
 

 

The Language of Innovation 

OVO Innovation 

Final Draft 

September 3, 2014 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

©NetCentrics Corporation 2014.  All rights reserved. 

 

  



Contents 
 

 

Introduction .................................................................................................................................................. 3 

Why is language a problem? ..................................................................................................................... 3 

Benefits of common definitions, common language ................................................................................ 4 

Why do we lack shared definitions and language for innovation? ............................................................... 5 

Building from the basics ................................................................................................................................ 5 

“Context” .................................................................................................................................................. 6 

Rationale ................................................................................................................................................... 6 

Communication ......................................................................................................................................... 7 

Actions to improve definitions, language and communication .................................................................... 8 

Conclusion ..................................................................................................................................................... 9 

Innovation Terms of Art Defined ................................................................................................................ 10 

 

 

 

  



Introduction 
Ask any innovation “expert” about the biggest challenges facing corporate innovators and you’ll get a 

range of answers.  Some will point to corporate culture as a significant barrier.  Some will point to the 

lack of familiarity with innovation tools and methods, or a lack of time or resources.  Some will suggest 

that the challenges lie in how innovation is framed, or what lens or perspective is applied.  And all are to 

some degree correct.  Every one of the issues defined above presents challenges for sustained 

innovation. 

I’d like to propose another significant challenge, but one you’ll rarely hear nominated by innovation 

experts.  The challenge I have in mind seems innocuous, and easy to solve, yet it presents innovation 

challenges in every company.  We encounter the problem every day, and it causes many of the 

challenges listed above.  In fact, just in these two paragraphs we’ve probably already encountered the 

problem.  That’s right, since you are reading this we are communicating.  If we are communicating, 

hopefully we are using shared definitions and language.  Definitions, language and communication 

comprise one of the largest challenges that corporations face when they innovate. 

Why is language a problem? 
Language presents a significant innovation challenge for a number of reasons.  First and probably most 

importantly, many of the words or phrases associated with innovation have multiple meanings, and the 

context or meaning of the words isn’t shared.  For example, even the word innovation is fraught with 

uncertainty.   Is innovation a strategy, an activity or a desired outcome?  All of these answers are correct 

depending on the context.  How can we possibly communicate effectively when the language we use is 

so inexact?  We often ask our clients to define what innovation means to them. Does it refer to a team 

or an activity – an innovation team or an innovation project?  Does it refer to an outcome? Does it mean 

small changes to existing products?  Does it refer to developing completely “new to the world” products 

or services?  You see we can all hold very different contextual understandings of the word “innovation” 

and we would all be correct.  The problem with those different contextual definitions is that they have 

very different implications.  A small change to an existing product may be “innovation” but the 

investments, training, risk profile and other aspects of pursuing that type of innovation differ markedly 

from creating a new to the world product or service.  While we all may be in violent agreement that 

“innovation” is important, our sense of scope, investment, timelines, risk factors and returns can be very 

different. 

If merely defining the word “innovation” is difficult, what happens when we begin to introduce terms of 

art that modify or enhance innovation, such as game-changer, incremental, disruptive, open and many 

others?  Innovation is subject to a wide array of modifiers, all of which are used by people who rarely 

take the time to agree on definitions or context.  No wonder innovation activities often devolve into a 

literal Tower of Babel. 

What happens when people lack a common definitions, language and context? Poor communication, 

which leads to confusion, projects that don’t deliver expected results, misallocated resources, misplaced 

priorities and inefficiency. Leaders define innovation objectives and goals, earnestly believing that they 



have communicated effectively.  Innovation teams listen and respond to what they hear, interpreting 

innovation words and phrases in their own context. While each stakeholder in the conversation believed 

they were communicating effectively, the definitions were not shared and context and intent were 

lacking.  This leads to misallocation of resources, duplication, a lack of alignment and eventually 

confusion, and the sense that innovation doesn’t deliver value.  Outcomes, deliverables and investment 

decisions are all influenced by the lack of common language and shared definitions.   

As confusion sets in, so does frustration.  Communication failures are puzzling, since we communicate 

frequently and successfully so often.  When communication fails reasonable people assume that the 

error lies with the “sender”.  Perhaps the concepts haven’t been carefully defined, or the messages 

developed effectively.  Or, worse, perhaps commitment is lacking.  It is not uncommon for executives to 

pay lip service to a strategy with no intent to change investments or priorities.  This results in the well-

known “flavor of the month” management edict, in which management propounds a new philosophy for 

a short period of time without changing programs or investments, only to create a new ‘flavor of the 

month” a short time later.  When the definitions, language or communications are mishandled or 

garbled, people tune out or create their own interpretations.  Innovation is difficult enough when 

people are aligned and engaged.  It is almost impossible when people believe their time and attention is 

wasted because messages or goals aren’t clear. 

The need for good communication scales as the size of the company or the scope of the effort increases.  

Shared definitions, common language and good communications are even more important in larger 

organizations because senior executives don’t have the opportunity to communicate directly with their 

managers and staff.  Instead they broadcast announcements and leave the detailed communication and 

follow up to their direct reports.  If the definitions or wording is unclear or not shared, the messages will 

be placed into familiar context, meaning that often the innovation message is reduced, watered down, 

simplified or placed in the language and context of day to day operations.  This “waterfall” effect means 

that in each communication context and messaging is sacrificed.   

Benefits of common definitions, common language 
Common language and shared definitions are vital to every day communication.  When we factor in the 

amount of risk, uncertainty and ambiguity involved in innovation work, creating common definitions and 

language takes on a whole new level of importance.  Since people will be working with unfamiliar tools, 

attempting to create new products or enter new markets, and investing significant monetary and 

personnel resources, achieving excellent communication is vital. 

If we can create common definitions, shared language and improve communication around our 

innovation tasks and goals, a number of benefits can be realized:   

 A reduction in stress, uncertainty and ambiguity 

 An increase in idea flow and innovation effectiveness 

 An increase in the “signal to noise” ratio 

 Faster team building and ramp-up 

 Less confusion and doubt 



 An increase in transparency 

 Improved alignment of all involved stakeholders 

 Eliminating or reducing misunderstandings or misinterpretations 

 A reshaping of corporate culture 

Why do we lack shared definitions and language for innovation? 
I believe it’s clear that most firms lack common definitions and shared language for innovation.  There 

are at least three compelling reasons for this:  the increasing specialization in corporate silos, the 

intense focus on efficiency over innovation, and the relatively recent emergence of innovation as a 

corporate focus. 

As business has become more global and more automated, people and activities have become more 

specialized.  While we deplore it, most businesses are constructed of geographic and functional silos 

that emphasize deep but narrow knowledge.  Cross-functional and cross-disciplinary teams are rare, and 

so in many ways very little common language exists.  When we add the heightened emphasis on 

efficiency, cost-cutting, right sizing and other management strategies and edicts over the last twenty 

years, we can see that the focus has been on efficiency, not innovation, and the corporate culture and 

language have been modified.  What shared language most organizations retain is focused around 

profitability, cost cutting and efficiency.  There’s been little discussion about innovation.  Innovation, to 

be fair, has emerged as a corporate competency fairly recently, and to some extent works in opposition 

to silos and to efficiency.   Most managers have less training or education about innovation, and there 

are few standards about the methods, tools or processes.  It’s not surprising that corporations lack a 

shared language about innovation based on these and other factors. 

Even words that many believe should have a shared meaning can create discord.  Take for example the 

word “prototype”.  To an engineer, a prototype may be a highly engineered physical representation of a 

product, a piece of equipment or a process.  To a designer or innovator, a prototype may be a physical 

representation of an idea constructed with inexpensive materials meant to be reviewed and destroyed.  

An engineer thinks of a “prototype” in terms of thousands of dollars and months of work.  An innovator 

or designer thinks of a “prototype’ in terms of a few dollars and a few hours of work.  Intense debates 

are often carried out over the same word, because the word has different meaning or context to 

different teams in the same organization. 

Building from the basics 
Note that in much of this article I’ve used a recurring theme:  definitions, language, context and 

communications.   Good innovators will build from the “bottom up”.  That’s because first, words matter.  

Until we agree on the shared definitions of specific words, we don’t have a common language.  Creating 

or using and reinforcing common definitions leads to the possibility of shared language.  In this 

construct, language is communication platform which uses words that we’ve agreed on to inform, 

instruct, teach or communicate.  Our language must be common, shared and built with words that have 

shared definitions.  Once we have common language, we can consider the use of the language in 



“context”.  A shared context which takes into account corporate history and goals, verbal and non-

verbal cues and other environmental, organizational and personal context improves communication. 

Then, and only then, can we expect innovation to work effectively and sustainably.  Our definitions, 

language and sensitivity to context lead to better communication and better understanding.  This in turn 

leads to better conversations and teams that are more aligned.  Over time the improvement in 

communication leads to different decisions, different resource allocations, and changes in corporate 

culture, all which lead to more acceptance of innovation. 

Too often most corporations approach this problem in the reverse, developing a “communications” 

program about innovation without focusing on common definitions or shared language.  Executives send 

out a few messages, host a few meetings but never embed a new way of thinking or communicating 

about innovation, and never creating a common, shared language.  While the executives believe they 

have “communicated” their goals for innovation, the managers and staff don’t understand the goals, 

don’t have the necessary tools and don’t understand the importance or tradeoffs that are required to 

innovate. 

“Context” 
How we understand language and communication is dependent on having a shared context.  Most 

people who write about communication like to debate whether content – the information that is 

communicated – or the context – the verbal and non-verbal subtext or cues about the information – 

matters more.  Most communication is first concerned with the content, that is, what information are 

we trying to communicate?  The content forms the basis of any message.  The context, however, is often 

just as important, and more frequently overlooked.  Context is defined as: 

the circumstances that form the setting for an event, statement, or 

idea, and in terms of which it can be fully understood and assessed. 

Context therefore provides information or cues as to how to interpret the content.  If we lack shared 

context, our content is likely to be interpreted differently by people who receive our messages. 

For example, if we ask people to “innovate”, they may understand that we are asking for new ideas, but 

they may fail to understand the scope or breadth of the request.  If they use historical context to 

interpret the message, they may believe that a small incremental change is acceptable.  If a new context 

has been introduced that demands “disruptive” innovation, then they may seek to create ideas that 

don’t duplicate or replicate past products or services.  Until people share the same context, have the 

same interpretation or understanding of the language and communications, they are likely to receive 

and interpret messages differently.  This potential failure in interpretation is magnified in an innovation 

setting because common language and context are often missing, leading to vastly different 

interpretations and outcomes.  

Rationale 
Common definitions, shared language and good communications are important to place innovation in 

context and to provide the rationale for change.  Many people understand that “innovation” as a 



concept is beneficial and can deliver important results, but are never really clear on “why” their firm is 

innovating or the degree to which innovation should matter.  Is innovation meant to help achieve new 

growth goals, or to keep up with competitors?  Should innovation help drive product or service 

differentiation?  Do we understand what innovation should deliver and how that will be measured?  If 

language, definitions or communication fails, the rationale fails, and without good motivation and 

rationale people will revert back to trusted methods and activities, which means reinforcing the 

business as usual status quo.   

 

Communication 
While the number and methods of communication channels, pathways and tools for communication is 

growing exponentially, we often fail to communicate effectively, especially in business settings.  We’ve 

examined several reasons:  lack of common definitions, no common language, the fact that context is 

lacking.  However, poor communication may result from other factors as well.  One common failure 

point is the plethora of communication channels and the difficulty understanding which to use when 

communicating important information.  Another is the growing volume of communication and the lack 

of time to review and consider the communication in context.  Since innovation is often a new activity, it 

has to draw attention and mind-share away from regular, every day work.  Without a powerful 

rationale, and shared, common language, people lack motivation to change from trusted practices to 

new activities.  Thus, while many firms “communicate” about their innovation initiatives, little of that 

information translate into new knowledge or actions. 

I’ve written previously that while it is easy to under-communicate about innovation, it is almost 

impossible to over-communicate about innovation.  Innovation requires new thinking, new tools, 

encourages new directions of thought and introduces change and uncertainty.  We cannot possibly 

communicate too much about these factors. 

Good communicators understand that every communication and communicator must consider what 

they want their listeners to Know, Do or Believe once the communication is complete and hopefully 

received.  Good communicators need to understand their audience and recognize how to connect with 

the audience so the audience receives and understands the messaging.  Good communications will then 

achieve the goals set out:  helping the listener learn something new (Know), call the listener to action to 

complete a task (Do) or change the listener’s beliefs or intents (Believe). 

 

Once the intent is understood, executives and manager need to understand the channels, the media for 

the messaging, the timeframe and purpose.  One time messaging through email rarely registers with the 

majority of the staff.  Studies have already shown that many listeners need to hear a message five to 

seven times before they fully understand the message and comprehend it.  This means the messages 

must be repeated, and must be available through a variety of channels.  If you seek large scale cultural 

change and common awareness, new communication programs and platforms are necessary, and senior 

executives must consider communication reach and frequency.  Further, since innovation messaging and 



communication often asks for individuals and teams to do something new and different, the audience 

must witness or learn of the executives actually putting the messages into practice.  This will entail 

having the executives and senior leaders actively involved in innovation programs, sponsoring or backing 

innovation activities, changing priorities and allocating resources to support innovation.  This is the 

“walk the talk” portion of communication – validating through action the messages and meaning of the 

communication. 

Actions to improve definitions, language and communication 
Hopefully I’ve provided enough definitions and examples to demonstrate the importance of common 

language and definitions in the context of innovation.  Language and context don’t just influence 

communications, they influence corporate culture as well, and provide clarity for work in other 

innovation domains.  Any company seeking to build an innovation capacity must focus on its language, 

definitions and shared context, and use those to create excellent communication programs to define the 

need and opportunity for innovation, to encourage more innovation activities and to reshape the 

corporate culture and reset the way people think.  Without a common innovation language, innovation 

projects are likely to meet with cultural resistance and will be far less efficient and effective, as the 

teams spend time working on language rather than on ideas. 

Where to start?  I’ve drafted a few critical first steps toward better innovation language, definitions, 

context and communication. 

First, recognize the importance of innovation language and its impact on your corporate culture.  Shared 

common goals and language used consistently will start to reshape how people think and influence the 

very language that the organization adopts. 

While it may seem artificial, many corporations have created a definition for innovation and refer to that 

common definition repeatedly.  3M for example has a common innovation definition which it posts 

throughout its campus.  That definition reads: 

The use or application of creativity to generate a new or 

novel output having value for customers. 

Creating a common definition for innovation simplifies communication and establishes a “baseline” that 

others can understand and implement. 

Next, create a common innovation vernacular.  In the appendix below I have documented a number of 

innovation “terms of art” that are frequently used in innovation contexts but rarely defined.  Use this as 

a starting point and define your own internal innovation “language” that is shared, common and 

consistent.  In this way you reduce barriers and uncertainty related to innovation, ease the interactions 

between teams focused on innovation work and minimize misunderstanding.   Whether you choose to 

call small changes “incremental” innovation or you prefer terms like “continuous improvement” you will 

want to create consistent language that all employees can grasp and use.  The idea of a spectrum of 

innovation impact or outcome from “incremental” to “disruptive” for example helps people 

communicate consistently and place activities or projects within an agreed spectrum.  We’ve had clients 



that used words like “minor” innovations, “major” innovations and “platform” innovations to define this 

spectrum.  The words you choose should be reinforced and used consistently. 

Next, it is helpful to link innovation activities to important strategic needs.  That is – what is innovation 

“for”?  This establishes the “rationale” for innovation.  For example, some companies have specific year 

on year growth goals which can’t be obtained without new products and services.  Others have a 

specific annual target for revenue and profit that is generated from new products and services.  Others 

want to enter or disrupt adjacent markets.  Creating clear statements about the purpose, goals and 

potential outcomes for innovation makes it much easier for people to understand the purpose and 

rationale for innovation.  Creating a clear rationale can also establish the importance of innovation as an 

activity, helping managers establish priorities and understanding tradeoffs between innovation activities 

and existing projects and products. 

Finally, plan and execute a long term communication plan to emphasize the language and rationale for 

innovation, and to demonstrate corporate support and commitment.  This communication links the 

strategic goals to the discrete innovation activities, begins to shape the cultural thinking and helps 

create a common way of working and corporate language.  It defines and clarifies roles and 

responsibilities and introduces common innovation tools and techniques.  Good communication will 

remove uncertainty and define innovation processes and celebrate wins and even “failures”.  

This communication plan should consider many different communication channels and extend over a 

period of many month.  It should incorporate examples of innovation activities and innovation 

successes, and perhaps highlight and even celebrate a few innovation “failures”.  The communications 

need to be tied to executive actions that demonstrate new investments or resource allocations in line 

with innovation goals, to reinforce the messaging with specific actions or outcomes. 

 

Conclusion 
Every day work is challenging even when we share common definitions, language and good 

communications.  When we introduce more innovation, with its requisite uncertainty, new tools and 

perspectives, we only increase the challenges for good communication, and teams are set up for 

significant frustration when language or definitions are inconsistent. 

Creating a shared language is difficult and takes a significant amount of time, but shared language is the 

“glue” that binds all of the other innovation factors together.  Good innovation definitions and language 

create strategic clarity and focus, shift cultural thinking, improve innovation governance, make it easier 

and simpler for people from different functional groups or geographies to work together.  There’s no 

facet of innovation that isn’t enhanced when language is improved. 

  



Innovation Terms of Art Defined 
Word or Phase Meaning Notes/Elaboration 

Ambiguity The lack of clear scope or 
definition.  Many innovation 
projects lack clear definition, 
familiar tools or easily defined 
outcomes.  This introduces a 
high level of ambiguity. 

Most people dislike ambiguity – 
they seek clear definitions, 
definitive scope and known 
tools.  Innovation doesn’t often 
work that way. 

Blue Ocean From the book Blue Ocean 
Strategy, a ‘blue ocean” is a 
market niche or customer 
segment that is unexploited, 
waiting to be discovered.  A Blue 
Ocean is the opposite of markets 
that face cut-throat competition, 
what the book calls Red Oceans. 

Example:  a “circus” for adults – 
Cirque D’ Soleil 

Brainstorming One of many methods of 
generating ideas in a group 
setting 

 

Breakthrough Ideas can be small changes to 
existing products or solutions or 
products that are new to the 
world.  On this spectrum, 
“breakthrough” is typically a 
definition for “new to the world” 
solutions 

Breakthrough is often a synonym 
for descriptors like radical and 
disruptive innovation. 

Business Model Innovation To evaluate existing business 
models and create new business 
models that subvert or disrupt 
existing business models 

Netflix used business model 
innovation to destroy 
Blockbuster’s retail store based 
distribution of movies 

Co-Creation To create new ideas, 
technologies or products with a 
third party 

 

Concepts Concepts are ideas that have 
more definition, context and 
content, usually defined in a 
template or data model 

 

Converge When confronted with a 
challenge or problem, the 
normal desire is to gather 
existing knowledge and quickly 
solve the problem – a 
reductionist way of thinking.  
The opposite of converge is 
diverge. 

Most innovation requires a 
combination of divergent 
thinking, followed by convergent 
solution creation.  Too often 
nascent innovators skip the 
divergent phase, moving 
immediately to convergent 
solutions. 

Crowdsourcing Sourcing ideas from the “crowd” 
– this was one of the first 

The BP Gulf Oil spill used 
crowdsourcing to ask the US 



methods of “open innovation”, 
presenting a problem to a large 
audience and reviewing the 
ideas they submit 

population to submit ideas about 
removing crude oil from the 
water and shoreline of the Gulf 
of Mexico 

Customer Journey / Journey Map A powerful tool for discovering 
customer needs by evaluating 
their “journey” through the 
discovery, acquisition and use of 
a product or service.  Closely 
examines key interactions and 
“touchpoints” throughout the 
lifecycle. 

 

Design Thinking Introducing a design oriented 
perspective or “lens” to 
innovation or new product 
creation 

IDEO, Continuum, Frog Design 
and others emphasize design as 
a critical element of innovation 

Disrupt In innovation context, to disrupt 
is to interfere with, damage or 
take an incumbent’s market 
share or position by releasing a 
new product, service or business 
model 

 

Disruptive Innovation that seeks to disrupt 
a competitor’s offerings or 
market position, usually with a 
new to the world product or 
service 

Synonym with breakthrough and 
radical innovation 

Diverge To expand the scope or 
possibilities when considering a 
challenge or problem.  The 
opposite of converge. 

 

Empathy The ability to share and 
understand the feelings of 
another.  Empathy is important 
when discovering new or unmet 
needs. 

 

Entrepreneur An individual who starts a 
business.  An entrepreneur may 
be “innovative” that is the new 
business may create a new to 
the world product or service, or 
an entrepreneur may create a 
business based on existing 
practices.  Some entrepreneurs 
are innovators and some 
innovators are entrepreneurs. 

Example:  A person who creates 
a dry cleaning service based on 
old technologies is an 
entrepreneur.  A person who 
starts a dry cleaning business but 
invents a new technology is both 
an entrepreneur and an 
innovator. 

Ethnography One method to gain a deeper Ethnography is the most 



understanding into unmet 
customer needs.  Relies on going 
into a customer’s home or place 
of business and using questions 
and observation to interpret and 
then confirm needs or gaps. 

intensive and time consuming 
method for gathering customer 
needs but may provide insights 
into unmet or unarticulated 
needs that other methods don’t 
uncover 

Experiment To test an idea or hypothesis to 
learn new information or 
validate a hypothesis 

 

Fail When innovation projects or 
ideas don’t meet expectations, 
we often say they “failed” 

Can we learn from failure and 
incorporate the learning into 
other activities?  Is failure 
catastrophic? 

Front End The “front end” of innovation 
focuses on defining 
opportunities, gathering insights 
and needs, generating ideas and 
selecting the best ideas for 
product or service development. 

The “back end” of innovation is 
focused on product 
development and fulfillment of 
the selected idea. 

Funnel Many innovators and 
consultants refer to the front 
end activities as a funnel – many 
ideas are generated and then 
weeded out, producing a result 
like a “funnel” 

 

Gamechanger On the innovation outcome 
spectrum, small changes to 
existing product are at one end, 
disruptive, breakthrough and 
gamechanging products are at 
the other end 

GameChanging ideas take their 
name from the fact that the new 
solution “changes the game” in a 
market or with a segment, so 
gamechanging ideas are 
disruptive. 

Gamification Creating activities or programs 
that allow participants to 
experience innovation and idea 
generation as if it was a 
component of a game 

 

Horizons Many innovation consultants 
and clients create innovation 
portfolios across different 
timelines.  These timelines are 
defined by risk levels, technology 
capabilities and market 
penetration and awareness.  
Most organizations recommend 
a “three horizon” forecast – 
incremental change to disruptive 
innovation 

 



Idea Management Innovation has spawned a 
number of software applications 
to capture and manage the flow 
of ideas.  These applications 
often fall into the category of 
idea management 

Spigit, Bright Idea, Hype and 
others are all representative of 
idea management solutions 

Ideas   

Ideation Generating ideas, regardless of 
the tool or technique 

 

Ideator A person who enjoys generating 
ideas and is reasonably good at 
doing so 

 

Incremental On the idea spectrum, small 
changes to existing products or 
services is labeled as 
“incremental” change or 
innovation in contrast to 
disruptive or breakthrough 

 

Innovation There are many definitions for 
innovation but most involve the 
use of creativity to create ideas 
that are converted into 
meaningful products or services 
having value for the innovators 
and its customers 

 

Innovation Culture Many corporations seek to 
develop “innovation culture” 
which is really a component of 
corporate goals and strategy, 
corporate culture and awareness 
and capability of innovation 
tools and processes 

 

Inside the box Many executives demand ideas 
and solutions that are “outside” 
the box – that is, ideas that are 
different from their existing 
products, services and business 
models.  

 

Intellectual Property Ideas, processes, technologies 
that belong to someone or some 
company and are protected, 
typically by a patent 

 

Intrinsic (motivation) There are two types of 
motivation – extrinsic, usually 
represented by payment or 
tangible rewards, and intrinsic 
motivation, based on internal 

 



motivators or drivers.  Good 
innovators are often driven by 
intrinsic rewards. 

Invent/Invention To create something new that is 
potentially useful.  Inventions 
aren’t necessarily 
commercialized and aren’t 
necessarily useful. 

 

Jobs to be done A way to define customer needs.  
This theory, stipulated by 
Christensen, suggests that we all 
have “jobs” that we want to get 
done, and in discovering these 
jobs to be done we can improve 
our understanding of customer 
needs and product gaps 

This is often a synonym for 
customer needs that arise from 
market research 

Needs (overmet, undermet, 
unmet, unarticulated) 

Innovation often fills a customer 
or market need that is unmet or 
perhaps even unarticulated, that 
is, the customer may not even 
be aware of the need.  Finding, 
analyzing and responding to 
these needs is the essence of 
”outside-in” innovation 

 

New to us / New to market/ New 
to the World 

A ranking to describe the impact 
of an idea.  An idea may be new 
to the people who generate it, 
but already exist in the market 
and the world.  Or an idea may 
be new to the generator and 
new to its market or geography 
but exist in the world. 

Helps to understand an idea’s 
impact and how to categorize it 
(incremental or disruptive for 
example) 

Open Open Innovation was first 
defined by Chesbrough.  In 
simplest terms it means 
exchanging ideas, intellectual 
property, technologies or 
products and services with 
external third parties. 

 

Outside In Innovation can be driven by 
internal research and technology 
development, anticipating 
customer needs (Inside out) or 
can be driven by close review of 
customer needs which leads to 
ideas or technologies.  The 
outside in approach focuses 

 



finding and understanding 
unmet customer needs which 
drive the creation of ideas and 
solutions. 

Outside the box The opposite to inside the box.  
The ability to think of ideas or 
solutions that would not 
normally originate from existing 
corporate solutions or scope. 

 

Patent A government license conferring 
a right for a set period, especially 
the sole right to exclude others 
from making, using, or selling an 
invention 

 

Portfolio Many product oriented firms 
manage product portfolios to 
understand the lifecycle of 
existing products.  We 
recommend a similar innovation 
portfolio to manage ideas and 
their evolution. 

 

Prototype Prototype is a world that means 
very different things to different 
teams and organizations.  There 
are “rough” prototypes to 
quickly realize an idea in a more 
robust way, to allow teams to 
visualize an idea, and formal 
prototypes where more 
resources are committed to 
develop a representation to 
present to customers.  In both 
cases the idea is to create a scale 
model or representation of the 
idea to allow others to 
understand and provide 
feedback. 

Rough prototyping is fast, 
inexpensive and conducted in 
conjunction with idea 
generation.  Formal prototyping 
or creating a proof of concept 
usually happens in conjunction 
with a business case. 

Radical Another synonym for 
gamechanger, disruptive or 
breakthrough 

 

Red Ocean From the book Blue Ocean 
Strategy, a “red ocean” is a 
market with a high degree of 
commoditization and 
competition.  Its opposite is a 
“Blue Ocean” defined above. 

 

Reverse Innovation The idea that innovation can  



take place in third world 
countries and the ideas and 
solutions eventually imported 
back to developed countries 

Risk Innovation introduces multiple 
types of risk to organizations 
that seek to mitigate or reduce 
risk.  When innovating, there is a 
greater risk of “failure”, personal 
and corporate risk, investment 
risk and other kinds of risk.  Risk 
is an integral component to 
innovation, and good innovators 
must be able to understand, 
mitigate and manage risk 
effectively. 

 

Scenarios A scenario is a description of a 
possible future market, created 
by forecasting change driven by 
key trends.  Scenarios allow a 
team to imagine a future market 
or segment and compare and 
contrast the opportunities and 
need with the current state. 

 

Skunkworks A small team separated from 
corporate rules and culture that 
is focused on creating a 
disruptive new product or 
service. 

Companies set up “skunkworks” 
to isolate the innovation team 
from negative cultural issues or 
existing rules, to free the team 
from existing structure. 

Spin-in/Spin-out Describes activities associated 
with Open innovation.  Spin-in is 
the identification, validation and 
acquisition of ideas or 
technologies from outside the 
corporation – bringing external 
ideas into the corporation.  Spin-
out refers to licensing 
technologies or products to 
external third parties. 

 

Stakeholders Every innovation activity has 
stakeholders:  sponsors, or 
executives who want new or 
better outcomes, customers who 
have unmet needs, are two 
types of stakeholders in an 
innovation setting. 

 

Strategy Map / Strategy Canvas In the book Blue Ocean Strategy  



the authors introduce a 
framework to help identify 
overmet or undermet needs in 
existing markets or industries.  
This framework is called the 
Strategy Map or canvas, and 
helps identify overlooked 
opportunities or segments. 

Tech Scouting Seeking specific technical 
capabilities or intellectual 
property in the marketplace in 
order to solve a challenge for a 
company.  “Scouting” for 
technical solutions in the open 
marketplace. 

 

Trends A trend is a change in 
environmental factor that could 
lead to a change in 
environmental conditions.  For 
example, it is a trend that the US 
population is getting older on 
average, and more diverse as 
more immigrants arrive.  These 
trends may reshape the markets 
or consumer demand in the 
future. 

 

Voice of Customer A generic term which defines a 
range of research tools meant to 
gather needs from the 
perspective and with the “voice” 
of the customer 

 

White Space Exploration in markets, 
geographies or segments where 
the company does not offer 
products or services today.  For 
example, for many financial 
services firms, offering clothing 
for sale would be a “white 
space” opportunity. 

 

 


