing – to meet
the three overlapping areas of task, team and individual
needs, leaders who encourage creativity have some distinc-
tive characteristics. You may like to consider adopting them if
they are not already present in your approach. The useful
guidelines include the following.

A willingness to accept risk

The potential downside of freedom given to a colleague or
team, as we have seen, includes mistakes, failures or financial
loss. As delegation should not mean abdication, you as the
leader may well have been a party to the risk. You may at
least have understood the consequences of things not going
as intended or planned. You have to be willing to accept an
element of risk, for without freedom there would be no
mistakes. But to eliminate freedom is the biggest mistake of
all: freedom alone breeds innovation and entrepreneurial
success. Mistakes are a by-product of progress. Learn from
them, but do not dwell on them.

An ability to work with half-baked ideas

Ideas seldom leap into the world fully-formed and ready to
go. They are more like new-born babies, struggling and
gasping for life. Leaders who facilitate team creativity
demonstrate by example the value of listening to half-
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developed ideas and building upon them if they have merit.
They hesitate before dismissing an ill-formed idea or an
imperfect proposal, for it may contain the germ of something
really useful. It follows that team creativity in groups and
organizations calls for listening leaders.

A willingness to bend rules

Rules and systems have their place, but they can obstruct the
process of innovation dreadfully. A leader, as a member of the
management team, should respect rules and procedures but
he or she should not think like a bureaucrat. Sometimes
creative dyslexia – the inability to read rules – is a strength
rather than a weakness. Rules can sometimes be stretched
where they cannot be broken. Without this you end up by
being bogged down in organizational treacle – or, as Charles
Dickens said, ‘Skewered through and through with office-
pens and bound hand-and-foot with red tape.’ Remember
that Nelson once put his telescope to his blind eye. Having a
blind eye can be a strength on occasion, not a weakness.

An ability to respond quickly

On the new-baby analogy, some new ideas or projects need
sustenance quickly if they are going to survive. Leaders who
induce creativity should have a flair for spotting potential
winners. But that is not enough. The innovative organization
must have leaders who are able to commit resources and not
have to defer everything to committees or upwards to Higher
Authority. To be able to allocate or obtain small resources now
may be far better than being able to summon mighty
resources in a year’s time when it is too late. That is why some
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organizations appoint ‘project sponsors’ – senior managers
who are able to secure resources at a high level quickly for
promising ideas.

Personal enthusiasm

Only leaders who are highly motivated themselves will moti-
vate others. Enthusiasm is contagious. Moreover, enthusiastic
leaders and colleagues tend to be intellectually stimulating
ones. ‘Man never rises to great truths without enthusiasm,’
wrote Vauvenargues. Innovation usually deals in small truths
or incremental improvements, but the same principle holds
good.

KEY POINTS

� A house is made up of individual bricks. The quality of an
innovative organization depends ultimately and largely
upon the quality of the people you employ. Machines do
not have new ideas. Computers cannot create. Money
alone cannot create a satisfied customer.

� Look out for the characteristics – or clusters of characteris-
tics – which mark creative people. Ensure that many of
those you appoint have some of the characteristics.

� There will always be a tension between the needs of the
individual and the needs of the common task and the
needs of the group or organization. If you have good lead-
ership this tension should be a creative one. Under bad
management, however, it degenerates into conflict.
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� Creative thinkers and innovative doers will not stay with
you unless you give them recognition. Recognition and
appreciation come top of the list of expectations that
creative people bring with them to work.

� Creative leadership means the kind of leadership that
encourages, stimulates and guides the process of innova-
tion from beginning to end. The challenge of innovation is
largely the challenge of leading creative people.

What a man dislikes in his superiors, let him not display
in his treatment of his inferiors.

Tsang Sin

How to Motivate the Creative Individual

83





Many ideas grow better when transplanted into another
mind than in the one where they sprang up.

Oliver Wendell Holmes

A new idea almost invariably comes from an individual. But
it takes a team to turn it into something really useful.

From this principle, as stated thus, it would be easy to
dichotomize the process. The individual who has the new
idea is being creative, you might say, while the group or orga-
nization that develops it is being innovative. But this would be
an over-simplification. What the individual usually comes up
with is a half-formed idea. That is often, incidentally, the
result of a preliminary discussion with colleagues. Then that
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half-baked idea is creatively developed by one or more others
working like a team. The whole process is best called team
creativity.

The Japanese economy has been transformed by the practical
application of that concept. As individuals the Japanese
are not noted for their creativity. Indeed Japanese culture,
especially its educational system, has traditionally played
down individuality. ‘If a nail stands up, it will be hammered
down,’ declares a Japanese proverb bluntly. That is not a
spirit which develops much creativity in individuals. But in
groups the Japanese have shown themselves to be remark-
ably innovative. In the West we may have been over-empha-
sizing the role of the individual in the context of creativity.
If you look closely at creative thinking – even apparently
solitary creators like authors, inventors or artists – there
is a considerable input from others before and after the
emergence of a seminal idea. Being human and anxious for
personal recognition, individuals often over-emphasize
their own parts. And Western society conspires by recog-
nizing and rewarding individuals rather than teams for
creative work.

BUILDING ON IDEAS

How can team creativity be promoted in a group or an orga-
nization? One solution, which will be discussed in the
following chapter, is to introduce a new system of groups, like
the Japanese-inspired Quality Circles. If I may anticipate the
argument, however, such special groups only flourish under
a management which is already oriented towards team
creativity.
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The essence of the matter lies in attitudes. It is a question of
moving a group or organization away from the position
where the natural response to a half-baked idea is a negative
or critical one. The expression of a more positive attitude is
the observed willingness to build on ideas.

Let us visualize two meetings. In Group A a number of
suggestions are made or ideas put forward for consideration.
These ideas are not picked up or developed by anyone else.
They disappear into the pond with a ‘plop’. Some of these
plops might, of course, have the seeds of new ideas within
them. The meeting of Group A is shown in Figure 8.1.
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Figure 8.1 Group A at work
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The different lengths of lines represent the extent of contribu-
tion. Bill, for example, developed his ideas at some length,
whereas Jane made one short contribution which was hardly
heard above the hubbub of conversation. The listening skills
were low in Group A. Indeed they were confined to waiting
until other people had stopped speaking so that each could
have his or her turn to talk. More often than not, two or three
people were speaking at the same time.

You will notice that Group B, shown in Figure 8.2, is
composed of the same individuals as Group A, but they are
now acting differently. Instead of waiting for their turn to
speak they are listening for ideas. When they see an idea they
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Figure 8.2 Group B at work
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do not shoot it down. If they perceive some merit in it they
will build on it. On the left-hand side of the diagram Jim, for
example, proposes a certain solution. Sally develops the idea
further. Jack then works on it. What he says inspires Sally
who comes back with some further modifications and the
team realizes that it has a workable idea.

Further to the right, Jack at first develops an idea of Jane’s in
one direction. Then he seeks a link with an idea originated by
Bill (which Mike has already made into a better one). Sally
and Jim then work on the resultant new idea, bringing it to
fruition.

The model is not unlike an aerial photograph of a game of
football, with ‘touch-down’ being scored at the bottom end.
Group A, you recall, scored no touch-downs. By working as a
team, however, in their new colours as Group B, they became
remarkable successful.

The secret is changing attitudes and moving from the nega-
tive or critical mode of thinking into the positive or construc-
tive one. As Winston Churchill said at one cabinet meeting, in
some exasperation at his timorous colleagues, ‘Every fool can
see what is wrong. See what is good in it!’

BRAINSTORMING

One of the great contributions of brainstorming as a tech-
nique is that it highlights this importance of building on
ideas. Group brainstorming is a fairly well-known technique
– certainly I have described it more than once in my previous
books – and so I shall not dwell on it here. But there are a few
simple ground rules which the leader must make sure are

Team Creativity

89



understood by all present at a brainstorming session. Besides
outlining the problem, he or she should explain at the start:

� Judicial judgement is ruled out. Criticism of ideas will be
withheld until later.

� ‘Wildness’ is welcomed. The crazier the idea the better; it’s
easier to tone down than to think up.

� Quantity is wanted. The more ideas piled up, the more like-
lihood there is of winners.

� Combination and improvement are sought. In addition to
contributing ideas, participants are invited to suggest
how another’s idea can be turned into a better idea; or
how two or more ideas can be joined into still another
idea.

These are the guidelines. A leader should put them into his or
her own words because a brainstorm session should always
be kept informal. Here’s how one leader interpreted the first
principle to one of his groups:

If you try to get hot and cold water out of the same tap at the
same time, you will get only tepid water. And if you try to crit-
icize and create at the same time, you can’t turn on either
cold enough criticism or hot enough ideas. So let’s stick
solely to ideas – let’s cut out all criticism during this session.

A few incurable critics may still ignore the guidelines and
belittle what others have suggested. Such transgressions
should be gently warned against, and – if persistent – firmly
checked. For the spirit of a brainstorm session can make or
break it. Self-encouragement and mutual encouragement are
both needed. The kind of criticism that cramps imagination,
however, breeds discouragement.

Leadership for Innovation

90



There are few people who have participated in brainstorming
sessions who have not experienced a ‘chain-reaction’: when
minds are really warmed up, and a spark from one mind will
light up a lot of ideas in others like a string of fire-crackers.
Association of ideas comes into play, so that an idea put into
words stirs your imagination towards another idea, while at
the same time it stimulates associative connections in other
people’s minds, often at a subconscious level.

Putting ideas into words, however ill-formed, is the vital step
in brainstorming.

TEAM CREATIVITY IN ACTION

The invention of Scotch Tape is a highlight in the story of 3M,
the Minnesota corporation that grew from being a maker of
mediocre sandpaper into an international conglomerate:

The salesmen who visited the auto plants noticed that
workers painting new two-toned cars were having trouble
keeping the colours from running together. Richard G Drew,
a young 3M lab technician, came up with the answer:
masking tape, the company’s first tape. Drew then figured
out how to put adhesive on it, and Scotch Tape was born,
initially for industrial packaging. It didn’t really begin to roll
until another imaginative 3M hero, John Borden, a sales
manager, created a dispenser with a built-in blade.

You can see that members of this company had learnt to build
on one another’s ideas. The process of innovation is largely
incremental. It requires the efforts and contributions of a team
if an idea is to be brought successfully to the marketplace.
Rarely is an idea marketable as it is conceived in someone’s
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mind. It generally takes some research, much refining and a
lot of hard work – sometimes over years – before it comes into
common usage.

With hindsight, in the clear light of success or failure, it seems
obvious what were the good ideas and what were the less
feasible ones. In the early stages, however, the distinction is
not too apparent. ‘The sublime and the ridiculous are often so
nearly related,’ wrote Thomas Paine, ‘that it is difficult to
class them separately. One step above the sublime makes the
ridiculous, and one step above the ridiculous makes the
sublime again.’

The ability to suspend judgement for a time – both as an indi-
vidual thinker and as a team member – is important. The
ability, too, to build on other people’s ideas, improving or
combining them, is essential. But these two abilities do not
exhaust the repertoire of skills required in a member of a truly
innovative organization. The ability to criticize in an accept-
able and diplomatic manner – in the right way, at the right
time and in the right place – has also to be developed.

Here team creativity transcends brainstorming which, by
definition, eliminates criticism. It is really no more than a
snapshot of one phase of creative teamwork. Analysing and
evaluating are equally necessary phases in the shared mental
process. Again, as in the case of synthesizing and imagining,
when it comes to analysing and evaluating there is a musical
relationship between the individual thinker and the group.
The ‘solo’ thinker may suggest themes developed by a section
of the orchestra; another soloist may take forwards a refrain
identified by the players as a whole.
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TEAM CREATIVITY AND
ORGANIZATION

Looking at the organization as a whole, the team creativity
principle stresses that everyone has a contribution to make to
the innovative process. It is as if there is a continual conversa-
tion going on within the organization about its products and
services, about its structures and about its environment. It
ought to be a learning conversation, the principal means by
which the organization thinks in the sense of trying to teach
itself what it should be and do. In this respect an innovative
organization will resemble a true university.

Team creativity cannot be organized, but there are structures
which encourage it, provided you have selected the right
participants. The ethos of a group or organization is obvi-
ously important. The right climate will encourage people to
express ideas, however half-formed. Members are able to
discipline themselves in order to suspend judgement. They
listen for ideas. They build and improve on one another’s
contributions. In other words, the conversation in that organi-
zation is positive, confident but realistic, and essentially
constructive. Criticism is necessary, too, because it is a vital
ingredient in effective thinking. How is it to be done?

HOW TO CRITICIZE OTHER PEOPLE’S
IDEAS

‘A new idea is delicate,’ said Charles Brewer. ‘It can be killed
by a sneer or a yawn; it can be stabbed to death by a quip and
worried to death by a frown on the right man’s brow.’
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The management of criticism is almost as important as the
management of innovation. Criticism has to be done.
Expensive mistakes may occur, leading organizations up
blind and profitless alleyways, if ideas are not evaluated
rigorously at the right time. Henry Ford used to content
himself with three questions:

� Is it needed?

� Is it practical?

� Is it commercial?

These questions do have to be pressed home hard in commer-
cial and industrial organizations. But they should not be
applied prematurely in the creative process. Sometimes ideas
have to evolve quite far before any practical and commercial
use becomes apparent. But tested they must be by others at
various stages of their life history. The good ones are those
that can jump the hurdles of criticism.

Testing or criticizing other people’s new ideas – and being on
the receiving end of that treatment – is often not a pleasant
process. It can be downright demoralizing to the receiver. We
have to learn ‘the manners of conversation’. In our context of
criticism, that means learning to express our views with tact
and diplomacy.

Francis Crick, co-discoverer with James Watson of the double
helix, describes in his biography, What Mad Pursuit! A personal
view of scientific discovery (1988), two valuable lessons about
criticism. He had joined the group studying molecular
biology in the Cavendish Laboratory at Cambridge, which
formed the nucleus later for the independent Laboratory for
Molecular Biology. The group was under the general supervi-
sion of Sir Lawrence Bragg, a Nobel laureate for his work on
X-ray crystallography.
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At this time Crick was over 30, with no research record to
speak of. But he told the group that they were all wasting
their time for, according to his analyses, almost all the
methods they were pursuing had no chance of success. He
read them a paper – only his second research paper – entitled
‘What Mad Pursuit!’ – a quotation from Keats’ Ode on a
Grecian Urn. He continues:

Bragg was furious. Here was this newcomer telling experi-
enced X-ray crystallographers, including Bragg himself, who
had founded the subject and had been in the forefront of it
for almost 40 years, that what they were doing was most
unlikely to lead to any useful result. The fact that I clearly
understood the theory of the subject and indeed was apt
to be unduly loquacious about it did not help. A little later I
was sitting behind Bragg, just before the start of a lecture,
and voicing to my neighbour my usual criticism of the subject
in a rather derisive manner. Bragg turned around to speak to
me over his shoulder. ‘Crick,’ he said, ‘you’re rocking the
boat.’

There was some justification for his annoyance. A group of
people engaged in a difficult and somewhat uncertain under-
taking are not helped by persistent negative criticism from
one of their number. It destroys the mood of confidence
necessary to carry through such a hazardous enterprise to a
successful conclusion. But equally it is useless to persist in a
course of action that is bound to fail, especially if an alterna-
tive method exists. As it has turned out, I was completely
correct in all my criticisms with one exception. I underesti-
mated the usefulness of studying simple, repeating, artificial
peptides (distantly related to proteins), which before long
was to give some useful information, but I was quite correct
in predicting that only the isomorphous replacement method
could give us the detailed structure of a protein.
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I was still, at this time, a beginning graduate student. By
giving my colleagues a very necessary jolt I had deflected
their attention in the right direction. In later years few people
remembered this or appreciated my contribution except
Bernal, who referred to it more than once. Of course in the
long run my point of view was bound to emerge. All I did was
to help create an atmosphere in which it happened a little
sooner. I never wrote up my critique, though my notes for the
talk survived for a few years. The main result as far as I was
concerned was that Bragg came to regard me as a nuisance
who didn’t get on with experiments and talked too much and
in too critical a manner. Fortunately he changed his mind
later on.

Crick points us here to one aspect of the truth about criticism.
Sometimes an individual needs to be courageous in chal-
lenging accepted views, and to persist in criticism despite
group pressures to conform. Such criticism may be voiced in
vivid language in order that it may penetrate the thick hides
of fixed ideas and win a hearing for itself. It may be
consciously rejected, Crick notes, but it is yet to have influ-
ence at a subliminal level on the corporate unconscious mind
of the group, perhaps even altering its direction of thought.

That was not, however, the only lesson about criticism that
Crick learnt:

I received another lesson when Perutz described his results
to a small group of X-ray crystallographers from different
parts of Britain assembled in the Cavendish. After his
presentation, Bernal rose to comment on it. I regarded
Bernal as a genius. For some reason I had acquired the idea
that all geniuses behaved badly. I was therefore surprised to
hear him praise Perutz in the most genial way for his
courage in undertaking such a difficult and, at that time,
unprecedented task and for his thoroughness and persis-
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tence in carrying it through. Only then did Bernal venture to
express, in the nicest possible way some reservations he
had about the Patterson method and this example of it in
particular. I learned that if you have something critical to say
about a piece of scientific work, it is better to say it firmly but
nicely and to preface it with praise of any good aspects of it.
I only wish I had always stuck to this useful rule.
Unfortunately I have sometimes been carried away by my
impatience and expressed myself too briskly and in too
devastating a manner.

Being able to operate effectively in a situation that calls for
team creativity does invite you to develop the skill of giving
criticism in a constructive way and with good manners. It is
obviously easier to accept criticism of one’s ideas or work if it
is offered in the same positive spirit and delivered with the
same tact and diplomacy. But avoid dismissing criticism that
has none of these hallmarks.

KEY POINTS

� Team creativity points to the fact that more than one
person is involved in any significant act of creative
thinking. This is even more apparent when it comes to
innovation. To develop a product or service from an idea,
however mature, self-evidently requires creative team-
work.

� At the core of team creativity is the capacity to build upon
or improve other people’s ideas, and to subject your own
ideas to the same process. ‘The typical eye sees the 10 per
cent bad of an idea,’ writes Charles F Kettering, ‘and over-
looks the 90 per cent good.’
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� Building on ideas sounds a simple recipe, and so it is. But
it presupposes a positive and constructive ethos, mutual
encouragement, and the ability listen.

� Although it may be focused in particular meetings or
even in departments, such as research and development,
team creativity should embrace the whole organization. It
should be a basic theme in the endless conversation of any
organization that seeks to be innovative.

� The brainstorming technique illustrates the benefit of
separating imaginative thinking from critical thinking.
But ideas do have to be subjected to rigorous evaluation at
some stage or other. To be able to give criticism effectively,
and to receive it, is an art that has to be learnt.

Don’t try to get your wild geese to fly in formation.
Thomas J Watson, founder of IBM
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The creative act thrives in an environment of mutual
stimulation, feedback and constructive criticism – in a
community of creativity.

William T Brady

Each person who works with you has about 10,000 million
brain cells. Each of those cells can link up with about 10,000 of
its neighbours, giving some 1 plus 800 noughts of possible
combinations. He or she has more brain cells than there are
people on the face of the earth. Your challenge as a leader is to
elicit the new ideas and fresh thinking that are potentially
there in those who work for you. ‘In the coldest flint there is a
hot fire.’

99

Harvesting Ideas

9



One way of doing so is to introduce what could be called
innovative systems, notably Suggestion Schemes and Quality
Circles, which are designed to encourage and harvest ideas at
work.

Managers who are not leaders tend to believe that all prob-
lems can be solved by introducing a system. But systems are
usually only half the solution. The other half is the people
running them and the people participating in them. That
spells out the need for leadership at all levels, together with a
sound recruitment policy coupled with a comprehensive
training programme. There is no such thing as instant innova-
tion.

SUGGESTION SCHEMES

In 1857 the Chance Brothers of Smethwick, surprised when
their workers suggested ways of improving production and
saving on materials, hit upon the idea of putting a wooden
box where such ideas could be posted. The scheme proved to
be of immense worth to the firm and to the workers. It was
the world’s first Suggestion Scheme.

‘The enthusiastic support of top-management is essential,’
concluded the US writer Alex Osborn in a survey of
Suggestion Schemes. He ridiculed those managers who
merely affixed a box for suggestions in the work place and sat
back to await a few million-dollar ideas.

How do you increase the yield and quality of ideas? Osborn
underlined the importance of focus. It is not enough to take a
general theme each year, such as customer service or sales.
Ask some pointed questions. Give people a fairly specific
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direction for their thinking. For, as Osborn said, ‘Our imagi-
nations must have bones to gnaw upon.’

A leadership team that is eager for innovation – one which
expects ideas and which is determined to generate them – is
much more likely to enjoy a successful and profitable
Suggestion Scheme. That is the first requirement. The second
essential is simplicity. Keep your Suggestion Scheme as
simple as possible. The more complicated and bureaucratic it
becomes, the less effective it will be.

A quick response to new ideas or suggestions is also essential.
Knowledge of results is always motivating. Conversely, not
knowing what has happened to your bright idea for months
on end is extremely demotivating and demoralizing. The
system must be such that participants know fairly soon if the
organization is saying yes, no or wait.

If the answer is no, it is important to explain why in some
detail. That requires either a personal letter or, preferably, a
short meeting. Research suggests that people are not demoti-
vated if their idea is rejected, provided the reasons for doing
so are set out clearly and convincingly. Needless to say, even
junior colleagues are in as much need of tact and diplomacy
when their ideas are being rejected as scientists, managers or
professional people.

‘Pride is really the first thing that matters; the money comes
second. To be picked out of a corporation like British Airways
is really something.’ So said Michael Rowlerson, winner of a
national competition for suggestions in the UK, when asked
about the large cash prize he received from British Airways
for suggesting how to remove corrosion from the inside of the
undercarriage struts.

To repeat the point, the general consensus is that money is not
the prime motivator when it comes to generating new ideas:
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recognition and sense of achievement are way ahead of it. But
that should not prevent companies from giving more realistic
monetary prizes both as signs of recognition and also as
incentives to others.

Suggestions Schemes, to enjoy success, need to be marketed
internally. Special events, publicity, newsletters and local
newspaper or radio, together with a lively and compelling
promotional booklet, are all ingredients in keeping the system
alive and functioning well. Never expect any system to go on
working without maintenance, revision and re-inspiration.

Granted these ingredients, Suggestion Schemes are a most
valuable system for harvesting innovative ideas. At one food
manufacturing company, for example, one employee, origi-
nally a butter packer, moved into design engineering as a
result of a suggestion he made to redesign a machine. He was
given a week off with a design engineer to put his suggestion
into practice, and the redesign saved the company over
£500,000 in the next eight years.

QUALITY CIRCLES

The drawback of suggestion schemes is that – as presently
constituted – they do not make use of the key principle of
team creativity. It is an innovative system that is highly indi-
vidualistic. By contrast, Quality Circles do employ team
creativity. For a Quality Circle is a group of 4 to 12 people
coming from the same work area, performing similar work,
who voluntarily meet on a regular basis to identify, investi-
gate, analyse and solve their own work-related problems. The
Circle presents solutions to management and is usually
involved in implementing and later monitoring them.
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Each Circle has a team leader. Within an organization the
groups are supported and coordinated by a facilitator. You
can see that Quality Circles are an innovative system super-
imposed upon the existing structure of the organization. This
has pros and cons. It could be argued that existing groups or
teams, under supervisors and line managers, do not in prac-
tice engage in team creativity. Therefore it is necessary to
introduce a new system designed to that end. On the other
hand, adding new systems – a mini-hierarchy of Quality
Circles and their leaders under facilitators who, in turn, come
under coordinators or steering committees – offends against
the principle of keeping organizations as simple as possible.

Quality Circles have flourished best in Japan. It is tradition-
ally important in Japan to ‘gather the wisdom of the people’.
As we have seen, the Japanese are usually much more
creative in groups than as individuals. Japanese industry was
once notorious for shoddy workmanship and low quality
merchandise, yet Japan emerged as one of the strongest
economies in the world. There are other factors, such as a
policy of long-term investment, in that success story, but the
conversion of the Japanese to the gospel of quality comes high
on the list. At one time it was estimated that 11 million
Japanese workers were organized into Quality Circles, and
children were taught in school the problem-solving tech-
niques used by Quality Circles.

SUCCESS FACTORS FOR QUALITY
CIRCLES

Experience has shown that the following factors are very
important for the success of Quality Circles:
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� Top leadership support. As in the case of suggestion
schemes, the most senior leader in the division, company
or department has to be seen to be committed to the
programme, making it clear by word and example that he
or she expects all the management team to give their
active support. That means committing employee time for
regular Circle meetings, attending Circle meetings when
invited and helping approved solutions to be imple-
mented.

� Voluntary participation. Members and leaders are volun-
teers. Getting anything off the ground is much easier if
people are not compelled to take part.

� Training. Facilitators, leaders and members are properly
trained in teamwork, in problem solving and in presenta-
tion skills. At the beginning of a programme, at least the
facilitator (and often the first leaders) will have been
trained by a consultant or other professionally competent
resource. The facilitators often subsequently train leaders
and help them in turn to train their Circle members.

� Shared work background. The first Circles will have been
formed by people from the same work area. This shared
work knowledge helps a faster development of the essen-
tial teamwork and also helps the Circle members to
contain problems to those under their direct control. In
manufacturing, Circles are usually formed from people
doing similar work, but in service areas the members may
be engaged in different aspects of a common process such
as dealing with orders or paying invoices.

� Solution-oriented. Circles work in a systematic way on
solving problems – not just discussing them – investi-
gating causes, looking for improvements, testing solu-
tions and whenever possible being actively involved in
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implementation. The management must take care to see
that suggested solutions are implemented once they have
been accepted.

� Recognition. Circles are not paid directly for their solu-
tions, but management will arrange for proper recogni-
tion, for example by means of visits to special events or by
contributions to social functions.

The main reason why Quality Circles fail, it must be empha-
sized, is the lack of management support. They get off to a
good start but rarely continue beyond the honeymoon period.
It follows that certain criteria should be present in an organi-
zation before Quality Circles can be successfully introduced.
The company culture should be an open one, which encour-
ages participation. There must also be a willingness to
provide the relevant facts and information to enable
employees to make an informed contribution. Industrial rela-
tions must be reasonably healthy. There should be a long-
term commitment on the part of management at all levels,
together with a readiness to provide the necessary training
resources.

TOWARDS TEAM CREATIVITY

Some companies are already developing the Quality Circles
concept towards the total team creativity approach outlined
above. One Scottish microelectronics firm, for example, set 18
task teams to work on a production line problem. As a result,
the line was closed for more than two weeks and a new air
system was built, but the loss of time and production was
minimized. ‘In the old days the manager or supervisor would
have wandered in and tried to do something,’ said one team
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member. ‘The whole process would have been greatly
prolonged, the loss much greater.’

Suggestion Schemes and Quality Circles are really only step-
ping-stones leading towards the fully-fledged innovative
organization. Such an organization will place a premium on
creative thinking from the top downwards. It will ensure that
it recruits a significant number of creative thinkers at all
levels. All its organized groups – a sales team in a given
region, for example – will be capable of working as a team on
new ideas and innovations. The board of directors and the
executive committee will in this respect lead by example, for
strategic thinking calls for team creativity.

One implication will be that individuals who show promise
as creative or innovative thinkers will spend some of their
time outside their departments or divisions contributing as
members to intellectual project groups. Set up to solve macro-
problems or to explore strategic opportunities, these task
teams will be inter-disciplinary in nature, for diversity breeds
creativity. All employees joining such an innovative organiza-
tion will be fully briefed at recruitment stage as to what will
be required of them in relation to innovation, including this
possibility of being invited to work in project groups.

Outstandingly innovative companies, such as 3M, have led
the way in this respect. Lewis Lehr emphasizes the role of
teamwork in 3M in bringing a new idea to market:

The whole process of commercializing a new development
is not like a relay race – in which the scientist completes his
or her lap and passes a baton to production people, who in
turn run their lap and pass the baton to a sales force for the
final leg of the race. Ideally there is communication and
consultation among all functions at every step. They often
form what we call a business development unit to exploit the
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new product or business ideas. Such a team may transcend
the existing organization structure and be loosely formed as
a matrix system.

THE IMPORTANCE OF TRAINING AND
EDUCATION

No farmer harvests from the soil unless he or she invests in it.
To operate an innovative organization with a culture of team
creativity does presuppose a trained and educated workforce.
Apart from technical training, everyone today needs training
in the skills and techniques of effective thinking: analysing,
imaging (using the brainstorming technique), valuing, and
how the mind works – especially the positive part played by
the unconscious mind in restructuring problems and
providing solutions.

A broader education is also to be encouraged, for an innova-
tive organization is by definition also a learning organization.
Anything that stirs up, excites or trains the 10,000 million
brain cells of each team member is worth supporting. Visits to
interesting places – not all directly work-related – can be espe-
cially rewarding. Several years ago, while reviewing the King
Tutankhamen exhibition in Washington’s National Gallery of
Art, one roving employee of Hallmark suddenly pictured the
famous gold death mask as a puzzle for children. That idea
paid off more than half a million dollars to the company.

We must now visualize the innovative organization of
tomorrow as a community of creativity. From the directors
downwards every group in the organization will come to see
itself as a team which is part of a yet wider team. Creative
interaction will stimulate individual ideas: individual
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thought or reflection will in turn feed back into group meet-
ings or into the ongoing conversation of the organization as a
whole. Much more use will be made of task teams in the field
of innovation. Value will be placed upon training in effective
thinking skills and communication skills, upon education of
the whole mind, and upon self-development within one’s
chosen area of work.

KEY POINTS

� Systems and structure are important, but they are only
half of the matter. The other half is the people who use the
systems: their leadership and team membership skills,
training in effective thinking and, above all, sustained
commitment.

� Suggestion Schemes should have the merit of being
simple. If properly managed, they are a valuable ingre-
dient in promoting or encouraging creative thinking
among the workforce.

� Quality Circles apply the principle of team creativity. As
experiments, they have benefited from being voluntary.
But innovative organizations should be harvesting ideas
from all their staff. Each leader-manager should now be
trained to run creative problem-solving meetings of his or
her group, or delegate that function to a colleague with a
natural aptitude for performing it.

� Training in skills and technique is necessary, but in
creative thinking a wider approach also pays off in the
long term. Education that develops the whole person,
together with travel to look at other industries or to meet
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customers, helps to stimulate ideas and keep brains fit for
innovative thinking.

� There are always reasons for not becoming an innovative
organization, not least the fact that it costs money to go
down that path. But can you afford the alternative?

� Innovation is more likely to come from people when their
leader expects it.

More creativity is the only way to make tomorrow better
than today.

Anon
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There is a natural opposition among men to anything they
have not thought of themselves.

Sir Barnes Wallis

To innovate means to introduce or bring in something new.
The word itself comes from the Latin novus, new, which
appears in other English words such as novice, renovation
and novelty. Innovation is a form of change. Change,
however, is a much wider concept than innovation. For all
changes are not necessarily innovations.
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THE HUMAN NEED FOR CONTINUITY
AND CHANGE

Our need for both continuity and change predisposes us to be
considerably ambivalent about change. Part of our nature
may see the need for it and either welcome it eagerly or
accept it with resignation; the other part of our nature may
deeply regret its appearance and fight against it in order to
preserve the existing order. For we also have a conservative
tendency: it leads us to seek to maintain existing views,
conditions or institutions.

This general truth about human nature, namely that we are
all attracted in varying degrees by both newness and oldness,
is influenced by individual psychology. Your age, for
example, is a factor. People are more inclined to change when
they are younger, and they grow more conservative as they
grow older. ‘Young men are fitter to invent than to judge,’
wrote Francis Bacon, ‘fitter for execution than counsel, and
fitter for new projects than settled business.’

But this generalization is riddled with exceptions. There are
young men and women who have old heads on their shoul-
ders. Equally, the fact that you have to grow older does not
mean that you have to become old. When it comes to creative
thinking and innovation, an old eagle is often better than a
young sparrow.

How we perceive what is new, of course, varies from indi-
vidual to individual. What is blindingly new to one person
may be ‘old hat’ to another. But this difference may be more
apparent than real. For the general concept of newness is like a
diamond with many facets. Basically new describes things
that have recently come into existence or use. It may be
equally applied to something that is freshly made and unused
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(a new loaf of bread), or to something that has not been
known before (a new design), or to something not experi-
enced before (a new job). But perhaps its most common
meaning refers to being recent or original, such as something
just invented, created or developed – a new book, just
published, or a new tin-opener, based upon an entirely
different mechanical principle.

In this latter sense the phrase ‘brand new’ is sometimes used
for emphasis. A brand new pair of shoes, for example, is one
which has just been bought. Incidentally, new is also used as a
synonym for fresh in the sense of unprejudiced, such as, for
example, a new (or fresh) approach to controlling pollution of
the seas.

Novelty is almost the same as newness, but not quite, for it
has some overtones. Novelty stresses the quality of newness.
So we are inclined to call it novelty when we see or experience
something that we perceive to be new, strange and unprece-
dented.

Bearing in mind that we like to maintain some sort of thermo-
static balance between continuity and change in our lives,
what appears to be novel in the sense of totally unfamiliar
and totally without precedent is liable to arouse mistrust and
fear. ‘Man has a limited biological capacity for change,’ writes
Alvin Toffler. ‘When this capacity is overwhelmed, the
capacity is in future shock.’ Again individual psychology
comes into play here: what some find stimulating others will
find shocking.

Cultural factors also influence our appetite for the new.
Highly sophisticated, wealthy and leisured men and women
may not only need new dishes to stir jaded appetites, but also
large injections of novelty to stimulate their satiated minds.
For many, novelty is indeed like a drug, subject to the law of
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diminishing returns. They are also prone to the ‘newer-is-
truer’ fallacy.

‘The nature of men is greed for novelty,’ wrote the Roman
statesman Pliny the Elder. Larger cities and urban cultures
breed this mental restlessness. It was evident in ancient Rome
in Pliny’s day, and still more so in ancient Athens. A contem-
porary of Pliny’s, the Christian author of the Acts of the
Apostles, commented: ‘Now all the Athenians and the
foreigners living there spent their time in nothing except
telling or hearing something new.’ Much later even the great
Mozart fell victim to this greed for novelty. Vienna, the glit-
tering capital of the Austrian empire in the 18th century, was
much like Rome or Athens in this respect. After The Marriage
of Figaro and Don Giovanni, both successes elsewhere, had
flopped in Vienna, and after his later symphonies excited
little interest, a friend told Mozart: ‘At first one gets acclaim
and money. But after a few months the Viennese want some-
thing new.’

To summarize: both our welcoming of and our resistance to
change have their roots in human nature. Broadly speaking,
they stem from our partly unconscious need for a homeostatic
balance between continuity and change. If we have too much
change happening in our lives at any one time we tend to
emphasize and preserve continuity. Too much change breeds
insecurity and uncertainty: we lose our moorings in the river
of time. Too much continuity, however, is equally bad. It stirs
up our appetite for change. ‘Such is the state of life,’ wrote
Samuel Johnson, ‘that none are happy but by the anticipation
of change. The change itself is nothing; when we have made
it, the next wish is to change again.’
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UNDERSTANDING THE FORCES OF
RESISTANCE

It follows from the above analysis that the response to inno-
vation is going to be very different according to the situation
and the people involved. To some extent the perception by
individuals of change will be governed by the social culture
and corporate sub-culture in which they live and work.
Western and westernized countries are generally predisposed
towards change, at least since the 19th century. Tennyson
sounded the trumpet call: ‘Let the great world spin for ever
down the ringing grooves of change.’

But that does not mean there is no inertia or resistance to
change. Because of our homeostatic balancing of continuity
and change we may resist change that is sudden, unexpected
or very great, especially if it affects us personally. As Samuel
Butler wrote, ‘Any very great and sudden change is death.’
We may experience a kind of resurrection after it, but the
actual experience of change may be perceived as painful and
life-threatening.

If the change – proposed or actual – is attended with great
dangers and uncertain effects, it is especially likely to arouse
anxiety or fear. We are more ready to try the untried when
what we do is inconsequential. Hence the remarkable fact
that many inventions had their birth as toys.

How do you deal with the potential enemies of change?
I suggest that there are five principles that need to be
applied according to the needs and characteristics of the
particular situation you have in mind. Let us consider each
one in turn.
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PRINCIPLE ONE: PLOUGH UP THE
GROUND

No farmer sows seeds into hard, frozen or unyielding
ground. You have to prepare the way for change. Unless you
can create some dissatisfaction with things as they are, you
cannot induce a willingness to change. Complacency is a
greater enemy to change than fear.

Go out into the highways and byways of your organization
and cry out in a loud voice:

A thing is not right because we do it.

A method is not good because we use it.

Equipment is not the best because we own it.

Your first target must be the assumptions and fixed ideas of
the organization: the luggage it brings from its successful
past. Organizations and long-established groups are like indi-
viduals in that respect. ‘It is not only what we have inherited
from our fathers that exists again in us,’ wrote Henrik Ibsen,
‘but all sorts of old dead ideas and all kinds of old dead
beliefs… They are not actually alive in us; but they are
dormant, all the same, and we can never be rid of them.’

Therefore innovation often comes when a fresh mind,
untrammelled by these dead ideas and assumptions, enters a
traditional industry. Sir Henry Bessemer, the British civil
engineer who invented the Bessemer Process for converting
molten pig-iron into steel, once said: ‘I had an immense
advantage over many others dealing with the problem in as
much as I had no fixed ideas derived from long-established
practice to control and bias my mind, and did not suffer from
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the general belief that whatever is, is right.’ But in his case, as
with many ‘outsiders’, ignorance and freedom from estab-
lished patterns of thought in one field were joined with
knowledge and training in other fields.
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Case study: Nestlé seeks expert help for
chocolate

He is best known for such dishes as duck sweetbreads and cream,
parmesan foam with raspberry muesli, and Kellogg’s Corn Flakes
paella; it is almost impossible to get a table at his restaurant; and
now Ferran Adrià, Spain’s most celebrated chef, has turned his
attention to the humble chocolate bar.

The chef, whose El Bulli restaurant, two hours’ drive from
Barcelona, is said by some to be the best in the world, has agreed
to improve the flavour of Cailler chocolate bars for Nestlé, which
had admitted that its sales of the confectionery were in need of
‘beefing up’ – especially since its own research suggested that
people are regaining their taste for premium chocolate.

Nevertheless, the coming together of the astonishingly creative
chef and the rather more staid Swiss multinational might surprise
some. Adrià is renowned for using screwdrivers and blow torches
to make some of his dishes and for making mouth-watering foams
from just about anything, fish, fowl, fruit, you name it (for Nestlé,
he is said to be working on a jasmine-tea-flavoured chocolate
bar).

Last year Nestlé also signed up the French architect Jean Nouvel,
designer of the Pompidou Centre in Paris, to revamp its brands.
Luis Cantarell, director of Nestlé in Europe, said: ‘These two
personalities will work at the same time to renovate the brand,
create a new “universe” and create completely new products.’



Ask plenty of questions. Why are we doing it this way
rather than any other? What are the criteria for success?
What is the evidence that we are being successful? When
did we last review these procedures? Who among our
competitors is doing things differently and with what results?
Where is the key research and development being done in
this area?

These questions, repeated often, are like the points of a pneu-
matic drill digging up the hardened roads of organizational
procedures. For you cannot sow seeds of change on tarmac
roads. Organizational practices and procedures are rather like
roads. ‘When a road is once built,’ wrote Robert Louis
Stevenson, ‘it is a strange thing how it collects traffic, how
every year as it goes on, more and more people are found to
walk thereon, and others are raised up to repair and perpet-
uate it, and keep it alive.’

PRINCIPLE TWO: MARKET YOUR IDEAS

‘In the modern world of business,’ says the advertising
magnate David M Ogilvy, ‘it is useless to be a creative original
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thinker unless you can also sell what you create. Management
cannot be expected to recognize a good idea unless it is
presented to them by a good salesman.’

In other words, the onus is on you to persuade others that the
proposed change is a good one, bearing in mind Henry Ford’s
three questions: ‘Is it useful? Is it practicable? Is it commer-
cial?’ As money is the language of business, you have to be
able to show that – at least in the middle term – the new idea
or innovation will cut costs, add to profits or serve some other
legitimate corporate interest. You sell ideas best by pointing
out the benefits it will confer upon the ‘buyer’, be he or she an
external customer or an internal member of the same organi-
zation as yourself.

In the legal sphere you are not allowed to act as judge in your
own case. Your own ideas do need to be subjected to critical
evaluation by others. ‘New ideas can be good or bad, just the
same as the old ones,’ remarked Franklin D Roosevelt.
Organizations, like society at large, have to protect them-
selves against needless innovation, including some of your
brainchildren. The ‘newer-is-truer’ assumption is so often
found to be a false one.

In an innovative organization, with developed team
creativity at work, your critics will have open minds. They
will perceive the positive element in what you are proposing.
They will test your ideas and, if necessary, reject them with
tact. Or they may accept them and build upon them, so that
the process of innovation gets underway. You can help them
to see the value of a proposed change if you present it to indi-
viduals and groups with skill.

Some creative thinkers are quite adept at finding their way
through the political undergrowth of the organization. Others
are not so good at presenting their ideas, getting them
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accepted and securing the necessary resources. That is where
introducing the system of project sponsors can be such a
help. Someone high in the organization is appointed to help
the innovator gain access to resources and to protect the
project when it falters. It is not an easy assignment, even
in such innovative organizations as 3M, as Lewis Lehr
writes:

Acting as a sponsor for an untried project is no picnic. Most
sponsors, I believe, tend to bet on people rather than on
products. We have a saying at 3M that, ‘The captains bite
their tongues until they bleed.’ This means they have to keep
their hands off the project. The first virtue of a sponsor is
faith. The second is patience. And the third is understanding
the differences between temporary setback and terminal
problem.

It is at this level – the level of the sponsor – that there is
opportunity to plant the seeds of innovation. Make spon-
soring an explicit part of the job description for every top
manager. When managers come in for appraisals, they
should be asked about the new projects under their wings.
The economics of projects is not the first issue to raise.
Stress, instead, the vision of payoff.

In organizations which rate low in creativity and innovation,
and do not appoint sponsors to act as godparents to new
ideas, the process is considerably less effective and much
more painful for all concerned. William James summed up
one typical sequence: ‘First a new theory is attacked as
absurd; then it is admitted to be true but obvious and insignif-
icant; finally it is seen to be so important that its adversaries
claim that they themselves discovered it.’
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PRINCIPLE THREE: HAVE A PRACTICE
RUN

‘What is conservatism?’ asked Abraham Lincoln. ‘Is it not
adherence to the old and tried against the new and untried?’
Men and women tend not to believe in new things until they
have experience of them. Therefore why not suggest an
experiment? If something is tried and tested, so that it can be
matched against the present state, then it is much more likely
to be accepted.

Experiment involves only limited commitment. People are
usually more comfortable with that. It is only worth
conducting, however, if there will be a fair and comprehen-
sive review of the results. That does not preclude hard debate,
for results are often open to several interpretations and it is
important to arrive at the truth of the matter.

In the politics of innovation the proposal for a trial run in one
sector of the organization is often an acceptable compromise
for the conservatives. Its drawback is the extra time it adds on
to the bill. Indeed it can be used merely as a delaying tactic by
those who have no intention or willingness to change. But it is
always wise to assume the best motives in your adversaries. If
you trust people, they may let you down; if you don’t trust
them, they will do you down.

‘Progress is the mother of problems,’ wrote G K Chesterton.
You only have to contemplate the problems posed to us by the
advance of science to see the truth of his statement. If any
change is made there will be manifest and latent consequences.
The manifest consequences are the ones that can be foreseen;
the latent ones only emerge during or after the innovation has
been made.
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Sometimes hindsight shows that the innovation has not
yielded the promised benefits. Perhaps the original product
or service had some quality which has been lost in the
improvement. In that case, if it is not too late, why not revert
to the original? Hence the wisdom, if time permits, of
conducting trials or experiments before adopting any innova-
tion wholesale. Who would like to fly in a new aircraft that
had not undergone rigorous test flights?

PRINCIPLE FOUR: MAKE CHANGE
INCREMENTAL

Inertia is not a detriment in every circumstance. It protects
individuals and organizations from an oversensitive response
to fluctuations in conditions. Only when change – social,
economic and technological – is rapid in the environment
does it become a liability. For rapid change calls for a rapid
response.

Organizations that put their head in the sand and ignore
change may find that they have to make sudden and rela-
tively great changes in order to catch up and survive. This
form of crisis management should be avoided. It arouses too
much anxiety and fear about the personal consequences of
change. Gradual or incremental change is much better. As we
have seen, innovation should always be evolutionary rather
than revolutionary. Wearing these clothes it is much less
threatening.

Therefore innovation should be planned in gradual stages, as
part of a continuous process of adaptation to changing
circumstances. It should not be a panic response to change
that is now taking an organization by the throat because
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yesterday that same organization failed to take it by the hand.
Use the time available carefully to communicate about the
need for change, experiment and review. ‘Desire to have
things done quickly prevents their being done thoroughly,’
reflected Confucius. With innovation it is usually best to
make haste slowly.

PRINCIPLE FIVE: LEADERSHIP IS
ESSENTIAL

‘Nothing great was ever achieved without enthusiasm,’ wrote
Emerson. If the top leadership is not committed to and enthu-
siastic about change, it will not happen. Why? Because there
is an element of risk in even the best prepared and planned
innovation. Not all the consequences or side-effects can be
foretold. There is plenty of room for uncertainty and fear.
Leaders of innovation need to show moral courage, commit-
ment and enthusiasm if they are to keep people moving on
the path of progress. They should share their courage and
conceal their fear.

One vital leadership skill of the chief executive is winning the
commitment of others – especially the top management team
– to a sustained strategy of innovation. That means first
enfranchising managers to participate in strategic thinking.
Then the door of decision making must be opened at all levels
so that everyone participates in how to implement change in
so far as it affects their area of responsibility. Without imple-
mentation – making it happen – the early stages of creative
thinking, research and experimental trial runs will be so
much wasted effort.
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In conclusion, change may be an untidy process, but it need
not be carried out in a disorderly way. Innovation may not
always turn out as planned, which may create tension. But
that is not an argument against all attempts to plan and
manage it. Managers who are leaders can do much to create
and nurture a climate in which innovation happens. There are
too many challenges and problems outside the organization
awaiting attention, without leaders and managers having to
expend too much time and energy overcoming negative resis-
tance to change within it.

KEY POINTS

� People tend to be ambivalent about change. Our needs for
continuity and change are homeostatically balanced. We
are more likely to respond positively to change if it is
gradual and not too unfamiliar or strange. Very great or
sudden change tends to alarm us.

� In overcoming this natural resistance to change it is neces-
sary first to plough up the ground. Create dissatisfaction
with the way things are. Remind your organization that a
person does not have to be ill in order to get better.
Challenge hidden assumptions and fixed ideas. There is
always a better way.

� If you cannot communicate you cannot innovate.
Innovation cannot happen without a team effort, and a
team or organization will not swing into action unless you
and your fellow spirits persuade them to do so.

� The third principle is to offer those resisting change the
possibility of an experiment. That capitalizes on our
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human preference for making only limited commitments
before we see our way forwards clearly.

� The strength of innovation lies in its incremental nature.
Innovation, in contrast to creativity, implies the accumula-
tion of small changes across the board. Therefore, present
it as a form of evolution and be content with slow but
steady progress.

� Without good leadership desired change will not happen
in time. Leaders need both personal qualities, notably
enthusiasm, and professional skills to involve others in
decision making and the management of change.

People support what they help to create.
Anon

Overcoming Resistance to Change

125





Innovation is our motto. The only trouble is that we do
not practise it.

Anon

It is not easy to keep alive the spirit of enterprise and innova-
tion – which implies an element of risk-taking – in business
organizations. As they get bigger and older they tend to
become more risk-averse. They cease to be enterprises,
marked by boldness and strenuous endeavour, and settled
down into a sedentary, comfortable middle-age of bureau-
cracy. This phenomenon is not new. A worried Roman called
Servaeus Africanus wrote to the District Governor of Middle
Egypt in AD 288 as follows:
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It is apparent from the accounts alone that a number of
people, wishing to batten on the estates of the Treasury,
have invented titles for themselves, such as controller,
secretary or superintendent, whereby they procure no
advantage to the Treasury but swallow up the profits.

Rationalization in a business, like pruning fruit trees, is rela-
tively easy. It usually produces short-term gains, which add
to its attractions. It consists of reducing the headcount, elimi-
nating low-margin or unprofitable product or service activi-
ties, and endeavouring to raise productivity. In other words,
it focuses on loss elimination. Such benefits will be more diffi-
cult to secure in the future.

Valuable though such rationalizations are, moreover, they do
not address the real question: How do we grow the business?
Any answer to that question is bound to include successful
innovation coupled with imaginative marketing. That in turn
calls for business leaders with a developed entrepreneurial
instinct. They alone will have the will to take more calculated
business risks.

Old-style management – command and control, rationalizing
and bureaucratic – is giving way to one demanding real lead-
ership and creativity, supported by good systems-manage-
ment and administration in depth. The successful companies
of the future will be those that have developed excellence in
products or services, together with the managerial leadership
of sufficient quality and depth to exploit the opportunities of
the world marketplace.

No innovative activity – introducing change, altering old
ways of doing things, playing midwife to new ideas – can be
risk-free. However carefully planned or closely calculated,
there is always something that has to be left to chance. You
can rattle the dice for so long, but then you have to throw
them.
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The best chief executives and executive directors are
constantly asking what the next step is. They are impatient.
They love the quest for new products, new markets, new
challenges and opportunities. This restless search for oppor-
tunity spurs them on.

Too many managers only reach for what is in their grasp.
They do not stretch themselves or their colleagues. By hard
work and by the exercise of good judgement, however,
leaders demonstrate time and time again that challenging but
realistic targets can be achieved. However careful or calcu-
lating in their approach to risk, they recognize when they
have to commit a lot of money or resources on the basis of
information that is less than complete. Seldom will it be a
one-man or one-woman decision. Many meetings and consul-
tations often take place, but at the end of the day a wise chief
executive knows that all depends upon his or her ability to
assess a risk in the light of the projected benefits and potential
downside, and then to reach a balanced and reasonable deci-
sion. As the ancient Greek proverb says, ‘Change fights ever
on the side of those with practical wisdom.’

It is essential for business leaders, then, to accept the risk
element in decision making, especially when it comes to inno-
vation. Risk means the possibility of loss or injury. But if
you never go out on a limb you will not pluck the best fruit.

In a world where there is an irreducible element of chance or
luck it is inevitable that some projects or enterprises will not
succeed. It is no use worrying about these possible failures.
The leader is not paid to worry: his or her job is to resolve and
decide. Worry prevents you from doing that. As one chief
executive said to me:

Worry is nothing more than a substitute for action or a failure
to recognize that there is no course of action open. It may be
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a result of failure to think things through, or fear of finding
out. If unchecked it would consume my energy, confuse my
thinking or force me into something that I shouldn’t do at all.

But an element of concern about the future is unavoidable in
life: at least it keeps you awake. The fact that you have learnt
to handle worry does not remove it. There are two important
principles. First, let the worry precede the decision rather
than follow it. As an Arab proverb says, ‘Men sleep well in the
Inn of Decision.’ Second, no leader is privileged to worry
aloud or in public. People are always watching. Undue
concern, uneasiness or panic can spread like wildfire. School
yourself to act as if nothing is happening. Calm, confident
and collected leadership creates a climate that is conducive to
success.

If failure occurs, how does the organization respond?
Organizations that fear failure so much that they establish
all sorts of controls to ensure that it does not happen do not
have that problem. Unfortunately they do not have many
successes either. They have condemned themselves to medi-
ocrity.

A chief executive of a company was recently summoned to
the corporate headquarters of the international group for
whom he worked. He had just made a substantial loss on a
major project and therefore he was expecting to be dismissed.
At the end of his meeting with the President, however, neither
the loss nor his imminent departure had been mentioned. As
he stood up to leave he said, ‘It’s good to know I have still got
a job. I must confess I thought you would fire me today as a
result of that substantial loss.’

‘Fire you?’ replied the President. ‘Hell, no, your education has
just cost me $1 million!’
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Provided that failure is not the consequence of recklessness or
incompetence, innovative organizations will not exact
revenge or make scapegoats. It is usually easy to be wise after
the event. Although you should endeavour to be wise before
the decision, it is no good belabouring yourself for not
knowing then what you know now. Put it down to experience
in your ledger of successes and failures. As they say, you can’t
win them all. Oscar Wilde once defined experience as the
name we give to our mistakes.

It all comes back to the real commitment and leadership of the
chief executive and the top management team. If they are
firmly resolved upon profitable growth through team
creativity, then the challenge of innovation will be met. Even
with a good track record, do not leave anything to chance.
Certainly, the best way to lose an innovative edge is to spend
too much time admiring a successful past. A good reputation
is history, nothing more. Good companies must always search
for excellence.

KEY POINTS

� To innovate is not to reform: it is introducing useful
change. Because innovations are new and untried (or only
partially tried) they carry risks of various kinds. For
humans, as Benjamin Franklin said, ‘The way to be safe is
never to be secure.’

� The essence of business is trading for profit. Profits are
really the wages you are paid for innovating and taking
risk within a social capitalist economy.
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� An innovative organization has to learn to live with risk.
Risk cannot be justified, however, if no one bothered to
weigh or calculate it. To underestimate risk sometimes
signals lack of experience or judgement, but to ignore risk
altogether is plain foolhardiness.

� Entrepreneurial business leaders have to be able to assess
risk and make decisions in conditions where all the infor-
mation is not available. That is why they make good inno-
vators. ‘Few moments are more pleasing,’ wrote Samuel
Johnson, ‘than those when the mind is concerting
measures for a new undertaking.’

He who dares nothing, need hope for nothing.
English Proverb
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