Innovation in Companies
"Challenge" Examples 

Sometimes challenge is as much about "how" to do business as it is about what business to do. Marshall Industries is a multi-billion dollar electronics distribution company, a "middle-man" in an era where distributors are dropping like dinosaurs. 

In the early 90s, Marshall looked like all the other dinosaurs and had embraced management-by-objectives and individual incentives with a vengeance. Everyone in the company was on some sort of individual incentive system and the sales force (almost half the company) was on a mind-boggling array of incentives and promotion schemes offered by the more than 150 suppliers as a way of getting their products touted. 

The challenge showed up when Rob Rodin, then vice-president of sales and marketing, and other Marshall managers attended a W. Edwards Deming workshop. Rodin "got" Deming and realized that everything the Marshall management was doing was wrong. Individual incentives were creating a culture where "gaming" the system was the norm, there was no incentive for collaboration and sharing across p&l lines, and customers were getting the short end of the stick as sales people tried to maximize their own revenues rather than maximize customer satisfaction. 

Rather than take half-measures, Marshall Industries decided to bet their entire company on the truth of Deming's ideas. They eliminated all individual incentives, including sales commissions and supplier premiums. The electronics industry went crazy and said they would lose all their best people; some media folks even accused them of communism! What happened instead was that people started working together and because there were no more incentives for turf-protection, they created a common vision of using the internet to do business, long before "e-commerce" was on the lips of the entire globe. The strategy has paid off in growth, profit, and customer satisfaction. Marshall Industries no longer looks like a dinosaur. 

"Customer Focus" Examples 

When the customer is a real presence to people, they get excited about finding new ways to add value. At Celestial Seasonings, 80,000 people tour the tea processing plant every year. This passing parade of enthusiastic customers builds pride and reminds employees why they come to work every day. 

At Roberts Express, now Federal Express Custom Critical, the world's largest surface-expedited carrier, you know as soon as you walk in the door that something is different. The receptionist's nameplate reads: Leader of First Impressions. Listening to customers is a priority here; customers are surveyed monthly and employee incentive plans are tied to the results of those surveys. 

Improved is hardly an adequate word to describe SUNARP, the National Bureau of Public Registration in Peru. In the mid ‘90s, the Lima branch of this office that services 7000 consumers per day, began its overhaul by firing almost all of its employees and literally starting over. With the transformation complete—from a corrupt system where it took 60-90 days for a property sale to be recorded to today where simple recording is done in under two hours and the wait for verification is only 10 days. All this in a customer-friendly system where the form to register property is even simpler to complete than a hotel registration! 

"Creativity" Examples 

One way creativity happens is when someone makes a connection between two things that were never connected before. Velcro was created when the barbs on a sticker burr stimulated an idea for creating a new closure mechanism. 

A similar thing happened recently at Sodexho Marriott Services, the largest provider of outsourced food and facilities management in North America. The manager of a corporate cafeteria happened to notice the chairman of the company standing in a long check-out line. He was determined to find a faster way for people to pay for their lunches. On his way home he passed through a highway toll booth and suddenly a connection was born. How could he let people pre-pay for their lunch and completely avoid the check out line? This connection led to "E-Z-Pass," a pre-pay process that is getting rave reviews from customers. 

At the acrobatic performance company, Cirque du Soleil, there is a sense of ultimate creativity. Every act is a work of collaborative design between the artists and director and coaches, every piece of music is created anew for each act, and every costume is conceived and individually crafted from scratch. With every new show, they create a new masterpiece beginning with a clean slate—no one's creativity is saddled with hand-me-downs or left-overs from the past. 

"Communication" Examples 

There is communication, and then there is communication that fosters a positive and open culture. When leaders regularly and genuinely recognize people, they model behaviour that is an underpinning for culture of achievement and success. 

Every morning at 10:00 a.m. at every Nordstrom store, the store manager broadcasts over the p.a. system a report of yesterday's successes—highlighting examples of superior sales, service and customer advocacy, and complimenting associates on a work well done. 

Nortel Networks sponsors an innovation fair every year or two called "Share and Discover." This is corporation wide global sharing of work, technology developments, etc. and involves hundreds of video and audio hook-ups and countless websites on the Intranet. Last year's event generated over one million website hits by employees in 2 days!! 
"Collaboration" Examples 

Innovation is a team sport. While one person might come up with a blockbuster idea, in today's organizations it takes the collaboration of lots of people to successfully implement the idea. For instance, in an unprecedented display of collaboration, a group of programmers around the world decided to create a new computer operating system. The result is Linux, perhaps the only serious threat to Microsoft's Windows. 

Several years ago, Marshall Industries, a major electronics distributing company, discovered that compensation systems can inadvertently create barriers to collaboration. This led them to the elimination of all individual incentive systems including sales commissions and promotions. The resulting collaboration jumpstarted a series of innovations that has rocketed Marshall into a new level of success, including being named as one of the top ten internet companies

"Completion" Examples 

Innovation is about implementation. At Sodexho Marriott Services, employees are encouraged to participate in a biennial Innovation Forum like a corporate "science fair" designed to showcase their ideas. Winners of the U.S. forum join their colleagues at an international Innovation Forum. The company mandates the global implementation of the top ideas that bring the most value to their organization. 

Oticon, a Denmark manufacturer of hearing aids, is a company with no departments, no titles, no offices, no paper. What it does have is a total project orientation, giving employees an extraordinary degree of freedom in choosing projects that interest them, and the ability to develop new products faster than any of their competitors. 

"Contemplation" Examples 

The world is moving too rapidly to continue to learn the same lessons over and over. Innovative organizations develop ways to collect and share the lessons that come with each project and activity in order to create wisdom systems. 

At the Neenan Company, a Colorado commercial development company, mistakes and "learnings by experience" are so valued that they have a giant gong in their lobby which employees hit when they would like to tell the rest of the company of their learnings. 

At American Greetings, the sales of every card is tracked and ranked. In a highly 

creative organization, this sales rating of each and every product creates an understanding of what sells, what trends are beginning and which are ending.

