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Introduction 

 

Over the course of the Results Collaborative on Creating a Culture of Sustainable Innovation Leadership 

organized by Executive Networks in 2013/2014, the outside experts and Collaborative participants 

focused on three key competencies that build the infrastructure for innovation success and sustain 

innovation activities within a corporation.  They also shared tools and examples to demonstrate how an 

emphasis on Talent, Shared Beliefs, and Processes can build and sustain a culture of innovation.   

 

 
 

In this white paper, we’ll recap the role that Talent, Shared Beliefs, and Processes play in building a 

corporate environment where innovation can thrive.  We’ll also identify a fourth critical component – 

strategic alignment - which provides direction and binds the three other competencies together.   

 

Designed and implemented appropriately, these four focus areas will lead to more innovation, better 

and more innovative ideas, reduced resistance from corporate culture and more consistent and 

successful commercialization of new products and services.  While each competency is important on its  
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own, their value is magnified when they are considered holistically.  Real change cannot be created by 

focusing on and improving one competency to the detriment of the others.  Talent, Shared Beliefs, and 

Processes must be developed simultaneously, and all three must be developed in light of strong 

corporate strategy and strategic alignment.   

 

In the following pages, we’ll define innovation and the various types of innovation organizations seek, 

we’ll then examine each competency, and finally, we’ll discuss tools and methods to improve innovation 

capability and capacity.  We’ll examine why the competency is important to innovation and how it relies 

on and relates to the other competencies we’ve identified.  Finally, we’ll point out some of the tools and 

templates that may help improve these competencies that were introduced in the Results Collaborative. 

Innovation Defined 

From a business perspective, innovation in its simplest form is the creation and introduction of 

something new that will create economic value. Economic value is generally measured by increases in 

revenue and decreases in costs. 

Innovation is not a goal, but rather is a mechanism to achieve a business goal.  Business organizations 

need to continually enhance their products, services and operations to remain competitive and viable in 

the markets they chose to compete. Innovation is a way to help an organization stand out from the 

crowd, be more competitive and achieve economic growth. 

According to Jeff Lindsay, Cheryl Perkins, and Mukund Karanjikar in the article Conquering Innovation 

Fatigue: Overcoming the Barriers to Personal and Corporate Success, the difficult part of defining 

innovation lies more in identifying the goals a company is trying to achieve and the capabilities it must 

acquire in order to meet its goals (chief among them being growth). The complexity lies in defining what 

is required to achieve learnable, predictable and repeatable innovation when and where it is needed all 

while avoiding innovation fatigue. 

Degrees of Innovation: 

 Incremental – including items such as line extensions or feature updates 

 Sustaining – higher value creations giving more competitive advantage 

 Breakthrough - involves launching an entirely novel product or service rather than providing 

improved products and services along the same lines as currently 

 Disruptive - A game-changing innovation that helps create a new market and eventually disrupts an 

existing market  (This definition is provided in The Innovator's Dilemma: When New Technologies 

Cause Great Firms to Fail by Clayton M. Christensen) 
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Definitions of Innovation Types 

It is helpful to provide a definition of each horizon in the model (see Figure 1). Each horizon definition 

relies on the same series of criteria. The criteria include product parentage, brand equity, technology, 

packaging, manufacturing requirements, timing and capital investment. 

 

 

Figure 1 

 

Incremental Innovation 

Incremental Innovation, sometimes called Renovation, addresses near-term, current market changes. 

Development in this type of innovation is typically the responsibility of the individual division or business 

unit. This incremental innovation addresses sustaining competitive edge and includes material upgrades, 

and product and packaging feature improvements and upgrades. It also includes like-product line 

extensions.  

 

Sustaining Innovation 

Sustaining Innovation addresses the development needs adjacent to current markets. It is the 

responsibility of the division or business unit to address the advancement of the business unit’s  
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competitive positions. It includes repositioned base products, packaging, advanced material, ingredient, 

and product and packaging design upgrades. It also includes near-term brand extensions.  

 

Breakthrough Innovation 

Breakthrough Innovation developments are often the responsibility of the new product development or 

venture team. These developments advance the company’s competitive position by filling out the 

product and packaging offerings in new spaces. Breakthrough Innovation includes category 

enhancements, new-to-the-world products, businesses, services and technologies. 

 

Disruptive Innovation 

A Disruptive Innovation is a game-changing innovation that helps create a new market and eventually 

disrupts an existing market, often displacing an earlier technology. Often, the incumbents are motivated 

to ignore the innovation as it typically offers “worse” performance in terms of established metrics for 

mainstream customers, but offers new benefits of convenience, low-cost, portability, etc., that appeal to 

low-end users or non-users. The disruptive innovation improves product or service in ways that the 

market does not expect and ultimately changes the entire market.  

 

Innovation Framework 

With these definitions in mind, we’ll turn our attention to the Innovation Framework of Shared Beliefs, 

Talent and Processes developed during the Collaborative and how that can be used to create a culture 

of innovation. 

 

Shared Beliefs 

It may seem strange to start a discussion on improving innovation capacity by focusing on Shared 

Beliefs, or what is commonly called corporate culture, but while this competency is the least tangible, it 

is also the most formidable in terms of resistance to change.  Corporate culture is the aggregation of 

formal and informal hierarchies, shared beliefs, power structures, decision making criteria, risk 

tolerances and corporate history.  Corporate culture introduces new employees to corporate thought 

and attitudes.  Corporate culture assists employees and teams in making decisions about the correct 

course of action, where to invest resources, which projects or actions should receive priority, and how 

much change or risk to introduce in any situation.  More than any individual or executive, corporate 

culture dictates how work gets done, and which work gets done. 

 

Corporate culture protects and sustains existing corporate structures, bureaucracy, products and 

management strategy, and informs and directs managers and employees about their actions, attitudes  
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and perspectives.  These shared beliefs will tell the company what to think about innovation, how to act 

in the face of new ideas and where and when to commit resources.   

 

The first step any organization should take when undertaking an innovative program or initiative is to 

assess the existing culture and its readiness and willingness to accept new ideas, to introduce risk and 

uncertainty, and to understand how the culture will respond.  It’s often the case that an initial 

assessment will identify significant cultural barriers and resistors for innovation, and the assessment will 

indicate areas or functions to address.  During the Results Collaborative, we identified several cultural 

assessments, including Dan Denison’s, Gerry Tellis’s and the North Carolina State Culture Assessment. 

The most important aspect of assessing organizational culture and its connection to innovation is 

understanding those cultural attributes that must be preserved because they foster innovation, or those 

that must be changed because they hinder innovation. 

 

While culture is a significant barrier to innovation, culture is not easy to change and will not change 

quickly.  While any firm can innovate in an emergency or crisis, once the crisis is addressed, corporate 

culture will spring back into place and the same barriers and resistors will emerge.  The best way to 

change culture is with focus, discipline and the understanding that culture will change slowly.   

 

There are five levers to consider when focused on cultural change, especially when seeking more 

innovation acceptance: 

1. Strategic focus and corporate goals 

2. Constant communication 

3. Recognition/Celebration 

4. Reworking evaluations and compensation models 

5. Providing tools and creating time and space for ideas, research, experiments  

 

Five Key Cultural Levers 

Strategic alignment is the process of linking the innovation strategy with corporate vision, goals, 

objectives, and strategies. The lack of a shared vision, purpose and strategy is a significant obstacle to 

corporate innovation. To enable strategic innovation, leaders should define clear growth and innovation 

strategies to guide teams in the organization. 

 

Communication is vital to cultural change because what executives talk about, what they reinforce, and 

what they highlight sends signals to the rest of the organization.  If executives talk about innovation, set 

priorities and goals, establish measures and metrics and constantly communicate the importance of 

innovation, the rest of the organization will take notice, but only if that communication is followed up  
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with actions – new projects, new ways of thinking about priorities and resource allocations, new 

budgets and so forth. 

 

What executives and managers celebrate will also play a big role in the shift of the culture.  Innovation 

will lead to some successes, which are easy to highlight and celebrate, but may also lead to a lot of 

“failures”.  What the executives do with failures matters more than their behaviors relating to the 

successes.   

 

Perhaps the most important cultural change has to do with how people are evaluated and compensated.  

People are rationale actors.  They will read and interpret their evaluation criteria and will work to 

maximize their earnings and likely promotion based on what their stated goals and measures are.  If 

innovation is not included in their evaluation and is not critical to promotion or compensation, they will 

pay lip service to innovation and constantly reject innovation activities for tried and trusted activities 

that lead to more responsibility, a greater chance of success and increased compensation.   

 

Significant time during the Results Collaborative was focused on how to recognize and reward 

innovation; however, consensus was not achieved on any one best approach. While different 

approaches may be appropriate depending on a company’s culture and priorities, one thing is common 

across companies – holding people accountable and recognizing them for innovation-related 

performance is critical. 

 

The final cultural lever combines tools and time.  Cultures adopt and reinforce tools and processes, and 

every organization needs time – time to experiment, to think beyond the current products and 

problems, to dream up new ideas.  Both concepts are vital.  Providing tools with no time frustrates 

innovators.  Offering time but no tools or processes typically leads innovators to revert to trusted tools 

and processes which are focused on efficiency, not innovation. 

 

There is a significant amount of overlap across Shared Beliefs, Processes and Talent.  In our short review 

of Shared Beliefs we’ve highlighted the importance of time and tools, which include processes, and the 

importance of winning the hearts and minds of the people, which is all about Talent.  All of this work is 

directed by and focused on strategic goals.  Trying to change one without understanding the other 

critical factors is difficult. 

 

Talent 

Innovation relies on the great insights, creativity and ability of interested, engaged people.  While 

everyone can be engaged in an innovation activity, it’s also true that the capabilities that develop and 

sustain innovation are widely distributed, and few people are truly innovation experts.   
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The talent within any organization, at the leadership level and at the manager or staff level, must be 

improved and cultivated to sustain innovation success.  Further, the talents and capabilities that sustain 

efficiency and “business as usual” are vital, but are often in conflict with the talents and skills necessary 

to create and sustain innovation.  In many instances, innovation teams are selected from the “best and 

brightest” who have excelled in everyday projects but who stumble when leading or conducting 

innovation projects.  That’s because the skills and temperament to succeed in business as usual projects 

are different from those needed for innovation projects.  Fortunately, anyone can become aware of the 

differences, and the traits and skills can be developed or recruited.   

 

There are four actions that are critical to developing innovation talent:  identifying, developing, 

acquiring and leading. 

 

Identifying Talent 

As we discussed in the section on shared beliefs, an assessment may be the best first order of business.  

While most organizations can identify their “high potential” employees, these measures often use 

metrics that evaluate people based on efficiency and profitability frameworks, rather than creativity and 

innovation traits.   

 

It’s definitely important to recruit successful leaders and managers to innovation work, but it’s also 

critical to recruit people who have high innovation capacity and latent innovation skills and traits.  These 

people are often overlooked or rejected by traditional talent assessment techniques, because they are 

prone to reject the status quo and seek change, or they have exceptional creativity that is not valued in 

a business or process that values repetition.   

 

Finding the organization’s best and most capable innovators is a good first step, and this can be 

accomplished using several different types of assessments, including Myers-Briggs, KAI, FourSight and 

OVO’s InnoTraits™ assessments, as Jeffrey Phillips described in the Results Collaborative. The most 

useful assessments are those that distinguish leadership and behavioral competencies that are specific 

to driving innovation. 

 

Building Talent 

Beyond identifying the best talent and leadership, organizations need to develop innovation skills and 

build a common innovation approach and language.  There is important interaction and interplay 

between talent and a subsequent competency, processes.  The innovation teams and talent that are 

recruited need common, shared tools, processes and methods that everyone agrees are valuable.  Once 

the processes and tools are agreed upon, innovation teams need training in the use of those tools.  This 

training requires a combination of classroom introduction and hands-on examples.   
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Innovation tools and techniques require different types of thinking than every day project tools, so 

practice with the tools and techniques is helpful.  It’s critical to identify valuable innovation tools and 

find the right mix of classroom training and hands-on practice that allow good innovators to build their 

awareness of the tools and skills and become familiar with their use. Much of the content during the 

Results Collaborative was intended to provide a deeper understanding of innovation related tools and 

frameworks. 

 

Acquiring Talent 

Even after training existing teams on new innovation tools and methods and building new skills, there 

may still be a lack of innovation skills and competencies.  Many organizations find it helpful to acquire 

innovation skills and creative thinking through the use of external resources – innovation consultants, 

creative agencies – to add to or to extend their innovation teams.  These external resources provide new 

perspectives and introduce new ways of thinking and new attitudes which will stretch the thinking of the 

internal innovation team.   

 

Beyond the use of external consultants, organizations can also acquire talent or extend the team by 

hiring new people who bring new skills, insights or perspectives to the team.  Understanding the talent 

and skill level of the existing team, and identifying strengths and gaps helps determine if and how the 

organization needs to augment innovation capacity. 

 

Leading Innovative Talent 

Perhaps one of the biggest challenges is managing and leading innovative talent.  Generations of leaders 

and managers have learned how to manage in the efficient, “business as usual” models and frameworks.  

They understand and know in their bones how to manage people and processes within these 

frameworks.  But to build and sustain innovation they need to learn how to develop and manage people 

who think differently and apply unusual and unfamiliar tools and processes.  They need to become more 

familiar and comfortable with risk, uncertainty and ambiguity.  They need to stretch scope and 

boundaries to discover new ideas, to enter new markets.   

 

The best innovation leaders remake themselves as innovation participants and leaders while they are 

building and sustaining their innovation teams and capabilities.  Scott Kaufman, one of the 

entrepreneurs featured at the Results Collaborative, exemplified many of the competencies leaders 

need to exhibit to sustain innovation.  Irrespective of whether leaders are entrepreneurs or big company 

executives, their job is to foster an environment where risks, experimentation, failure, and learning from 

mistakes are all viewed as expected elements of the innovation process. 

 

While innovation leadership training exists, the best way to gain these skills is through actual, practical 

innovation project leadership.  During the Results Collaborative, Cheryl Perkins introduced some of  
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these aspects in her leadership characteristics presentation, and Ian Ziskin provided additional insights 

with his summary of the Role of Leaders and HR Leaders in Innovation. There are a number of things 

leaders can do if they want to create a culture of innovation. Knowing what’s on the list of best practices 

for leading innovation and innovative talent is helpful, but the distinguishing factor between the best 

innovation leaders and all the rest is…execution. 

 

Processes 

Of the initial triumvirate we have identified (Talent, Shared Beliefs, and Processes), processes are 

probably the least important for innovation success in the long run and most important in the short run.  

That’s because innovation demands come quickly, and when the demands are presented it’s hard to 

quickly ramp up innovation skills and talent, or to have a significant impact on culture or shared beliefs.  

 

When the innovation demands are highest, it is often easiest to accept and implement an innovation 

process, which will simplify the innovation tasks for teams that probably aren’t prepared, and create a 

roadmap through a somewhat resistant corporate culture.  A defined innovation workflow, supported 

by valuable innovation tools and methods, can guide an inexpert team through important but unfamiliar 

innovation activities and can reduce cultural anxiety brought on by the fact that innovation is occurring 

in a corporate culture that is not prepared for change.   

 

Over time, as innovation skills are developed and replicated through the business, as the best innovators 

are identified and skills reinforced, as the corporate culture begins to welcome innovation rather than 

resist it, a definitive innovation process will become less top of mind and less important, because it will 

become second nature.  Until that time, however, the innovation process is what guides the talent and 

what challenges the culture. 

 

The idea of implementing a new “process” can be daunting.  It’s taken many firms years to get their 

existing processes working effectively, and introducing new processes could suggest a lot of work, as 

well as the possibility of disrupting existing processes.  What should be described is a “workflow” – an 

organized, disciplined way to approach innovation in a step–by-step fashion, which leads innovators to 

the right tools and decision frameworks at the right time.  This workflow is segmented into phases or 

steps, and the steps contain activities which are supported by innovation tools and techniques.  Defining 

and implementing this innovation workflow assures that nascent innovators understand when and why 

to use unfamiliar innovation tools, and helps obtain the best possible outcomes given the 

circumstances. 

 

There are a number of innovation methods and approaches available, from traditional “funnel” 

approaches such as OVO’s Innovate on Purpose methodology, or Scott Kaufman’s Five Step 

methodology.  Other innovators have introduced different lenses or perspectives, including IDEO’s  
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Design Thinking methodology or the concept of Open Innovation, which was defined by Chesbrough and 

has spawned a number of methods and solutions.  Each of these provides a model or template for 

innovation workflow which could be adopted and must be modified to fit the culture and business 

realities of any company seeking to build more innovation competency. These innovation processes are 

the tools that provide a common language and methodology by which innovations can occur. They 

supplement, but do not substitute for, Talent and Shared Beliefs.  

 

Strategic Alignment / Corporate Goals 

The Executive Networks Innovation Framework identifies three overlapping circles representing Talent, 

Shared Beliefs, and Processes.  What goes unstated in this diagram is the “glue” that binds these 

capabilities together and provides energy and focus for change.  These three competencies don’t 

naturally work together, and certainly don’t work with urgency to create change unless and until there 

are significant threats to corporate success or a compelling corporate strategy that directs their energy.   

 

This is why strategic alignment and corporate goals are so vital to innovation frameworks.  Strategic and 

corporate goals are the driving force that creates energy and urgency for change.  If goals and urgency 

are missing or poorly communicated, these three competencies will continue to work independently 

and with little innovation urgency, continuing to do what they do well and rejecting change and 

uncertainty.  Clear corporate goals and strategic alignment are necessary to focus attention, cause these 

factors to refocus their energy and to bind them together to create the organizational change that’s 

necessary to build innovation competencies and to retain innovation capability and success. 

 

It is often said that ideas should “bubble up” from people close to the customer, and to a great extent, 

that’s probably correct.  But innovation environments and frameworks must be directed and created 

based on the passion and engagement of executives from the top down, who have the energy, 

commitment and ability to introduce change and to commit dollars and resources to shift the 

organization’s focus and priorities.  If the executives don’t create clear goals and strategy, and can’t 

create strategic alignment, the three competencies identified above cannot and will not create enough 

change to build an innovation competency or framework, much less sustain the competency. 

 

It’s difficult to overstate how interdependent Talent, Shared, Beliefs, Processes, and Strategic 

Alignment/Corporate Goals are, and why they are so critical to sustained innovation success.   
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Conclusion 

Creating a culture of innovation is about mastering the interplay between Talent, Shared Beliefs, and 

Processes, as well as the Strategic Alignment and Corporate Goals required to align these organizational 

capabilities. The Results Collaborative on Creating a Culture of Sustainable Innovation Leadership 

provided a wide array of content, frameworks, models, practices, and tools to drive innovation.  
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