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Introduction  

I am a book nerd. I love books. I even created a concept around it called 

BookBuzz. The principle of BookBuzz is very simple. Why reinvent the wheel? 

Why not learn from the best business thinkers? And why not use that as a 

platform to make better business decisions? Alone or as a collective.  

With my knowledge of books (I have read over 10,000 books, written 17 books 

and sold 250,000 copies), I now help businesspeople to write their own book, 

and help them to enhance their reputation and earning capacity.  

Another part of my work is briefing CEOs and management teams on the latest 

business thinking, facilitating conversations to help create solutions and ideas. I 

also speak at conferences. This book is an example of what I generally do. It is a 

version of a briefing, unfortunately without the conversation.  

This book opens with a ‘book flower’ with all the images of the books. It is the 

map of the book. All these books are then referenced in the opening chapter 

where I link the books together. Each book is then covered in the subsequent 

chapters, so you can skip to the books that interest you.  

The purpose of this book (and the others in the series) is to make you think, 

wonder and reflect. Mind candy, if you will. A journey. Maybe helping you to get 

a new idea or a new way forward. At a minimum, it is decision-making fuel and 

will make you more aware of what the best business thinkers think.  

I always love to hear what you think. Feel free to contact me. My email is 

ron@ronimmink.com. If you want to follow me, my Twitter is @ronimmink and 

you can subscribe to my ezine here: https://www.ronimmink.com.  

Ron Immink  
July 2021  

!  
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The bookflower 
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Intrapreneurship, innovation, 
transformation and strategy 

Our problems are too big; start-ups, R&D, and innovation are too slow. Hence 

intrapreneurship. More output-focussed, quicker and clearer (try defining 

innovation). With a long-term cultural impact. Using all the existing resources 

that companies have at their disposal. At TRL level 6 or above. 

Change muscle 

When you start to talk about intrapreneurship, you immediately get sucked into 

a question of definition. Is it entrepreneurship, innovation, strategy or 

transformation? The answer is that it is all the above. Because intrapreneurship 

is a collective mindset. Intrapreneurship, innovation, strategy and 

transformation are interlinked holistic concepts and should be part of the 

change muscles of your company. 

The Future Is Faster than You Think 

That is why I started this book with some context. You have a choice. You are a 

disruptor, or you will be disrupted. You will only need to read The Future Is 

Faster than You Think. The ability to think exponential is now a critical skillset 

to understand what is coming our way. It is existential VUCA on steroids. It 

should be forcing you to spend more time thinking about the future. Hence The 

Day After Tomorrow. Leaving us with quite a lot of ethical dilemmas. Moral 

paradoxes. You will not only have to develop a perspective on where technology 

is going but also a perspective on the future of work, climate, society and 

humanity. 
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Undisruptable 

Ultimately it is about being Undisruptable. Past success is no prediction of 

future success. Study how civilisations crumble. Adapt or die. Become a 

butterfly using your existing resources to spread your wings and soar.  

From Incremental to Exponential 

That is why intrapreneurship is so interesting. It is the quickest way to 

reinvention and innovation. Because speed is of the essence. At the moment, 

you are too slow. You also cannot afford to take a silo approach. 

Intrapreneurship needs to become a core muscle. Where everyone in the 

company is involved. That is the message from From Incremental to 

Exponential. Note the word exponential (again). 

Driving Innovation from Within 

Because your staff are your primary source of innovation and ideas, according to 

Driving Innovation from Within. Forget innovation theatre. Engage your staff. 

The models, case studies and all the examples are already there. There is no need 

to reinvent the wheel. 

Pirates in the Navy 

Innovation theatre is the theme of Pirates in the Navy. There are quite a few 

myths around innovation and a lot of things that do not work, and many lessons 

about why intrapreneurship does not work. You are not a start-up. Your 

organisation structure is not fit for purpose. Innovation takes time and effort 

and some thinking time. All the books about intrapreneurship agree. It is about 

developing a deliberate and repeatable process with toolsets, skills training, 

playbooks, templates, incentives, innovation boards, budgets, financial 
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processes, communication planning, stakeholder engagement and winning 

hearts and minds. 

The Greenhouse Approach 

And accountability. Just because you are creative does not mean that you should 

not be accountable for the results. The Greenhouse Approach suggests that 

entrepreneurship is a mix of time, resources and accountability. Start a maker’s 

movement in your company. Embracing the creators, the rebels, the connectors, 

the trendspotters, the mavericks, the researchers and let them create.  

Zone to Win 

The most significant difficulty in innovation and intrapreneurship lies in 

managing the different time horizons. Managing efficiency, continuous 

improvement, innovation and loonshots all at the same time. With different 

mindsets, different metrics and different KPIs. Hence Zone to Win. You need to 

know which zones you are playing in, since each zone has a very different 

playbook. 

The third wave 

I think intrapreneurship is about policy. Government should step in. The 

problems are too big, and our systems are too slow. Large companies as change 

agents helping us to tackle some of the existential challenges that are coming 

our way. Because government is too slow. Through intrapreneurship, making 

the large companies faster in tackling those challenges. Through partnership, 

policy, and perseverance. All working together. As part of a global 

transformation. 
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Creative construction  

Intrapreneurship is closely associated with innovation. You could argue they are 

the same thing or at least an extension of each other. Innovation as a word is a 

little more polluted and has a lot of different meanings. Intrapreneurship is 

cleared and more focused. Whatever you call it, you need to make it specific and 

linked to strategy, structure, culture, methodology – and it needs to impact 

positively on the bottom line. Not innovation for innovation’s sake. That again is 

innovation theatre. 

Loonshots 

The next question is how far you stretch yourself. One time horizon needs to be a 

loonshot or moonshot. Forcing you to go radical and to consider the oncoming S-

curve. Embrace the crazies, go to the edge. Create the randomness, the 

messiness, the serendipity of breakthrough ideas. Be the leaf in the wind. 

Ultimately the leaf always lands. 

The Runaway Species 

Although innovation is complex, we as human beings are born for this. 

Creativity is in our nature. That is why I included The Runaway Species. We get 

bored quickly. We like to make. We like to bend, break and blend. Embrace art, 

history and science fiction. Let your staff play. It will make them happy and 

more creative. Remember, your staff is your primary source of innovations.  

Founder’s Mentality 

Employees who feel engaged and empowered come up with innovative ideas 3.5 

times as often as those who don’t. That is from The Founder’s Mentality. A 

passionate plea to never lose the founder’s dream and the owner’s mentality. 

Making the entrepreneurial attitude part of your culture from the word go, 
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codifying it, sticking with it and keeping things simple. An owner’s mentality as 

the antidote to complexity.  

Transforming Legacy Organisations 

Applying intrapreneurship to your organisation should be transformational. It 

has to be cultural and holistic for it to make sense in the long term. In many 

cases, transformation is seen as a means to an end. But level 4 intrapreneurship 

needs to be the end result. You will not survive otherwise. That is why I included 

Transforming Legacy Organisations. It is all the same – storytelling, strategy, 

(customer) focus, competition, time horizons, resistance, structure, clarity – but 

this time with the lens of transformation.  

The start-up way 

You can call it intrapreneurship, entrepreneurship or founder’s mentality. Or the 

start-up way. Getting companies to act like start-ups with all the benefits of scale 

and resources. Where entrepreneurship has a seat at the board table. A CEO 

(Chief Entrepreneurship Officer). Entrepreneurship as a core organisational 

capability. Entrepreneurship as a core discipline and core capability within large 

organisations. Based on the assumption that for a modern company, the payoffs 

of continuous innovation are not only the breakthrough new products, services, 

internal systems, and commercial wins that it produces. Continuous innovation 

also provides the opportunity to incubate a new culture, one that unleashes 

entrepreneurial creativity at every level of the organisation. 

Future-proof your business 

It is the only way to future-proof your business. And with that, the 

organisational structure is crucial. Form determines function. You need 

adaptability and speed. Future-proof businesses are athletic businesses. Like 
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great athletes, they sense the world acutely, take decisions quickly and train for 

agility. And in my view, the fastest way to get there is citizen development. 

Citizen development 

The impacts of citizen development are going to be profound. It democratises 

business and brings the power to the outer layers of the organisation. The role of 

CEO, CFO, CMO will diminish, and the frontline staff will become increasingly 

important. More importantly, citizen development can only work with happy, 

engaged staff with a clear shared perspective on vision, purpose, values; you also 

need a founder or start-up mentality. It is intrapreneurship in its purest form. 

Dual Transformation 

Dual Transformation brings it all together. Different time horizons and 

different transformation streams, balance, metrics, execution capability, 

purpose, and ultimately it is all about leadership. As a leader, you need to 

understand that innovation, transformation or intrapreneurship is always a 

journey. 

Working Backwards 

I put in Working Backwards to illustrate how simple it is. The leadership 

principles that Amazon applies are age-old, very straightforward and very 

successful. Cultural cornerstone or guiding principles, principles-driven, single-

thread leadership, five whys and managing your inputs, not your outputs. 

Understanding that failure is essential. When a project does not achieve its goals 

or is deemed a failure, but the effort was admirable and adhered to Amazon 

practices and principles, the result for the individual is neither dismissal nor 

shame. Amazon continues to act like a start-up. If Amazon can do it, you can. If 

Amazon is doing it, you should. 
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Farsighted 

I could have stopped there. But I think intrapreneurship needs to be part of 

strategy. Bringing it back to the context of exponential and your ability to predict 

and anticipate the future. Farsighted helps you with making those strategic 

decisions. Helping you to apply system two thinking to strategy. 

Lead from the Future 

Lead from the Future will help you create a picture of possible futures and work 

backwards. Most strategic plans work forward. This one works backwards, 

mapping future financial goals against your innovation and your investment 

portfolio.  

Rethinking strategy  

Strategic design is about setting the organisation’s future direction and goals. It 

involves two significant creative steps: re-perceiving the future business 

environment and re-conceiving the organisation’s role within these different 

futures. Scenario planning at its core. It is the foundation of corporate 

entrepreneurship and innovation. And it is a business muscle that needs flexing 

constantly. That means embedding a process that is creative, learning-based and 

participatory. The more the decision-makers feel that they understand their 

environment and its dangers, and perceive potential opportunities, the more 

they can make riskier decisions. The learning from scenarios ‘slows down 

change’. Change still occurs at the same pace; it’s just not perceived to be 

disruptive or overwhelming because the organisation can detect and make sense 

of it earlier and is rehearsed in its response. Rehearsing the future creates 

confidence. Participatory strategy development also speeds up non-routine 

decision-making. 
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Blue Ocean Shift 

Ultimately you want a Blue Ocean Shift. It does not matter what method or book 

you pick. What matters is that you make innovation, intrapreneurship, 

transformation and scenario planning a fundamental part of your business 

muscle. Movement is more important than strategy. Market-making will follow. 

At a minimum, it will make you more future-resistant. 

!  
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THE CONTEXT!  
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To be the disruptor 
To be the disruptor or the disrupted. You have a 

choice. This perspective on future trends might help. 

Flash Foresight 

I am a huge fan of Daniel Burrus, the author of Flash 

Foresight. He brings a lot of sense to trends and 

perspectives on the future. Particularly the 

distinction between hard trends (inevitable) and soft trends (maybe). 

Demographics is a hard trend, for example. Which suggests that the grey 

economy, health care and robotics are part of that hard trend. Technology is a 

hard trend too. Moore’s law is inevitable. Climate change is a hard trend. 

Government regulations are hard trends. 

Disruptor or the disrupted 

You have a choice. You can be the disruptor or the disrupted. If it can be done, it 

will be done, and if you don’t do it, someone else will. 

Anticipate 

You need to become what Burrus called an anticipatory organisation. Using 

predictable hard trends to anticipate disruptions, problems, and industry-

shifting opportunities before they occur, allowing them to turn disruption and 

change into opportunities and advantage. 
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Blue ocean 

You need to throw out the handbook. Companies that disrupt an industry don’t 

rely on traditional strategies and competencies that other organisations use 

every day. No benchmarking. No looking in the rearview mirror. Go beyond 

competition. Go blue oceans. 

Big bang disruption 

This could have been from”Digital Disruption; newcomers can incorporate 

online for a few hundred dollars, raise money from crowdsourcing sites such as 

Kickstarter, hire programmers from Upwork, rent computer-processing power 

from Amazon, find manufacturers on Alibaba, arrange payments via Square, and 

immediately set about conquering the world. Big bang disruption. 

Trends are predictable 

Predictability exists, yet we continuously rely on the fact it does not. There are 

some 500 known cycles, including business, climate, biological, and sales, that 

repeat with utter reliability. Hard trends or future facts. You need to start with 

mapping those out. For example: 

o Hard: Mobile apps, wearables, AI, sensors, computing power, bandwidth, 

digital storage, mobility, intelligence, networking, interactivity, 

globalisation, convergence, dematerialisation. Very similar to the 6Ds of 

Peter Diamandis in Bold. 

o Soft: Tesla, Bitcoin, EU, family structures, immortality, sales. 

Ask yourself 

o If tools were 100 times as powerful and 100 times less expensive as they are 

now, what could you do that you cannot do now? 
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o If your Internet connection was 100 times as fast as it is now, what type of 

high-value services could you provide that would be impossible today? 

o Ask yourself whether you’re thinking big enough: is there a way you can 

take something to a much higher level at a faster pace? 

Time travel audit 

Perform a time travel audit. Where in time do you and your colleagues, 

customers and your organisation live? It will help with your storytelling. You 

need to relate to others at their point in time. 

Old and new 

Think Both/And – not Either/Or. The key to success is to understand that it’s the 

integration of the old with the new that creates higher value than either would 

have on their own. From now on, when a new technology comes out, instead of 

assuming a choice between old or new, consider instead how you can integrate 

the old with the new to create higher value than either would have on their own. 

Other techniques 

o Try bypassing what you may believe is your biggest problem or obstacle 

and identifying what, in fact, is the real problem. 

o Break down your business model into smaller parts and look for 

alternatives (climate, technology, future). 

o Conduct a pre-mortem. 

Determine your own future 

You need to develop your own future view. That will determine the future you 

face. Always scan for trends that will disrupt both themselves and, in many 
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cases, an entire industry, allowing you not only to proactively become the 

disruptor but also taking positive action in advance before an outside disruption 

occurs. 

!  
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Towards meta 
intelligence 

I am a fan of both Peter Diamandis and Steven 

Kotler. They are both original thinkers with some 

exciting perspectives. I was eagerly anticipating The 

Future Is Faster Than You Think: How Converging 

Technologies Are Transforming Business, 

Industries, and Our Lives. And it did not disappoint. 

I think this book should be compulsory reading for every CEO.  

Abundance 

The book follows on from Abundance, a book about how accelerating 

technologies are demonetising and democratising access to food, water, and 

energy, making resources that were once scarce now abundant.”Moonshots is 

another book with that message: it will cheer you up no end. 

BOLD 

And it follows on from Bold, a book about how entrepreneurs have been 

harnessing these same technologies to build world-changing businesses in near-

record time. It provides a how-to playbook for anyone interested in doing the 

same.  

6Ds 

I remember Bold for the 6Ds: Digitisation leads to disruption, to demonetisation, 

to dematerialisation and eventually to democratisation when it becomes 

available to everyone for nearly free. In between these five Ds is deception. You 



 

 19 

don’t see it coming, and suddenly it is there. And that is the phase where most of 

the large companies like to stay. For large companies, the 6Ds are the six 

horsemen of the apocalypse. 

Lego 

The new news is that formerly independent waves of exponentially accelerating 

technology are beginning to converge with other separate waves of 

exponentially accelerating technology. You can now play Lego with math, 

medicine, physics, IoT, biology, genetics, materials, nano, neurology, energy, 

quantum physics, ICT, data, 5G, psychology, circular, etc.  

Our brain does not understand exponential 

The problem is that the human brain evolved in an environment that was local 

and linear. Our brain, which hasn’t had a hardware update in 200,000 years, is 

not designed for this scale or speed. Studies done with fMRI show that when we 

project ourselves into the future, something peculiar happens: the medial 

prefrontal cortex shuts down. That part of the brain activates when we think 

about ourselves. When we think about other people, the inverse happens: it 

deactivates. And when we think about absolute strangers, it deactivates even 

more. It starts to shut down, meaning the brain treats the person we’re going to 

become as a stranger. And the farther you project into the future, the more of a 

stranger you become.  

Train your brain 

You really need to train and force your exponential thinking. An example of 

exponential is today’s smartphone back in 1980. It would cost something like 

$110 million, be 14 metres tall, and require about 200 kilowatts of energy. That is 
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happening in every technology you can imagine. If you believe in exponential, 

you can assume that: 

o Electric vertical take-off and landing vehicles (eVTOLs) will happen. 

o Parking will be a problem of the past. 

o Car ownership as we know it will disappear. 

o Cars will become autonomous. 

o VR headsets will teleport your eyes and ears to another location, while a set 

of haptic sensors will shift your sense of touch.  

o You will occupy a humanoid robot at will.  

o Quantum computing will drive a golden age of discovery. 

o AI will do your shopping and lots of other mundane tasks. AI will also 

manage your health, your mood and your finances. It will run our cities, our 

hospitals, traffic, etc. 

o 4.2 billion new minds are about to join the global conversation online. 

o 5G will deliver speeds 100 times faster at near-zero prices. 

o By 2030, 500 billion devices will be connected. 

o We’re moving from the world of the microscopic to the world of the 

nanoscopic. 

o 3-D printed organs will hit the market by 2023. 

o A machine can now print a 400 to 800 square-foot home in 48 hours at a 

cost of $6,000 to $10,000 (depending on location and raw material costs).  

o Blockchain will make everything transparent. 

o Solar is five doublings away from being able to produce enough power to 

meet all our energy needs.  

o Researchers are now using nanotech to create smart contact lenses with a 

resolution six times greater than today’s smartphones.  
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o Researchers at Harvard have built a nanoscale 3-D printer capable of 

producing miniature batteries less than one millimetre wide.  

o Scientists can take carbon dioxide from the atmosphere and convert it into 

super-strong carbon nanofibers for use in manufacturing. 

o Biotechnology is using biology as technology.  

o Digital technology has created new ways to raise money. 

o We are entering the crowd economy. That includes crowdsourcing, 

crowdfunding, ICOs, leveraged assets, and staff-on-demand, all the 

developments that leverage the billions of people already online and the 

billions coming online.  

o We are entering the closed-loop economy: in nature, nothing is ever 

wasted.  

o We are entering the transformation economy, where you’re not just paying 

for an experience, you’re paying to have your life transformed by this 

experience. Read The Experience Economy. For many people, experiences 

– tactile, memorable, and real – have become more valuable than 

possessions.  

o We are entering multiple world models: we no longer live in only one place. 

We have real-world personae and online personae, and this delocalised 

existence is only going to expand.  

o Every piece of physical clothing you own in the real world will have a digital 

twin available in the virtual.  

o We are entering reality 2.0, or Web 3.0, or the spatial web. 

o Content is about to become much more collaborative, immersive, and 

personalised. Our AIs will match our mood to our history, neurophysiology, 

location, social preferences, and desired level of immersion and then, in an 

instant, customise content to match them all.  
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o VR, especially when combined with AI, has the potential to facilitate a top-

shelf traditional education, plus all the empathy and emotional skills that 

traditional education has long been lacking.  

o The Holodeck is here. 

o Nacrobots in operating rooms and microbots in our bodies will transform 

surgery. 

o Crowdsurance is replacing traditional categories of health and life 

insurance. By shifting the risk from the consumer to the service provider, 

entire categories of insurance will be eliminated.  

o We are morphing the traditional ‘detect and repair’ into ‘predict and 

prevent’.  

o Food will be grown from stem cells, with no animals or environments 

harmed along the way. 

o Advances in biotechnology have begun converging with advances in 

agrotechnology. 

The technium 

Planet earth will have an electric skin. It will use the Internet as a scaffold to 

support and transmit its sensations. The skin is already being stitched together. 

It consists of millions of embedded electronic measuring devices: thermostats, 

pressure gauges, pollution detectors, cameras, microphones, glucose sensors, 

EKGs, electroencephalographs. These will monitor cities and endangered 

species, the atmosphere, our ships, highways and fleets of trucks, our 

conversations, our bodies – even our dreams. From the edge of space to the 

bottom of the ocean to the inside of your bloodstream, our electric skin is 

producing a sensorium of endlessly available information. Like it or not, we now 

live on a hyperconscious planet.  
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Geniuses unleashed 

Until recently, most genius was squandered. One percent of the population 

qualifies. Technically, this makes for 75 million geniuses in the world. But how 

many of them get to make an impact? One of the by-products of our hyper-

connected world is that these extraordinary individuals will no longer be 

casualties of class, country, or culture. 

Good news 

That is good news because: 

o Parking lots cover more than a third of the land area. 

o You might not mind living farther afield, where lower-cost real estate lets 

you buy more house for less money. Location will no longer be an issue.  

o Marketing and sales, as we know them, will disappear. 

o As the online population doubles, we’re likely to witness one of the most 

historic accelerations of technological innovation and global economic 

progress yet seen.  

o Within a decade, we will live in a world where just about anything that can 

be measured will be measured, constantly. It’s a world of exceptionally 

radical transparency.  

o We can solve the housing crisis. 

o We will have abundant energy and energy storage. 

o Carbon scrubbing at scale, powered by solar (a system 10% the size of the 

Sahara Desert), could reduce CO2 in the atmosphere to pre-industrial levels 

in about a decade.  

o You will stay healthy longer, and you will live longer too. 

o Tools once accessible to only the wealthiest companies and the largest 

government labs are now available at near-zero prices to just about anyone. 
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o We are going to have a lot of fun. 

o Climate change will be solved. 

o We will be saving $210 billion per year on procedures patients don’t need.  

o Massive savings on insurance. 

o Zero food waste.  

o Food in abundance. 

o 37% of the globe’s landmass and 75% of its freshwater resources are 

currently devoted to farming: 11% for crops, the rest for beef and dairy. All 

available to plant trees. 

The bad news 

o 40% of today’s Fortune 500 companies will be gone in 10 years, replaced, 

for the most part, by upstarts we’ve not yet heard of.  

o Our biggest companies and government agencies were designed in another 

century, for purposes of safety and stability. Built to last, as the saying goes. 

They were not built to withstand rapid, radical change.  

o AI and VR open you up to extreme forms manipulation. 

o When VR is done correctly, for neurobiological reasons, we can’t tell we’re 

in the Matrix.  

o Marketing and sales, as we know them, will disappear. 

o There is capital in abundance to develop new ideas. 

o Deeper fakes. 

o The end of reading. 
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Extinction 

Richard Watson wrote Future Files, and one of the concepts he introduced is the 

extinction timeline. Blindness will disappear. So will Belgium apparently. 

Diamandis and Kottler predict the end of: 

o The supply chain. 

o Waste. 

o Advertising. 

o Education, as we know it. 

o Hospitals. 

o Inefficiency. 

We are in the way 

The book finishes with chapters about climate (water, migration, urbanisation, 

land use, etc.) but remains optimistic about the future. For example, 

immigration is an innovation asset, with an enormous positive impact on 

economies (Germany was right). In general, the authors think that our 

innovations may have caught up with our problems. Collaboration is the missing 

piece of the puzzle. If we’re going to make the shift to sustainable at the speed 

required, then we, the people, are both the obstacle and the opportunity.  

Hive mind 

Which is why the book finishes with the invention of the brain mesh and the 

brain band, connecting our brain directly to the web. Which will move us out of 

our normal brain-based singular consciousness and into a cloud-based collective 

consciousness, a hive mind. If this were possible, would we hang on to our 

singular consciousness for long, or would we start to migrate into the collective 

mind that’s evolving online?  



 

 26 

From the individual to the collective 

Before you answer, consider three more details. First, we humans are an 

extremely social species. Loneliness, according to too many studies, is one of the 

great and deadly terrors of the modern era. The desire for connection is a 

foundational human driver, an intrinsic motivator in the psychological parlance. 

But it’s not the only one in play. The closest humans have come to a hive mind is 

the experience known as “group flow”, the shared, collective version of a flow 

state. And since the origin of life on this planet, the trajectory of evolution has 

always been from the individual to the collective.  

Meta intelligence 

That means, over the next century, technological acceleration may do more than 

just disrupt industries and institutions, it may actually disrupt the progress of 

biologically-based intelligence on Earth. This break will birth a new species, one 

progressing at exponential speeds, both a mass migration and a meta-

intelligence, and, ultimately, here at the tail end of our tale, yet another reason 

the future is faster than we think. A meta-intelligence would be quite the 

innovation accelerant. 

!  
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Tomorrow thinking for 
CEOs 

I am a fan of Peter Hinssen. His book The Network 

Always Wins is brilliant. The key message from that 

book is clock speed. In his latest book The Day After 

Tomorrow, he is asking four pertinent questions to 

help you with that a bit more: 

1. Why is it almost impossible for large 

organisations to spot new and radical 

technologies quickly, and develop their potential?  

2. Why are large corporations so eager to acquire new start-ups, and why are 

they capable of messing them up so profoundly in such a record time?  

3. How is it possible that large corporations – even when they understand 

their challenges and the directions they need to take – are incapable of 

moving on their own, without external help and guidance?  

4. How can corporates accelerate their ‘Day After Tomorrow’ thinking? Why 

do large organisations – that understand the fundamental challenges 

coming at them, because of disruptive technologies, business models or 

concepts – seem to be too paralysed to move fast enough to respond? How 

can companies become agile in their ‘Day After Tomorrow’ thinking, and 

be successful in developing an approach that works?  

My opinion 

BIG questions. Personally, I think it is pain avoidance and organisational 

design and not understanding exponential change. Moore’s Law is everywhere 
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as Lego blocks that can be combined. Creating some interesting industries for 

the future.  

Exponential 

Even if you know, you don’t know. We think we have lots of time. The book 

explains this false sense of security in a brilliantly simple manner, with a little 

guy standing on a platform, just before the line becomes exponential.  

One-third will not survive 

That’s where we are all standing now, thinking that everything is pretty much 

same old, same old and linear, perhaps just a bit faster and steeper, but not by 

much. Well wise up, it’s not. You are standing on a gentle slope that is about to 

become an exponential mountain and we are absolutely unprepared for what’s 

coming. One-third of businesses today will not survive the next 10 years. 

VUCA leadership 

Leaders who make the future will transform: 

o Volatility into Vision. 

o Uncertainty into Understanding. 

o Complexity into Clarity. 

o Ambiguity into Agility. 

Leaders who make the future will jump quickly from denial, anger, bargaining 

and depression to acceptance. They will embrace the four manifestations of 

(digital) disruption: detectable, clear, inevitable and new normal. 
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Strategic reinvention 

These leaders will start strategic reinvention when things are going really, really 

well. When they are still growing like crazy. Because that is the ideal moment 

when strategic transformation can take root, and be carried out successfully. 

How will you be able to survive and even create your own Day After Tomorrow?  

Day after tomorrow 

These leaders apply their time to three simple buckets: Today, Tomorrow and 

the Day After Tomorrow. The ideal proportion would be 70%, 20%, 10%. They 

create a climate and an open and frank atmosphere of constructive dialogue and 

ruthless intelligence. They know that the battle between every start-up and 

incumbent comes down to whether the incumbent innovates before the start-up 

gets distribution. They realise that a corporation is a living organism that has to 

continue to shed its skin. They know that success breeds complacency. That 

complacency breeds failure. They know only the paranoid survive. They 

understand that business success contains the seeds of its own destruction 

You are not going to make it 

If you do not make sure that the Day After Tomorrow becomes a part of how you 

organise yourself as an individual, if you don’t embed it into the DNA of your 

organisation, then the odds are that you won’t even make it to the Day After 

Tomorrow.  

Magic 

“Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic” said 

Arthur C. Clarke. And yes, that is where things are going. In the world of the Day 

After Tomorrow, in the world where things will wake up, we will see a surge in 
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invisible technologies at work. Their impact will be huge. As in Industries of the 

Future, Hinssen has identified a number of technology trends, which are 

becoming so advanced that they are near magical: 

o Artificial intelligence. 

o The Internet of Things. 

o Networked logic. 

o Blockchain and smart contracts.  

o Augmented and Virtual Reality.  

o Quantum computing.  

o 3D printing. 

o Platforms – read Machine, Platform, Crowd.  

AI 

AI is hot. It is the new electricity. ‘AI first’ will replace ‘mobile first’ as the 

preferred consumer-facing interaction. AI will ride and drive all the other 

technology trends. 

IoT 

The Internet of Things is the fourth industrial revolution. When things wake up. 

Imagine trillions of connected things. Devices to have ‘embedded cognition 

driven by brain-inspired computing’, which means that IoT devices will all have 

tiny little brains connected to one another into a big brain.  

Digital manufacturing 

If you can think it, you can make it. From your local garage. The maker 

movement on steroids. Maybe as a counterweight to urbanisation? 
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Quantum 

Digital will become quantum. The development of a quantum computer will 

mark a leap forward in computing capability far greater than that from the 

abacus to a modern-day supercomputer, with performance gains in the billion-

fold realm and beyond. If quantum mechanics has not profoundly shocked you, 

you haven’t understood it yet. It is coming. Intel recently reported that it can 

now layer the ultra-pure silicon needed for a quantum computer onto the 

standard wafers used in chip factories.  

The winners take all 

Hinssen also identifies the winners-take-all threat. Take GAFA, the four 

exponents of this network explosion: Google, Apple, Facebook and Amazon. 

Google and Facebook are expected to command 73% of each additional digital 

advertising dollar over the next three years. In the US alone, by 2016, Google and 

Facebook commanded more than 50 billion minutes of digital attention every 

week. Alphabet, for example, the parent company of Google, controls 12% of all 

money spent on media advertising. There is a new term for that: GAFAnomics. 

BAT-men 

Or take the BAT-men: Baidu, Alibaba and TenCent. TenCent dominates 

communication in Asia. It is the owner of WeChat. GAFAs are getting kicked 

around by the BAT-men. Which shows how economies are shifting towards the 

East. 

Culture is too slow 

So what are we doing about it? At macro and micro level. The first thing we do is 

all try to become Silicon Valley. That is culture and history (flower power and 
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settlers). It is too slow. We wrote about it a while ago. Organisational design will 

eat strategy and culture. 

Organisations of the future 

Organisations of the future need creativity, innovation, agility and flexibility. 

Which suggests that these organisations are online, networked, open, 

transparent and fast. “It takes a network to defeat a network”, which is now 

known as McChrystal’s Law. Forget command and control. Like us, Hinssen is a 

fan of Reinventing Organisations, and he uses Zappos as the example. If it is 

good enough for Tony Hsieh … 

Holacracy 

The system of Holacracy works completely differently. Everything is organised 

around ‘circles’, and employees are free to ‘join’ the circles they would like. Teal 

companies are characterised by self-management, creative potential, bringing 

one’s ‘whole’ self to work, and having a purpose beyond making money. They 

operate effectively, even at a large scale, with a system based on peer 

relationships, without hierarchy or the need for consensus.  

Teal 

Organisations that are ‘Teal’ – like Patagonia, FAVI, Sun Hydraulics, Morning 

Star, Heiligenfeld and Buurtzorg – become a living organism, instead of just a 

structure. Organisational biomimicry.  

Cell division 

Atos is a giant in the technology services industry. It originated as the largest 

Dutch IT services provider of the time, called BSO/Origin. It uses ‘cell division’. 
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Every time one ‘cell’ would grow beyond 100 people, the company would split it 

and make them separate entities within a corporate ‘network’. The results were 

spectacular: overheads stayed low, the ‘organisational cost’ remained minimal, 

but the entrepreneurial instincts thrived. The very best new people handled 

virtually any challenge knowing that they could rise through the ranks quickly 

and perhaps, one day, head up their own cells.  

Platform of guiding principles 

Visa took a leaf out of “The Connected Company and The Starfish and the 

Spider. Using guiding principles to grow the network. 

Rainforest 

If you want an agricultural metaphor (read Drawdown if you are interested in 

agriculture). The plantation is a metaphor for the business and management 

model that emerged from the Industrial Revolution. Organised growing. In 

contrast to the wild and seemingly disorganised messiness of the rainforest. 

There are no ‘crops’ in the rainforest. The rainforest has ‘weeds’. It’s messy and 

chaotic. Silicon Valley is a ‘rainforest ecosystem’, an inherently dangerous place 

to start with. You can get killed by a snake in the rainforest and die instantly. 

The mortality rate of a start-up is nearly 95%, even in Silicon Valley. But the 

start-ups don’t mind.  

Contact sport 

You can get killed by the venom of a snake, and perish instantly, but that same 

venom could be the cure for cancer: that’s the lure of the rainforest. You need 

the hustle and bustle, the ‘thickness’ of the jungle to foster interactions. 

Innovation is a contact sport. You need the interactions that are natural in such a 
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fertile and connected environment. It is about building a community where 

ideas can have sex, and bear amazing results.  

How to get rainforest 

The natural reaction of many corporates is a very understandable one: “We have 

to get some of the ‘rainforest’ magic into our banana plantation right away”. Yes! 

Brilliant! “So, let’s buy one of those rainforest start-ups!” No! Horrible!  Because 

plantations have no idea how to foster rainforest magic. The real trick is getting 

more ‘rainforest magic’ in your plantation is to focus on culture. It will be very 

hard because there is a fundamental difference in culture between the 

plantation and rainforests. 

Bi-modal 

Wouldn’t it be great if your company could be ‘bi-modal’? Think ‘Business 

Thermodynamics’. Thermodynamics is probably one of my favourite areas of 

physics, a wonderful field that explains why – depending on pressure and 

temperature – water can be ice that you skate on, a liquid that you drink or 

vapour that you can inhale. It’s the exact same molecule: H2O but, depending on 

the temperature and pressure, it can behave in a different manner.  

You need to become solid, fluid and superfluid 

As an organisation, you need ice, water and vapour. That means a six-month 

plan and 30-year vision every six months. That means a high internal clock 

speed. That means experimentation. Trying to find a triple point where multiple 

culture and organisational forms can co-exist. There is this magical composition 

where all three states can perfectly complement one another: superfluid, fluid 

and solid. Unfortunately, there is no ‘how-to’. There is no ‘silver bullet’, or some 
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‘magical’ Harvard Business Review case that you can take, and make it all better. 

However, there are a few models you can consider. 

The remote silo  

One model is to create a removed ‘division’ where they can – in splendid 

isolation – invent the future. It’s an incredibly alluring idea. But it proves 

incredibly difficult to pull off. There is an ‘optimal distance’ where the remote 

silo can indeed invent the Day After Tomorrow, and still infect the mothership 

to act on those insights.  

The separate entity  

The test of a first-rate intelligence is the ability to hold two opposed ideas in 

their mind at the same time, and still retain the ability to function. It sums up 

the biggest challenges of large corporates: balance an existing business model 

with another one that operates on the flip side and might cannibalise the core 

business. If a company has a severe integration problem with a radical Day After 

Tomorrow silo, there is only one solution: cut the umbilical cord.  

The catapult 

The concept of the disruptive catapult. During these catapults, eight senior 

executives, each from different business divisions participate in an intense 

eight-week programme. During that time, they are put in an innovation pressure 

cooker scenario. They are bombarded with all kinds of eye-opening experiences 

and fed with all sorts of disruptive ideas, concepts, technologies and start-ups. 

The aim is that, using agile mechanisms, by the end of the experiment, they 

figure out one or more possible Day After Tomorrow initiatives. The best part of 

the catapult exercise has to do with ownership because, at the end of this 

exercise, one of the executives is going to have to lead the initiative.  
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Customer co-creation  

One of the most efficient ways to keep in touch with increasingly complex 

markets is to use co-creation with customers. For example, MasterCard brings a 

multidisciplinary team of designers, developers and product experts from its 

Labs – augmented by subject-matter experts from the relevant part of 

MasterCard – to come up with a radical idea to solve the challenge in just one 

week. That’s right: one week. At the end of the week, they have a working 

prototype, a video advertorial of the solution and a full-blown go-to-market plan. 

MasterCard runs these pressure cookers around the world on a weekly basis. Co-

creation stimulates the focus on emerging business. On Day After Tomorrow 

thinking, instead of obsessing about the status quo and company politics. The 

only drawback with this kind of co-creation labs is that they are sometimes not 

radical enough to survive the Day After Tomorrow of an organisation.  

The portfolio organisation  

One of the largest experiments in such a portfolio innovation strategy is how 

Google re-organised its entire corporate structure under the umbrella company 

Alphabet Inc. while keeping the engine revving.  

Solid 

The move from Google to Alphabet is anything but a simple cosmetic name 

change. It’s a very clever portfolio exercise for the Day After Tomorrow, creating 

a new holding company that is composed of independent operating units, each 

with a separate and strong management. The root businesses are search, 

advertising, Google Maps, YouTube, Chrome and Android – under Google Inc.  
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Superfluid 

But the radically innovative and superfluid ventures are separated from Google 

Inc. and fall under the larger Alphabet umbrella: like X (the research and 

development facility) and DeepMind (the AI division).  

Fluid 

The same goes for the fluid parts, like Verily, or Google Ventures which is 

looking at the next new technologies on the horizon. Each part is managed quite 

similarly to how a venture capitalist would cope with a portfolio of investments. 

Google is one of the first companies to leverage this kind of portfolio structure in 

such an extensive manner. Many companies who want to secure their Day After 

Tomorrow ventures while, at the same time, leveraging their ‘today’ and 

‘tomorrow’ revenue are going to follow their model. 

The accelerator  

Many companies trying to tap into the fountain of eternal youth are setting up 

corporate accelerators. Selected start-ups get access to the top executives who 

open up their network to accelerate the growth of these fledgling companies.  

The corporate garage  

The problem with accelerators is their limited impact, as the time during which 

they actively engage with the start-ups is very limited. In the Silicon Valley start-

up myth, the ‘real’ magic happens in a garage. So, shouldn’t a corporate 

organisation need a garage as well? Many corporates are building ‘corporate 

garages’ where start-ups can be hatched. And these often have more impact, 

greater influence and a longer effect than the standard ‘short-lived’ accelerators.  
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The network organisation  

Haier is an extreme networked model. It has 73,000 employees and generates 

USD 30 billion in revenue (2015). It is considered to be one of the most 

innovative, leading quality players in the field of appliances ranging from 

washing machines, microwave ovens and refrigerators. It eliminated middle 

management and chopped its 73,000-employee workforce into hundreds of 

internal micro-companies each with its own profit and loss account.  

Ideas 

These micro-companies are free to propose new ideas, which are then put to the 

vote. The winner becomes the project leader and ‘recruits’ employees for the 

venture (who are free to join or leave at any time). In other words, these micro-

companies function just like actual start-ups.  

Catfish 

Haier also introduced ‘catfish’ to keep everybody on their toes: shadow 

managers who follow the micro-entrepreneurs and ruthlessly report on missed 

targets and lost opportunities. The catfish is the person who had a rival idea that 

came second in the voting, after the intrapreneur. He/she is supposed to help 

and carefully watch. The ‘catfish management’ technique counterbalances the 

natural chaos created by the micro-enterprise network philosophy.  

End-user focus 

In Haier, everything begins and ends with the end-user. In fact, Haier employees 

do not receive a fixed salary: it’s the customers who ‘decide’ upon employees’ 

remuneration. The beauty of Haier’s competitive and networked innovation 

approach is that only a certain type of ‘gutsy’ and entrepreneurial type of 



 

 39 

employee will be drawn to the company, which will reinforce its innovation 

culture. It’s a perfect fit. 

The integral disruption  

100% pure, undiluted Day After Tomorrow. SpaceX is a perfect example of such 

an enterprise. How’s that for a radical ‘moonshot’ (what Google X calls its radical 

solution projects)? Better yet: a Mars shot. When you walk around SpaceX and 

talk about the NASA contract, you will hear: “Ah, that’s just to pay the bills. What 

we want to do is colonise Mars”.  Pure ‘Day After Tomorrow’ companies are rare, 

but they exist.  

The pollutants strategy  

Follow the outliers, or the ‘pollutants’. Those users who are trying to do things 

radically different. For example, Autodesk played a pivotal role in helping 

Cameron pioneer new methods of virtual moviemaking for Avatar. Helping 

them to shine a light on an area of the Day After Tomorrow. 

It is not R&D 

Just as life is an emergent property of all the atoms in our body, so is radical 

innovation an emergent quality of all the ingredients in your company. Today, 

when companies innovate with a ‘today’ lens, internally they tend to focus on a 

‘research & development’ activity. When we start to move up to the ‘tomorrow’ 

lens, in a more fluid setup, companies will set up intrapreneurial activities and 

platforms to stimulate radical innovation. We will see the development of truly 

disruptive labs inside companies. Setups like Google X, or JLabs in Johnson & 

Johnson. We will have to.  
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Politics 

His last chapter is the best. About our political system. It is like reading The End 

of Western Civilisation  but from a technology perspective. The current political 

leadership of our planet does not address the Day After Tomorrow in any 

significant way. They are jeopardising the future of our children and 

grandchildren in the most grotesque way possible.  

Blind 

We are being guided by a political ruling class that is almost completely blind to 

the world beyond the horizon of the next elections. For instance, in most 

Western countries, politicians are still calculating ‘pensions’, government debts 

and budgets with economic models that stem from more than 20 years ago, from 

an analogue time when laws of change operated under very different 

circumstances.  

Abyss 

Our ‘inclusive’ political leaders are not doing us a favour by only tackling those 

concerns that can be solved in periods that are no longer than their election 

term. Quite the opposite, in fact; they are slowly plunging us into the abyss of an 

economic dystopia where the ignorance of technology and the election cycle-

induced myopia are the true reason why many nations will fail.  

Disruption 

What will happen when mass disruption by automation and AI starts impacting 

jobs in the service industry as well in a significant manner? That could give rise 

to several simultaneous transformations that could cause incredible disruptions 

of the economic, social and political order.  
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Out of sync 

Our economy and our politics are completely out-of-sync. We need to plan for a 

future without jobs. It is time to optimise our economy for the human beings it’s 

supposed to be serving. How will we manage countries when capital is 

fundamentally and irrevocably substituting labour? We are truly entering the 

post-capitalist era.  

Too slow 

Our political systems have become the slowest-moving part of society. Our 

governments are not running twice as fast. Worse, they are not even running fast 

enough just to keep up. Imagine all curves (technology, climate change, 

population, knowledge, connectivity) going exponential upwards and one line 

keeps going vertical. That means that the political system is losing touch with 

reality at an also exponential speed. Something will have to give. An Xlab for 

civil servants anyone? 

!  
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The moral paradoxes of 
our future  

Trying to make sense of the future is difficult. To 

quote Tim O’Reilly, the author of WTF?: What’s the 

Future and Why It’s Up to Us: “Everything is 

amazing, everything is horrible, and it’s all moving 

too fast. We are facing a set of paradoxes today”. It 

took me a long time to get my head around this 

book. It is a combination of”Thank You for Being Late and”Machine, Platform, 

Crowd. It will definitely make you think. 

It is complex 

The magical technologies of today, and choices we’ve already made, decades 

ago, about what we value as a society, are leading us down a path with complex 

contingencies, unseen dangers, and decisions that we don’t even know we are 

making. 

No Ordinary Disruption 

No Ordinary Disruption points out quite correctly that technology is only one of 

four major disruptive forces shaping the world to come. Demographics (in 

particular, changes in longevity and the birth rate that have radically shifted the 

mix of ages in the global population), globalisation, and urbanisation may play 

at least as large a role as technology. And even that list fails to take into account 

catastrophic war, plague, or environmental disruption. 

The future comes in fits and starts, and it is often when times are darkest that 

the brightest futures are being born. 
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Everything is mapping 

We need a map. When an entrepreneur or venture capitalist goes to work each 

day, he or she has a mental map of the technology and business landscape. They 

put the world in categories: friend or acquaintance, ally or competitor, important 

or unimportant, urgent or trivial, future or past. For each category, we have a 

mental map. 

Sensemaking 

Each entrepreneur, each inventor, is also an explorer, trying to make sense of 

what’s possible, what works and what doesn’t, and how to move forward. 

Creating the right map is the first challenge we face in making sense. 

Patterns 

Before you can understand how to deal with AI, on-demand applications, and 

the disappearance of middle-class jobs, and how these things can come together 

into a future we want to live in, we have to make sure we aren’t blinded by old 

ideas. We have to see patterns that cross old boundaries. 

Study history 

History is a map and is a wave that moves through time slightly faster than we 

do. Mark Twain is reputed to have said, “History doesn’t repeat itself, but it often 

rhymes”. Study history and notice the patterns. Look for repeating patterns and 

ask yourself what the next iteration is going to be. 

Move to the fringes 

It is almost always the case that if you want to see the future, you have to look 

not at the technologies offered by the mainstream but those offered by the 
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innovators out at the fringes. This is a key lesson in how to see the future: bring 

people together who are already living in it. Science fiction writer William 

Gibson famously observed, “The future is already here. It’s just not evenly 

distributed yet”. 

The map or the road 

Train yourself to recognise when you are looking at the map instead of at the 

road. Mapping is difficult. Reality itself is fundamentally unknowable since what 

is, is always mediated by our nervous system. 

Study language 

Language itself is a kind of map. Our experience is shaped by the words we use. 

Recognising when you’re stuck in the words, looking at the map rather than 

looking at the road, is something that is surprisingly hard to learn. 

Look at companies 

Look at companies or groups of companies that best exemplify the next wave of 

technology. ‘Unpacking’ the lessons of that company can help you draw your 

map of the future. 

Spot the unicorns 

1. It seems unbelievable at first.  

2. It changes the way the world works.  

3. It results in an ecosystem of new services, jobs, business models, and 

industries. 



 

 45 

Tune in to the signals 

Try to tune in to very different signals by watching the innovators who did what 

they do out of love and curiosity, not a desire to make a fortune. Radically new 

industries don’t start when creative entrepreneurs meet venture capitalists. 

They start with people who are infatuated with seemingly impossible futures. 

Find the seeds of that future, study them, and ask yourself how things will be 

different when they are the new normal. What happens if this trend keeps going? 

Law of Conservation of Attractive Profits 

Consider Clayton Christensen’s Law of Conservation of Attractive Profits. When 

one thing becomes commoditised, something else becomes valuable. You must 

ask yourself what will become valuable as today’s tasks become commoditised. 

Ask 

“What happens if this goes on?” 

Look 

Look at restaurants, food, artisans. Look at what rich people do today. 

Moore’s Law and government 

Moore’s Law has an alarming consequence for governments. If government’s 

slow, change-resistant technology procurement processes mean that it is five or 

six years behind the private sector, the three or four exponential generations of 

Moore’s Law that have passed will make its capabilities 10 times worse. 
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Different maps 

Whole sectors of the population are now led by vastly divergent maps. How are 

we to solve the world’s most pressing problems when we aren’t even trying to 

create maps that reflect the actual road ahead, but instead drive toward political 

or business goals? 

One computer 

A famous IBM CEO remarked that he saw no need for more than five computers 

worldwide. He was wrong by 4. For all practical purposes, there is now only one 

computer. Google is now running on well over 1 million servers, using services 

distributed across those servers to deliver instant access to documents and 

services available from nearly 100 million other independent web servers – to 

users running on billions of smartphones and PCs. The Network is the 

Computer. 

Participative intelligence 

Collective intelligence applications are no longer being driven solely by humans 

typing on keyboards but, increasingly, by sensors. Our phones and cameras are 

being turned into eyes and ears for applications; motion and location sensors tell 

where we are, what we’re looking at, and how fast we’re moving. Data is being 

collected, presented, and acted upon in real-time. The scale of participation has 

increased by orders of magnitude. 

Global brain 

Google’s search engine is the pervasive neocortex of the information economy, a 

critical component of the global brain that the Internet has become, connecting 

billions of humans with the data and documents we collectively create. 
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Some of the questions from the book 

1. What happens when products cost less every year but do more? 

2. Is the smartphone is becoming a remote control for real life? 

3. What happens when on-demand is becoming a universal consumer 

expectation? 

4. What happens when you augment people? 

5. Is jobless the same as workless? 

6. What happens when you are managed by algorithms (and you don’t 

understand the algorithm)? 

7. Are we becoming an ‘algocracy’? 

8. Whose black box do you trust? 

9. What happens to companies when everything becomes digital? 

10. What are the combinatorial effects of new technology (without digital 

photography, would there be Amazon, eBay, Etsy, or Airbnb)? 

11. What is the impact of ‘thick marketplaces’, a critical mass of consumers 

and producers, readers and writers, or buyers and sellers? 

12. Does an online service and the organisation that produces and manages it 

need to become inseparable? 

13. Are we all inside the application? Are we all the new synapses for the 

global brain? 

14. Will the labour market become like Lyft and Uber or Walmart and 

McDonalds? Why do we regulate labour? 

15. What does history tell us about winner-take-all? (The French revolution 

might be worthwhile studying.) 

16. What if an AI was more like a multicellular organism, an evolution beyond 

our single-celled selves? 
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17. What if we were not even the cells of such an organism, but its 

microbiome, the vast ecology of microorganisms that inhabits our bodies? 

18. What happens if we ban ‘thin value’ and businesses exist to serve human 

needs? 

19. Why do we treat purely financial investments as equivalent to real 

business investment (only around 15% of the money flowing from 

financial institutions actually makes its way into a business investment)? 

20. What happens start-ups are beginning to turn away from the financial 

market casino and trying to build real businesses again? 

21. What happens if we move from measuring ourselves on shareholder value 

to metrics around job growth or income growth? 

22. What happens if we dampen the impact of super money? 

23. Are we measuring the right things? (For example, if you take down your 

clothesline and buy an electric clothes dryer, the electric consumption of 

the nation rises slightly. If you go in the other direction and remove the 

electric clothes dryer and install a clothesline, the consumption of 

electricity drops slightly, but there is no credit given anywhere on the 

charts and graphs to solar energy, which is now drying the clothes.) 

24. What will be the impact of basic income on the creative economy? 

25. When technology moves far faster than the education system, what 

happens? Read Robot-proof. 

26. Should we introduce a golden share? In The Entrepreneurial State, 

Mariana Mazzucato details the role of government in funding the 

innovations that are embodied in products such as the iPhone, 

pharmaceutical and agricultural innovation, and the new private space 

race. She makes the case that start-ups commercialising government-

funded research should pay royalties into a ‘National Innovation Fund’ or 
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issue a ‘golden share’ – an undilutable percentage ownership to the public 

– precisely in order to capture a portion of the value as and if created. 

27. What is the essence of the maker movement? Making for the joy of 

exploration. Making to learn. The idea is that if we really want to have 

mastery over our tools, we have to be able to get inside them, understand 

how they work, and modify them. 

28. The role of social capital (contextually dependent know-how, which is 

valuable when shared by a critical mass of people). 

29. Should you forget about disruption, and instead work on stuff that 

matters? 

30. Should you pursue something so important that, even if you fail, the world 

is better off for you having tried? 

31. Should you create value for your communities and your customers as well 

as yourself? 

32. Should you create a self-reinforcing value loop with and for others? 

33. Who will have the money to buy tomorrow’s products in an increasingly 

automated world? 

34. Should we mitigate against the enormous economic losses from pollution? 

(China has estimated these losses to its economy as 10% of GDP.) 

35. Should we radically change our economy to cater for 9 billion people? 

36. Should we change from “we need jobs” to “we have a job to do”? What 

happens when ‘work’, not ‘jobs’, becomes the organising principle for our 

map of the future labour economy. 

Ultimately it’s all about this 

Moral choice, not intelligence or creativity, is our greatest asset. Things may get 

much worse before they get better. But we can choose instead to lift each other 
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up, to build an economy where people matter, not just profit. We can dream big 

dreams and solve big problems. Instead of using technology to replace people, 

we can use it to augment them so they can do things that were previously 

impossible.  
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Undisruptable: A 
mindset of permanent 
reinvention 

Undisruptable: A Mindset of Permanent 

Reinvention is a great book. What do Amazon, 

caterpillars, imaginal discs, the Amara effect, a 

rugby stadium, Kintsugi, S-curves, infinity, mayfly, 

Sequoia trees, purpose, queen wasp, Archimedes, 

magic spells, Rome, Apple, crabs, lobsters, dragons, poison, jellyfish, Fujifilm, 

Walt Disney, Arnold Schwarzenegger, trees, forest fires, coconuts and butterflies 

have in common? They are all used by Aidan McCullen as metaphors to explain 

the need for reinvention. I have never read a book that uses metaphors, biology, 

nature, history, fables, philosophy, etc and links it all to management theory. It 

is awesome and delightful. Every chapter ends with the key lessons and 

questions. If you read this book, you will never be the same. And that is the 

point. 

Increase your return on capabilities 

As professionals, all the skills we learn accumulate to give us a unique 

combination. Return on capability is intangible when we compare it to existing, 

established and proven business (and mental) models. This is why new business 

models require new measurements and new mindsets. When the business 

environment is in flux, we cannot measure future endeavours in the same way 

we measure past successes. When you embark on an experiment, you build 

capability, and that capability can deliver unintended successes. Success 
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involves continually investing in yourself and in your business ahead of the 

necessity to do so and ahead of the availability of funds. 

We are stuck in the past 

According to the Boston Consulting Group, the average life of a business model 

was once 15 years. By BCG’s estimation, that number has drastically reduced to 

five years. That applies to you too. You are not spending enough time in 

tomorrow. 

The seed of destruction is in success 

The moment we reach the peak in any endeavour, the dip is already underway. 

Alas, therein lies the problem: our successes often blind us to the possibility of 

failure; our victories can sometimes defeat us. We become so preoccupied with 

optimising, enjoying and defending the competitive advantage that made us 

successful today that we neglect to prepare for tomorrow. This mode of thinking 

is outdated. We can no longer win with defence alone; there is no longer a safe 

harbour for organisations; there is no longer a career destination for individuals. 

That is so often the challenge: we resist reinvention for fear of losing the 

competitive advantage we have developed. 

Reinvent in permanence 

The key, we will see, is to reinvent in permanence. We must build a constant 

flow of reinvention initiatives into business, careers and life. McCullen’s 

findings continuously point to a common trend: we cannot change what we do 

until we also change how we think. Within organisations, this translates as: we 

cannot change business models until we also change mental models. How do we 

navigate a world that is changing at breakneck speed, as business leaders and as 

individuals? What can we do to minimise the impact of disruption on our 
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careers, in our organisations and on our lives? The answer lies with a mindset: a 

mindset of permanent reinvention. 

VUCA 

I have been writing about VUCA for a while. This is how Aidan McCullen 

describes it. Nothing behaves as we think it should. Nothing makes sense. At 

such times the world appears to be staging a madhouse. It is never a madhouse. 

It is merely the great tide of evolution in temporary flood, moving this way and 

that, piling up against that which obstructs its flow, trying to break loose and 

sweep away the internal model that opposes it. 

We don’t understand 

VUCA and exponential go hand in hand. But VUCA and exponential clashes with 

our way of thinking. Deep in most of us, below our awareness, indelibly 

implanted there by three centuries of the Industrial Age, is the mechanistic, 

separatist, cause-and-effect, command-and-control, machine model of reality. 

People are more than machines. The universe is more than a clock. Nature is 

more than a sequence of cogs and wheels. 

The future is faster than you think 

The undeniable fact is that we have created the greatest explosion of capacity to 

receive, store, use, transform, and transmit information in history, and that is 

causing an even greater explosion in societal diversity and complexity. There is 

no way to turn back. 

What is the permanent reinvention mindset? 

It is about filters. Every time we add a lens, it modifies how we experience the 

world. In this analogy, the brain plays the role of the optometrist adding lenses 
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as we learn and experience new things. As we grow older, our lenses pile up 

through education and media, religion and politics, friends and foes, poverty 

and prosperity, society and culture and countless other ways. As we advance 

through life, our lenses become scratched and worn and distort our view, 

blinding us to both threats and opportunities. Read Free Your Mind of Being 

Yourself or Rethinking Strategy or Unlearn. 

Amazon 

Like me, Aidan is a fan of Amazon, and he uses Amazon throughout the book as 

an example of a constant reinvention mindset. Jeff Bezos’ focus has always been 

on keeping Amazon in the mindset of a start-up and never becoming 

complacent. Even he predicts the ultimate demise of Amazon in time. It is 

inevitable. 

Amara’s law 

There are decades where nothing happens, and there are weeks where decades 

happen. Exponential growth is back-loaded, which helps explain another 

phenomenon, known as Amara’s Law, after the scientist Roy Amara. This law 

states we overestimate the effect of a technology in the short-term and 

underestimate its impact in the long-term. 

Rugby stadium 

I always use the chess set to explain exponential. McCullen uses the example of a 

rugby stadium. Exponential means that from the very first drop to completely 

filling the stadium would take a mere 49 minutes. And here is the rub, when you 

and those seated on the upper rows of the stadium realise there is a problem, you 

think you have enough time to take action. After all, you see that the water took 

45 minutes to reach the people at ground level. Most of us are sitting in the upper 
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row and have no idea what is coming. A tsunami of digitisation, Moore’s Law, 

artificial intelligence, data, globalisation, climate change and pandemics is 

already upon us. 

Clock speed 

This is what happens when industries adopt a defensive approach to business, 

believing change will not catch them off guard. This is what happens when 

organisations ignore evolving customer needs and business models. Internal 

clock speed. Jack Welch warned when businesses do not keep pace with the 

speed of change in their marketplace, they face extinction, as Nokia discovered. 

We must learn to understand the trends and surf the waves of change. As the 

Chinese proverb tells us, “When the wind of change blows, some build walls, 

while others build windmills”.  

Caterpillar 

Rather than a rigid set of frameworks or business models, Aidan presents the 

book as a series of mental models. Starting with the caterpillar. Imaginal discs 

begin life as single-celled organisms and remain dormant until they instinctively 

awaken when it is time for metamorphosis. Imaginal cells are so unlike the 

caterpillar’s cells that the immune system attacks them as invaders. Despite 

being rejected by the organism, imaginal cells persevere, multiplying within the 

caterpillar. These new cells resonate at the same frequency, communicating and 

coordinating to overwhelm the caterpillar’s immune system. They induce the 

caterpillar to find a twig and harden its skin, which acts as a cocoon. This is 

when a caterpillar becomes a chrysalis. Then, the caterpillar goes through a 

beautiful transformation by dissolving into a nutritious liquid that fuels the 

metamorphosis into a butterfly. For the new being to emerge, it does not destroy 
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the old but rather builds upon what was already there. The old plays a noble role 

in enabling the new. There is no better way to describe transformation. 

Struggle 

As I was thinking about this, I read somewhere that you also should not help the 

butterfly to leave the cocoon. The butterfly needs the struggle to inflate the 

wings fully. The struggle is also a necessary part of transformation. 

Change is resistance 

Transformation means letting go of the old. It is the psychological warfare 

between the existing and the emergent. It needs different mindsets. We don’t 

like changing, and the bigger the change, the greater the resistance. Despite such 

a high death rate, considerable research shows that 90% of cardiovascular-

related patients will not make the lifestyle changes required to reduce the 

chances of another event. Even when faced with such life-or-death situations, 

only 10% can adapt. When confronted with such figures, is it any wonder that 

75% of organisational transformation efforts fail? 

Kintsugi Thinking 

The Japanese word kintsugi literally means golden (‘kin’) repair (‘tsugi’). As a 

philosophy, it treats breakage and repair as an integral part of an object’s history. 

What is damaged, scarred and vulnerable is something to celebrate rather than 

disguise. They call the mindset of reframing flaws and setbacks Kintsugi 

Thinking. It is a valuable lens through which to see the world. Mistakes are the 

foundation on which we learn. The higher the tolerance for mistakes, the more 

we will learn. Business today is a mix of both executing what we know and 

experimenting with what we do not know. This duality of business will 
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inevitably result in mistakes. The key is to review why the mistakes happened 

and what we can do with the learnings. 

S-curves 

Many models of change exist, but one that is particularly relevant to disruptive 

innovation is the Sigmoid curve or S-curve. Typically, the S-curve is broken into 

three broad phases: growth, scale, and maturity. I like to break it into six distinct 

phases, with the emphasis on the crucial phase six, which is often overlooked. 

This sixth phase is a blind spot because it is counterintuitive; it also needs to 

begin before you reach phase five. Gone are the days of sitting on the laurels of 

success because disruption is the new normal. Even when we become king of the 

mountain and reach the top of the S, the mountain can suddenly become a 

molehill. Because phase five is where organisations and individuals stagnate, 

decline and decay. Phase five is a long kiss goodnight and a slow, painful decline 

where the organisation competes for an ever-decreasing market spend. This is 

the realm of the metaphorical melting iceberg. The death by a thousand cuts. 

The long goodbye.  

Phase Six: Jumping the S-curve 

Phase six is ‘jumping the S-curve’ and involves a transition from the success you 

have achieved today – whether it be in business or in your career – to possible 

success tomorrow. Sometimes the output from an S-curve jump is not a financial 

gain; it can often be a new capability or skill. If you are flexible, agile and 

adaptable to change, then this new capability can be applied to another S-curve. 

Many individuals and organisations neglect this crucial phase because it is so 

damn counterintuitive. The jump to a new curve always looks like a step 

backwards. It presents the classic innovator’s dilemma. Christensen suggested 
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we invest in new products and/or new business models that often compete with 

our existing businesses. 

Now is too late 

The time to repair the roof is when the sun is shining. This is the principle of the 

Spartan warrior mantra, “The more you sweat in times of peace, the less you 

bleed in war”. Organisations that repair the roof when the sun is shining can 

weather storms when they occur. In a VUCA age, there is always another storm 

coming, so jumping the S-curve in permanence is essential for the permanent 

reinvention mindset. Too often, when leaders realise they need to jump to a new 

curve, it is too late. And the problem is you never know when to jump to a new S-

curve, so you must do so in permanence. Infinite change. 

It is infinite 

The ouroboros is an ancient symbol often represented by a serpent or dragon 

eating its own tail. Many of us consider the snake to be a symbol of evil, but the 

ouroboros is actually a symbol for eternal, cyclical renewal or a cycle of life, 

death and rebirth. The need for a learning mindset. In times of profound change, 

the learners inherit the earth, while the learned find themselves beautifully 

equipped to deal with a world that no longer exists. 

It is evolution 

A mayfly lives for only two days, while a sequoia tree lives for over 1,000 years. 

The earth is like the tree, and we are like the mayfly. Aidan shares this story to 

emphasise how everything on the planet evolves at a different pace. We can’t 

force the same timeline on everything. It only results in frustration and 

desperation. When we visualise time as a series of cycles, we reframe past 
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experiences as fuel for the future, setbacks as lessons and sunk costs as learning 

costs. 

It is cyclical 

Using cyclical time as a lens helps us to reframe a variety of phenomena. As an 

organisation, this cyclical mindset provides a useful way to view transformation 

and reinvention efforts. When we reframe the organisation as a living entity, we 

see that it is also in a continual process of becoming. Life is a series of natural 

and spontaneous changes.  

Go with the flow 

Don’t resist it; that only creates sorrow. Let reality be reality. Business leaders 

can reframe reinvention as a process of building on the past rather than 

defending it. 

WASP 

This is what I call the WASP trap, Wandering Aimlessly Sans Purpose. Wasp life 

cycles are shorter than ours, but the WASP trap highlights why purpose is so 

important. Like the queen wasp, who emits a unifying pheromone, organisations 

can align people around a compelling vision to achieve dramatic results. And 

once you commit to a vision, the most amazing things happen in a phenomenon 

called synchronicity. Without something to strive for, without a vision, we 

wander aimlessly through life. Purpose is the new black. Combine it with vision 

(and, as far as I am concerned, passion). Those are lenses all by itself. 

RAS 

Proverbs 29:18 reads, “Where there is no vision, the people perish”. Vision lives 

at the top of the S-curve and serves as a North Star to guide. Vision informs 
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purpose. Just as we need to build capability before we need it, we need to 

cultivate vision in our lives before discovering we have none. Without a clear 

vision, we don’t have our radar on for opportunities that are often sitting right in 

front of us. You are activating your RAS (Reticular Activating System). The 

Science of Synchronicity. We shape our life by deciding to pay attention to it. It 

is the direction of our concentration and its intensity that determines what we 

accomplish and how well. The law of attraction, where we attract those things 

we focus on most. It is why positive people see reasons to be positive and why 

negative people find more reasons to be negative. 

Mindset 

There is a lot of mindset in the book as well: 

o If you can hold it in your head, you can hold it in your hand. 

o Abracadabra suggests magicians pulling rabbits from hats, but it is an 

Aramaic term that translates into English as “I will create as I speak”. A 

clearly articulated vision works in a similar way: the words create a mental 

pathway to a future state. 

o Once you commit to your vision, the universe conspires to present a 

plethora of opportunities. Ask and it is given. 

o There is no gain without struggle (Martin Luther King). 

o Death is nature’s way of making things continually interesting. 

o Feelings are the language of the body, and thoughts are the language of the 

mind. 

o The Spartan warrior mantra, repopularised by American General Norman 

Schwarzkopf, encapsulates it well: “The more you sweat in peace, the less 

you bleed in war”. 
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Psycho-cybernetics 

Maxwell Maltz was the pioneer of a field of psychological training called psycho-

cybernetics. He believed that our nervous system cannot tell the difference 

between an imagined and a real experience.  

Archimedes 

Archimedes pretty much invented the first laser beam. Normal light, such as 

sunlight, is incoherent or dispersed; thankfully, it does not burn through things 

like a laser would. Lasers emit particles of light, known as photons. When 

photons are aligned in lockstep, they are described as ‘coherent’. When light is 

tightly concentrated like a laser, it is not only potent but can stay focused over 

vast distances. When leaders align human energy in a coherent way towards a 

shared vision, our efforts are magnified. A leader must share a unifying vision 

for their organisation. Articulating a vision frequently provides mental rehearsal 

for employees, like the mental free throws for basketball players or mental 

recitals for pianists. Vision harnesses collective energy, just as Archimedes’ 

death ray harnessed disparate beams of light into a laser beam. 

Rome 

All roads lead to Rome. Hub and spoke models are still used by transport 

planners, airlines and network developers. Roman history shows how a vision, 

supported by execution, can ensure years of dominance, even if that dominance 

eventually ends. People will do a better job and spot threats and opportunities 

when they understand and are aligned with a vision. 

Apple 

Apple needed a means to connect disparate products. If it succeeded, Apple 

could become the Roman empire of the computing industry. In retrospect, the 
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jump to a digital hub makes perfect sense today. What Jobs didn’t reveal was 

that Apple would not just produce the Mac as the central hub, but Apple would, 

in time, produce the spokes that connected to that hub. Apple’s vision gave us 

the iPod, iTunes, Apple TV, Apple Music, iPhoto … and later iCloud, iPhone, 

iPad, iWatch, and ultimately a two-trillion dollar undisruptable organisation. 

Crabs 

The exoskeleton of crabs is inelastic, so they eventually outgrow their shells. The 

crab sheds its shell as it evolves throughout its life. The evolution of the crab 

provides a wonderful lens to consider how we outgrow our stations in life: our 

careers, our skill sets and our habits. I include organisations because, unless they 

provide people with scope to develop, they constrict growth. 

Our body 

We are 100 trillion (programmable) cells. The human body is composed of 100 

trillion (one trillion = 1,000 times one billion) cells working in unison to create 

our bodies. If our body regenerates every seven years, what about us? What 

about our careers? What about our organisations? Just as the crab outgrows her 

shell, we all outgrow various stages of life. 

You need support 

When a crab moults, she hides for several days as her new shell hardens. During 

this time, she is vulnerable to predation. Our emergent self is susceptible to 

discouragement and doubt. When we are in this emergent phase, it is vital to 

surround ourselves with people who support us.  
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Shell management 

Rather than exploring new growth opportunities or new ‘shells’, leaders get 

stuck managing today’s shell as their main priority. Even when organisations 

invest in new growth engines, they sometimes forget that the emergent stage is 

also the most vulnerable one, just like when a crab sheds its shell. Leaders must 

provide a safe haven for the fledgling business model and for those change-

makers who are assigned to nurture it. 

Lobsters 

Lobsters also reach a point when they grow too big for their own shells. Shedding 

shells and growing new ones takes a lot of energy. Eventually, the amount of 

energy required to moult a shell and grow another is a step too far, and the 

lobster succumbs to exhaustion, disease, predation or shell collapse. As with 

lobsters, age can become a hindrance for organisations too. They find it 

increasingly difficult to reinvent on an ongoing basis. 

Dragons 

Dragons represent our fears, our ego, and anything else that holds us back 

(including our past). Are we making use of our gifts, or are we prisoners of our 

own dragons? The real tragedy is that some of us never embark on the journey 

because fear prevents us from beginning the odyssey in the first place. “When it 

comes time to die, let us not discover that we have never lived”. 

Reframe fear 

What keeps us from reinventing, from evolving, from pursuing our visions? 

Pursuing a vision not only involves overcoming obstacles, but many visions are 

stillborn by the fear of failure. Fear naturally occurs when we have a vision for 

the future. Once we have the new idea, our ‘change antibodies’ activate and 
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attack the new idea like the DNA of a caterpillar attacking an imaginal cell. The 

permanent reinvention mindset requires us to reframe fear as growing pains. In 

an interview with David Bowie, a reporter asked what advice he would offer for 

aspiring artists. Bowie replied: “If you feel safe in the area you’re working in, 

you’re not working in the right area. Always go a little further into the water than 

you feel you’re capable of being in”. To adapt and benefit from the change, we 

must be flexible and ready. Read The Unbeatable Mind. 

Poison 

“The dose makes the poison” is a phrase attributed to Swiss physicist Paracelsus. 

He claimed that ‘poisons’ were not necessarily negative because it was the dose 

that determined whether a substance was poisonous or not. Researchers found 

that the introduction of stressors – intermittent fasting, exercise and cold 

shower therapy, for example – produces anti-ageing effects. Instead of reaching 

a certain point and recoiling back toward safety, we venture just far enough to 

get used to a new tolerance level. This is the spirit of the infinity curve. There is 

no destination. Every time we become comfortable, yes, we enjoy the crest of the 

wave, but we do not sit still, we do not stagnate, we do not atrophy. 

Slay the dragon 

Slaying the dragon does not always turn out the way we had hoped. The point is 

that we venture out of the cave, we don’t remain a prisoner and spend our life 

wondering what might have happened. The permanent reinvention mindset 

encourages us to stage crises within our control before we encounter those 

beyond our control. Reframing fear builds up our resilience to deal with 

unexpected events and minimises the impact of such events on our lives and in 

our organisations. 
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The immortal jellyfish 

Turritopsis dohrnii or the ‘immortal jellyfish’. When faced with death, it 

willingly reverts to a sexually immature stage and starts its life cycle all over 

again. In doing so, it discards the mature parts of its body – its limbs and 

tentacles and plunges back to the ocean floor to become a baby polyp once again. 

This fascinating life cycle highlights the benefits of a regular return to an 

emergent state and the willingness to discard elements that are weighing it 

down and wasting valuable energy. By taking stock of the ingredients we have at 

our disposal, we can identify interesting combinations. 

Fujifilm 

In a stellar display of reinvention, Fujifilm unbundled its capabilities, which 

included patents in chemical compounds and nanotechnology. Next, it 

systematically sought to apply previously-built capabilities in novel ways. What 

is especially salient about the Fujifilm story is how it unbundled and rebundled 

its capabilities to spectacular effect, adding missing elements through mergers, 

acquisitions, learning new skills and unlearning old ones. What was one of its 

success characteristics? The assembly of a platform of capabilities. 

Undisruptable 

Undisruptable organisations take stock of broader capabilities. You should too. 

When we only have one string to our professional bow, we are at risk of career 

disruption. When our roles are made of repeatable tasks, we are susceptible to 

automation. The illiterate of the 21st century will not be those who cannot read 

and write, but those who cannot learn, unlearn, and relearn. History is littered 

with organisations (and individuals) that became blinkered by their success. 

(Aidan uses Nokia and Blackberry as examples). To stay on the infinity curve, we 

must stay hungry, keep learning and continually evolve. In doing so, he 
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showcased another trait of permanent reinvention: using spare time to develop 

capabilities, without knowing how those capabilities might reward you in the 

future. 

Evolve or die 

The book uses Walt Disney and Arnold Schwarzenegger as examples. Once you 

stop evolving, you start dying. Vision, powered by hard work and perseverance, 

became the blueprint for future achievements. The capabilities of discipline, 

resilience and perseverance 

Trees 

Trees, fauna and foliage in forests prone to fires have evolved in fascinating 

ways. Some trees produce resin-coated cones containing mature seeds that are 

only activated when fire breaks out. The heat of the fire melts the resin around 

the cones, like the wax of a candle. This apparent act of destruction releases 

seeds that have been waiting patiently for their opportunity to germinate. Other 

forest plants contain seeds that have a thick outer coating – these seeds require 

fire to burn off their outer shell to release their kernel. When crises happen in 

life, they can feel devastating in the moment, but they can release latent 

potential. 

The Coconut Trap 

In order to reinvent, you must let go of past achievements. Like the monkey 

holding the fruit, many of us cling to the past with clenched fists. A space shuttle 

uses considerably more energy to escape the gravitational drag of its home 

planet than it does travelling to its destination. As the Zen proverb goes, 

“Knowledge is learning something new every day. Wisdom is letting go of 

something every day”. Systematic abandonment is what author Peter Drucker 
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called the deliberate process of letting go of familiar products, services and 

business models in favour of exploring new or as yet unknown experiments. 

The flight of the butterfly 

Once the author learned about the metamorphosis of the butterfly, he 

discovered a perfect analogy for permanent reinvention for organisations, 

individuals and life. The death of the former self does not mean that the old self 

was not useful. Our former selves helped us get to where we are today. The final 

stage of the metamorphosis of the caterpillar into a butterfly is the most 

beautiful. When the butterfly emerges from the cocoon, it holds on tightly for a 

moment, as it gazes longingly into the cocoon. The cells of the caterpillar have 

nourished the butterfly to fuel this new and evolved being. It is as if the butterfly 

holds the cocoon in a moment of gratitude, thanking its former self for the 

contribution toward its new becoming. After this moment of thanks, the 

butterfly lets go of the past and flies into the future. 

The question 

This leaves us with only one question: Would you rather be defined by a record 

of your past or driven by a vision of your future? 

!  
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INTRAPRENEURSHIP 
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Intrapreneurship is 
culture 

Intrapreneurship and culture are the only effective 

ways to boost your innovation metabolism – and 

engender a transformation that eliminates the 

distinction between start-up and incumbent.  

How? 

That is the question posed in From Incremental to Exponential: How Large 

Companies Can See the Future and Rethink Innovation. How to unleash the 

potential to transform large business quickly. How to respond to new threats. 

And how to adopt the tactics and ideas of fast-growing younger companies. What 

are the acceleration mechanisms? What is the mindset that is needed? What can 

you learn from SpaceX, Walmart, Amazon, Netflix, Microsoft, Tesla, Xiaomi, 

IBM, Patagonia and 3M? 

Start-ups are jealous 

Because large companies have everything a young company does not have. 

Customers, distribution channels, production capability, quality management 

capabilities, experience, scale, capital, branding, data, etc. The argument to 

adopt intrapreneurship. We think it is faster and more focussed than innovation. 

Check it out here. You do not have a choice. Exponential is coming your way. 

The future is faster than you think. Faster development and improvement mean 

more rapid maturation, which in turn generates swifter adoption. 
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Near-instant disruption 

Innovation in a business model triumphs over innovation in products, and 

platforms triumph over business models. These new forms of industry 

disruptions make key business activities nearly free or incredibly cost-effective, 

enabling upstarts to quickly enter and capture market share or build entirely 

new businesses on the new economics these disruptions enable. Near-instant 

disruption. A company can fail much faster today: competition is fiercer and 

wider, technology is changing faster, starting a company even in a capital-

intensive industry is less expensive, and customer tastes are more fluid – all 

leaving legacy companies without the luxury of time in which to figure out how 

to compete against start-ups more effectively – reducing the average life cycle of 

a company to 20 years. And reducing further in the future. 

Your problem 

Here is your problem. The demand for constancy and predictability results in 

tight, top-down hierarchies, causing risk-averse companies to become painfully 

slow in decision-making and product development. You are too slow. The Hall of 

Toast is haunted by the ghosts of companies that once were hailed and later 

failed or shrank to a shadow of their former selves. Exponential trends can 

overwhelm even well-intentioned efforts to innovate. No longer the mythical 

frog in the pot unnoticing of the water’s rising temperature, legacy companies 

are the frog leaping about trying to understand how to respond to the boiling 

cupful of water from nowhere that has landed on its head. 

We have a new innovator’s dilemma 

o Technology development and product adoption are occurring so much 

faster today than even a decade ago that the nature of the innovation game 

has changed radically. 
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o The competition no longer comes from your industry alone; it may be two 

kids in a garage building an exponential technology. 

o Companies that adopt technology sooner and more successfully gain an 

exponentially increasing advantage. Those that don’t lead the disruptions 

become their casualties. 

o The information now available has shifted power from seller to buyer; 

intellectual capital and brand no longer lock in the customer. 

o The very nature of trust has changed. It was formerly institutions whose 

trust mattered; now, it is individuals. 

o When it comes to management, command and control no longer work. 

o Innovation thrives in diversity, and it is your people who make it happen. 

o Joining a start-up rather than a large, established company is no longer 

regarded as risky; potential employees often perceive it as the fastest path 

to career advancement and the place for top performers. 

Innovation as a muscle 

The essential point of all these changes is that innovation is the key to business 

survival. Today, competition and disruption can come from anywhere: from 

below, from above, from adjacent fields, and totally unrelated companies. The 

new diversity of attack vectors dictates that companies must have new strategies 

for dealing with disruption. 

Innovation is hard work 

Innovation fails a lot. The formula was always the same: pick a hot industry, 

build a science or innovation park next to a research university, provide 

subsidies and incentives for the chosen industries (say, biotech or 

semiconductor research) to locate there, and seek a pool of venture capital. It 
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was an innovation catastrophe. Corporate innovation centres also fail most of 

the time. So do top-down corporate innovation teams. Assigning innovation to 

parts of an organisation limits possibilities and corporate buy-in and creates 

useless innovation bubbles. They are innovation outposts and not core to the 

organisation. They do not solve the sponsoring organisation’s core problems, 

and they remain disconnected from the organisation’s customers and corporate 

needs. They are counterproductive and bog down corporate innovation by 

poisoning the innovation efforts. The biggest problem that all these flavours of 

canned/siloed innovation face is one of recognising a change in the business 

model. Changing a business model is far more painful and harder to 

comprehend than bringing in a new technology. 

Innovation is culture 

The missing ingredients are culture, people, and genuine connection. There is 

strong evidence that creating an innovation culture or a culture that encourages 

and prizes key precursors to innovation will generate improvements. It is all 

about focusing on your people. The freedom to form relationships and share 

ideas is, more than anything else, what innovation requires. 

Innovation is dis-organisation 

Innovation is not served by perfect organisation or confinement to a programme 

but by a little unpredictability, such as arises in talking with customers or in 

serendipitous meetings with other units. Apply principles of dis-organisation. 

Actively seek the unexpected. 

A model of collaborative innovation 

Where innovation is an integrated ecosystem, a new group of ratings 

intermediaries has emerged. Social networks have made it far easier to form 
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groups and seek counsel from others with the insights and knowledge we seek, 

anywhere on the globe, at any time; they range from business-oriented social 

networks such as LinkedIn and enterprise-software rating and review sites such 

as G2 Crowd to the travel-rating site TripAdvisor. 

Platforms 

Marketplaces and platforms are at the centre of many innovation breakthroughs. 

Almost any popular business can take on elements of a platform and a 

marketplace if it determines what parts of its business can be shared, resold, 

repurposed, or built onto. Read”The Platform Revolution.  

Xiaomi 

For example, Xiaomi puts out new phones monthly, a pace unprecedented for a 

high-end phone maker; in contrast, Apple puts out a new version of its iPhone 

every 18 months to two years. Xiaomi also consults very closely with a 

community of millions of its customers in highly active and enthusiastic online 

forums; they constitute its most influential product managers. If you want to 

find out about innovation, follow Chinese companies. 

Eight deadly sins 

The eight deadly sins of stasis are:  

1. Unwillingness to listen. 

2. Lack of patience. 

3. Lack of distance.  

4. Lack of resources.  

5. Wrong people and wrong role.  

6. Lack of accountability.  
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7. Inappropriate culture.  

8. Lack of political support. 

Read Pirates in the Navy. 

Checklist: Decreasing innovation friction 

1. Can a team conceive and launch an innovation project quickly (in a few 

months or less)?   

2. Are your innovation project teams multi-disciplinary?   

3. Are people working on innovation projects excused from all the duties of 

their regular jobs?   

4. How frequently are innovation projects expected to make formal reports?   

5. How many meetings with project outsiders in each quarter must 

innovation projects attend in order to provide updates?   

6. Do innovation project teams have to go through the same procedures to 

procure equipment or services as the rest of the company does?   

7. Are innovation projects allowed to freely collaborate with external 

parties?   

8. Are innovation projects’ members permitted to form a start-up to 

continue their work if the company decides not to pursue the idea? 

Some ideas 

Here are some of the tactics of innovative companies. It is not rocket science: 

1. Challenges: Look at XPRIZE or DARPA Grand Challenges as examples. 

2. Crowdfunding: A growing number of organisations are using 

crowdfunding sites to economically test a product concept on a large 

audience and simultaneously to test their marketing messages for social 

selling. 
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3. Apply design sprints or Lean. 

4. Borrow ideas from competitors or others. 

5. Recruit rule-breakers and dreamers. 

6. Introduce suggestion boxes. 

7. Write an innovation manifesto. 

8. Work with inventors.  

9. Introduce citizen development initiatives. 

Inventors 

A growing body of research indicates that home inventors contribute massively 

to economic growth and new product initiatives. More than 5% of the U.S. 

population is engaged in some form of creative invention or innovation. Tap into 

these backyard inventors when they are on their day jobs. 

Your employees are the main source of ideas 

So, for legacy companies to innovate and succeed as their start-ups do, they need 

to treat their people as Google, Toyota, 3M, and British Airways treat their 

workers: as fountains of ideas. Indeed, the innovative ideas of employees have 

done more to shape society than those of entrepreneurs. Only eight of the 30 

most transformative innovations were first conceived by entrepreneurs; 22 

were conceived by employees. Following logically along this path, companies 

that want to chase exponential innovation and massive self-transformation must 

facilitate and motivate employee activities in innovation and ideation. This 

cannot be window-dressing. At Toyota, it’s the regular team meetings. At 3M, it’s 

the idea fairs. At Amazon, it’s the constant tending of the digital suggestion box. 
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Checklist: How does your company give every employee a 

chance to innovate? 

1. Do you have formal innovation programmes and opportunities open to 

employees to realise their ideas? 

2. Do you offer employees any time during the year to work on new ideas 

they may have generated? 

3. Does your company have a digital suggestion box or internal social 

media–type discussion network that is well-publicised? Does senior 

management read those suggestions? 

4. Do you have examples to hand out of products, features, or services whose 

origins lie beyond the product, design, and engineering teams?   

5. Do you have a formal recognition programme for great ideas or successful 

innovation projects? 

6. Do your organisation’s innovation projects get ready access to internal 

domain expertise?  

7. Does your organisation have a dedicated innovation or experimentation 

programme to ensure that the organisation holds resources in reserve to 

supply innovation efforts?   

8. Is your organisation’s brand a plus or a minus for innovation projects?   

9. What variety of people do teams on innovation projects include?   

10. How does your organisation publicly demonstrate clear support for 

innovation (excluding window dressing!)? 

11. What happens to the leads of innovation projects after they fail?  

12. How commonly do they attempt another innovation project?   

13. Do innovation projects have full access to any useful data and intelligence 

gathered by the larger company or organisation?   
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14. What types of innovative marketing strategies do the innovation projects 

enjoy? 

Legacy businesses will need to update their playbooks 

The old innovation texts teach companies to look in the wrong places for 

competitive threats and encourage them to separate the innovative disruptors 

from the core businesses and put them into new company divisions. In an era in 

which advancing technologies converge and allow industries to encroach on and 

disrupt one another, companies will need to embrace disruptive technologies 

and have all their people working together to take on the new competitive 

threats. 

Innovation should be at the heart of your organisation 

As you can see from the dizzying array of developments, exponential disruption 

is no longer a narrow field that a new company division or department can 

handle. Companies that were born in the exponential era are leveraging new 

technologies to quickly move into adjacent or even totally novel industries. 

Companies that fail to embrace innovation culture and re-engineer their 

organisations for exponential technological advances will lag and wither. 

Test yourself 

If you want to know where you are on this spectrum, use our Intrapreneurship 

Index or drop us a line. 

!  
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Your intrapreneurs are 
the main source of 
innovation: how to 
harness that 

We are researching intrapreneurs for the European 

Commission and Ireland South East, so I decided to 

pick up Driving Innovation from Within: A Guide 

for Internal Entrepreneurs by Kaihan Krippendorff. 

Today is the slowest day of your life 

The beginning is lovely: “Today is the slowest day of your life”. Combine that 

with the conclusions that growth by acquisition holds little value for investors, 

the old ways of organising are dying off, and formal, structured innovation 

programmes such as hackathons and incubators are often nothing more than 

‘innovation theatre’, doing very little to actually drive real business impact. The 

path of self-directed, employee-generated innovation has historically been far 

more prevalent than we understood. Indeed, the innovative ideas of employees 

have done more to shape society than those of entrepreneurs. Only eight of the 

30 most transformative innovations were first conceived by entrepreneurs; 22 

were conceived by employees.  

Employees drive innovation 

But a 2018 study of 677 strategy leaders by CB Insights found that employees are 

a more important driver of innovation, as shown in the study’s Top 10 Sources of 

Innovation:  

1. Customers. 
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2. Employees.  

3. Competitive intelligence.  

4. Supplier/vendors.  

5. Academic partners and/or scientific literature. 

6. Industry analysts.  

7. Accelerators and incubators.  

8. Corporate venture capital.  

9. External ideation consultants.  

10. Bankers and VCs.  

The true story of innovation 

To tell the true story of innovation, the authors would have to say that 

employees conceive the innovations, communities composed of corporations 

and institutions build them. Then the competition takes over to scale them. 

Read the last sentence; competitors take over. Then, through a battle of players 

seeking to commercialise the innovation, the innovation scales. Wouldn’t it be 

better for you to develop and grow the ideas of your employees? 

Innovation theatre 

Innovative companies that do not outperform their peers heavily tout highly-

visible efforts to increase innovation. Their Silicon Valley-style incubation 

centres, internal business-plan competitions, and colourful open-office layouts 

offer physical evidence of their innovativeness; all of this attracts public 

attention but proves insufficient to drive superior performance. 
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The drivers 

The authors’ macro-study of research on the topic shows a statistically 

significant link between your level of internal innovation and four 

organisational structural drivers: 

o Innovation resources (money and employee time) to pursue innovations.  

o Rewards that encourage entrepreneurial behaviour. 

o Allowance of risk-taking.  

o Organisational freedom.  

Most innovative companies, whether average performers or outperformers, 

implement the common practices of giving employees free time to work on 

special growth projects or organising competitions in which the winners receive 

time and investment to pursue their ideas. 

The point of intrapreneurship 

Start-up companies are young, disruptive, and risk-taking. But once they find a 

business model that works, they start repeating that model in order to scale up. 

To do this, they turn to the bureaucracy they once scorned. However, as they 

continue to grow, four factors come into play that invigorate internal innovators 

and give them a great advantage:  

1. They have a scale that entrepreneurs cannot easily match.  

2. They have access to multiple capabilities under one roof, tapping 

technology and experts from across the organisation.  

3. They can take advantage of the resources their company has to invest 

(academics call these ‘slack resources’); entrepreneurs must fundraise 

continually.  
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4. They can diversify risk. By making multiple bets, knowing some will fail, 

but others will work, they can make the returns from innovation 

predictable.  

The formula 

Research into ‘entrepreneurial orientation’ (EO) and ‘intrapreneurial intensity’ 

(II) shows that higher levels of internal entrepreneurialism drive faster growth, 

increase economic value added (EVA), and produce higher returns (total return 

to shareholders, or TRS). 

In-ovate 

The author suggests the IN-OVATE framework: 

o Intent: Turn your employees into intrapreneurs. Facing early obstacles, 

many would-be internal innovators abandon their original intent.  

o Need: Communicate simple statements of purpose that describe what the 

market needs. Most employees do not understand what kinds of 

innovations their organisations need. Fewer than 55% of middle managers 

can name even two of their company’s top strategic priorities. 

o Options: Generate disruptive business ideas in hallways, not boardrooms. 

Would-be internal innovators often grow frustrated because they become 

fixated too early on a few innovative ideas – or even worse, just one.  

o Value blockers: Predict and neutralise business-model conflict. It is 

commonly accepted that innovative ideas are inconsistent with, and 

therefore disruptive to, a company’s current business model.  

o Act: Adopt an act–learn–build approach (rather than prove–plan–execute). 

Established organisations tend to ask employees to prove an idea will work 

before giving them permission to take action.  
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o Team: Assemble agile teams instead of siloed, hierarchical structures. 

Corporations hamper internal innovation by the nature of their structure. 

o Environment: Shift to open platforms that allow employees to rally 

resources. Getting support for new ideas is politically complicated because 

the leadership behaviour, types of talent, organisational structures, and 

cultural norms that help established organisations sustain their core 

operations also tend to hinder internal innovativeness.  

It’s not the same as entrepreneurism  

o You have two jobs, not one. In all likelihood, you will have to maintain 

ongoing management activities while simultaneously pursuing something 

new.  

o You have one investor, not 40.  

o While entrepreneurs seek supporters for their idea, internal innovators seek 

ideas for their supporters.  

o Internal innovators are rarely involved from start to finish.  

o Internal innovators struggle to launch but can scale with speed.  

The core process is simple 

o They discover new opportunities.  

o They evaluate and choose. 

o They take autonomous action to move. 

o They mobilise resources while operating within a dispersed environment. 

Internal innovators are different 

Traditional entrepreneurs are distinguished by three critical attributes:  

o Innovativeness.  
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o Market awareness. 

o Proactivity.  

It probably comes as no surprise that research shows that internal innovators 

share those three qualities. Internal innovators think differently.  

Risk attitude 

They may appear to take high-risk gambles, but they are very deliberate about 

when and how to do so. They excel at calculating risk and then making 

thoughtful bets. Internal innovators approach risk differently for another 

reason. Even if you are comfortable with risk, your company may not be. And 

since you are risking your employer’s capital, not your own, it’s your company’s 

risk profile that matters. 

Managing politics 

The authors found the key trait that separated successful internal innovators 

from frustrated ones was that they viewed the political challenge simply as part 

of the problem-solving process. Your internal innovation journey will look less 

like banging down the doors of funders and more like carefully navigating a 

complex, interconnected network of internal stakeholders.  

Breaking the rules 

You will also have to balance between incongruent systems of rules: what is 

formally allowed and what is best for the company. Internal innovators often 

have to step outside of the norms and bend or even break the rules, but they are 

very clear that they do so for the benefit of the organisation.  
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Flow 

Successful innovators understand that barriers can crop up at any time, and that 

there is usually a natural flow to the sequence of events, which outlines a 

pathway of innovation.  

Toolset 

The book then gives you a complete toolset to become an internal innovator. 

Here are a few highlights: 

o Invention requires a long-term willingness to be misunderstood. 

o When faced with an unexpected challenge or opportunity, do you step into 

the kitchen or go home?  

o Lucky people generate their own good fortune via four basic principles: 

They are skilled at creating and noticing chance opportunities; make lucky 

decisions by listening to their intuition; create self-fulfilling prophesies via 

positive expectations; and adopt a resilient attitude that transforms bad 

luck.  

o Spotting a market need is not enough. That need must also match a 

strategic need for the company.  

o  Adopt a ‘top-management perspective’, which means that you step up and 

think like your CEO.  

o Ask yourself: What are my organisation’s unique capabilities (not as 

defined by its industry) that can be leveraged to make an idea work?  

o You want to understand your organisation’s time horizon.  

o Imagine–Dissect–Expand–Analyse–Sell spells ‘IDEAS’. 

o Do good. Working to solve social problems is the source of inspiration for 

many internal innovations.  
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o Apply an abandoned innovation. Your organisation has a junkyard filled 

with failed innovations.  

o You have to look at how close your products are to an existing product/sales 

channel. 

o To drive sustained growth, companies need to pursue a portfolio of ideas 

across the spectrum.  

o It’s not an experiment if you know it’s going to work.  

o Colin Powell believes that, in fast-moving, uncertain environments, waiting 

for 80% confidence is unreasonable and risky. He advocates a “40–70 rule”. 

As soon as you have enough data to be 40% confident, use your gut and act. 

If you have waited to be 70% confident, you have taken too long.  

o The real damper on employee engagement is the soggy, cold blanket of 

centralised authority. In most companies, power cascades downwards from 

the CEO. Not only are employees disenfranchised from most policy 

decisions, but they also lack even the power to rebel against egocentric and 

tyrannical supervisors. 

o Don’t limit yourself to products. Companies that make innovative lists but 

fail to outperform competitors seem to focus efforts on product-driven 

innovation.  

o Don’t overlook your scale. Don’t copy start-ups – innovate in areas in which 

your scale creates an advantage.  

o Don’t isolate. Innovative companies that fail to outperform talk often of 

separating innovations in incubation labs and innovation centres.  

o Ensure you are prioritising innovation: look at your meeting agenda. Check 

that somewhere toward the top you have carved out space to discuss 

innovation efforts, so they aren’t squeezed off the table in your rush to end 

the meeting on time.  
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o Nearly all of the internal innovators they interviewed cited a leader’s 

willingness to accept risk-taking and failure as key to unlocking employee 

innovations.  

o You have to catch people making mistakes and make it so that it’s cool. You 

have to make it undesirable to play it safe. That is from Little Bets. 

o The importance of your mission statement and its alignment to innovation 

and intrapreneurship. 

o Autonomy and proactivity are norms encouraged by nearly all innovative 

outperformers. 

o General Stanley McChrystal found that reorganising the tight, hierarchical 

structure of the Joint Special Operations Task Force into a ‘team of teams’ 

made his forces more effective at fighting agile, asymmetrical enemies. 

Drivers of innovation 

The question we are struggling with is where innovation ends and 

intrapreneurship begins. There are lots of overlap. These are the proven drivers 

of internal innovation:  

o Talent: If you can access the type of talent naturally adept at innovating, 

you will have a better chance of succeeding.  

o Structure: However, even if you have the right talent, if they must operate 

under structures that hinder their attempts, they will be ineffective.  

o Culture: Even with the right talent and empowering organisational 

structures in place, your team’s efforts will be frustrated, and innovation is 

likely to fizzle out if you do not also support them with the right culture. 

The culture should celebrate innovative thinking and encourage people to 

take action without asking for permission or waiting for direction.  
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o Leadership: Under the right structures, and supported by the right culture, 

innovation is still likely to produce only temporary success if you do not 

also find leadership. Leadership should prioritise innovation. 

o Innovation resources: The ability to access the resources (capital and time) 

needed to pursue innovation.  

o Rewards: Incentive systems that reward innovation.  

o Allowance of risk-taking: Do you get a promotion when an innovation 

attempt fails, or does it hurt your career?  

o Organisational freedom: Novel ideas often demand a cross-functional 

team with loosely defined roles.  

The examples 

o Vertex Pharmaceuticals launched VOICE. Employees who have their ideas 

selected go on to build cross-functional teams, develop refined proposals 

and execute their business plans.  

o PPG, an innovative coatings company whose products cover everything 

from your mobile phone to your desk, launches innovation challenges in 

which teams from research centres across the globe compete to find 

solutions to common problems. PPG holds idea-sharing parties where 

researchers and salespeople interact to explore new uses for technologies. It 

manages its innovation funnel like a ‘bow-tie’ – in from the left, a flow of 

many ideas narrowing down to a few that have enough potential to warrant 

launching, and out to the right, an expanding revenue flow that will come 

from new products as they scale.  

o To foster market awareness, Starbucks hosts an internal platform called 

Workplace to enable employees to share insights.  

o Adobe received considerable press for its Kickbox programme – literally a 

box containing money (a $1,000 gift card employees can use to validate 
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their idea), innovation tools and templates, caffeine (a Starbucks gift card), 

and sugar (a candy bar). Michael Schrage’s model of conducting a ‘5 × 5 × 5’ 

experiment (giving 5 people $5,000 and 5 weeks) is popular among many of 

the author’s clients. 

o Tencent not only tracks the ROI of its projects but also looks at values such 

as ‘perception as innovator’ and respect from peers.  

o Activision Blizzard, for example, celebrates the successes and 

accomplishments of employees and innovators in more creative ways. Its 

offices are filled with symbolic trophies like swords, ceremonial steins, 

rings, shields, and battle masks to mark an employee’s efforts. To cultivate 

an innovative culture, Activision Blizzard has, among other things, 

designated three employees with the title Loremaster. Their job is to 

“empower the other dungeon masters across the company so they can 

execute on their awesomeness”. 

o Amazon culls staff every year, creating an environment one former Amazon 

human resources director described as “purposely Darwinian”. Another 

interesting practice that Amazon implements to encourage organisational 

freedom is to be technology agnostic, allowing employees to use the 

technology they think suits the project best.  

o Haier, the Chinese consumer-electronics and appliance manufacturer that 

has surged in recent years to reach $30 billion in revenue and $20 billion in 

profit, with 80,000 employees, considers its employees to be ‘micro-

entrepreneurs’ who run 3,000 ‘micro-businesses’.  

o Illumina (the genomic company credited with helping bring down the cost 

of sequencing a human genome to $4,000 from $1 million 10 years ago) 

adopts these values – “innovative, collaborative, fast”.  
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o To encourage market awareness, Coloplast encourages employees to find a 

patient to visit once a year for a conversation in the patient’s home over a 

cup of coffee.  

Lesson 

What we are learning from the literature review is that there are a number of 

consistent factors that impact entrepreneurship. The key lesson from this book 

is that you should use one of the key drivers of innovation, which is your people 

and that there are plenty of examples of good practice to ensure that you do. 

That is why we are creating a handbook. You can follow us here.  
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Intrapreneurship: 11 
myths, 10 reasons to 
leave, 9 spaces to create, 
36 tips, 42 questions 

We are working on developing an intrapreneurship 

toolbox. One of our team members, Aidan McCullen, 

had the pleasure of interviewing the author of 

Pirates In The Navy: How Innovators Lead 

Transformation, another book about intrapreneurship. 

Innovation is hard 

Innovation is a problem. In an innovation benchmark report published in 2017, 

PricewaterhouseCoopers found that 54% of the leaders surveyed struggled to 

bridge the gap between innovation strategy and business strategy. PwC also 

found that 65% of companies that invest over 15% of their revenue in innovation 

indicated that aligning business strategy with innovation was their top 

management challenge.  

Intrapreneurship is easier 

There is a discernible shift in leadership attitudes towards intrapreneurship 

taking place in most organisations. Increasingly innovation and 

intrapreneurship are seen as extensions of each other. However, it also a myth 

that innovation is sexy. In many companies, it is career suicide. Still, large 

corporations have entrepreneurial employees who are constantly trying to 

innovate. As far as the author is concerned, these people are crazy. They wake up 

every morning and go to work to swim against the tide. Only a few leaders are 
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happy with these crazy innovators. We can all agree that innovation has to 

become a part of the institutional structures and processes inside large 

organisations. Intrapreneurship is a very effective way of doing that.  

Pirates in the Navy: How Innovators Lead Transformation 

The book may be about pirates, but not all pirates are the same. Terms like 

pirate, privateer and buccaneer are often used interchangeably. While all three 

words describe pirates, they do not mean the same thing. A privateer was a 

pirate who had been granted a licence by a government to attack and steal from 

ships belonging to an enemy government. This is where the difference lies for 

pirates in the navy. If you are just a pirate, then the leaders inside your company 

do not really care about what you are working on. If your idea is discovered, it 

will be made to walk the plank. But if you are a privateer or an explorer, the 

leaders in your company have a vested interest in your success.  

The innovation myths 

How to get the commission to be a privateer or explorer is what this book is 

about. It starts with busting a few myths: 

1. The buzz of innovation is everywhere: No, it is not. In fact, innovation 

clashes with the need to be as efficient as possible. 

2. Adopt the lean start-up method, and you can always pivot your way to 

success: The risk is that we will pivot – or make changes to our business 

idea – into perpetuity.  

3. Let a thousand flowers bloom: This myth is based on the notion that 

there is no such thing as a bad idea.  

4. Big returns require big bets: This myth comes from the idea that 

innovation is all about investing heavily in technology and R&D.  
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5. Innovation is sexy: Actually, innovation is brutally hard work that often 

leads to failure.  

6. Corporate ventures have more resources: In today’s environment, start-

ups are actually much better funded than corporate ventures.  

7. Money doesn’t drive innovators: The myth here is that innovators just 

need a cool place to work and an amazing mission.  

8. It’s all about great ideas: Companies are constantly searching for more 

ideas using tools like idea jams, collaborative brainstorming and 

competitions.  

9. Innovation is about technology and R&D: While exploring new 

technologies can be exciting, innovation is much broader.  

10. You can’t learn innovation: This myth is propagated by the press who put 

successful entrepreneurs on the covers of magazines without highlighting 

their learning journey and the long trail of failures that usually preceded 

their success.  

Last, there is often an assumption that start-ups are great at innovation and 

using lean start-up methods. In my experience, this is a myth. Most start-up 

teams that I have met have no interest in lean methods or running experiments. 

They just want to build their product. You often have to drag them kicking and 

screaming out of the building to go and talk to their customers.  

Innovation theatre  

There is a lot of cynicism around innovation. It often does not work. Innovation 

theatre happens when innovation techniques are used without a good 

understanding of the underlying principles that inform their design. Corporate 

leaders have been spending money funding innovation theatre. A few beanbags, 

a table tennis table, a Steve Jobs’ quote on a poster, and an entrepreneur in 
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residence don’t cut it. That is PR or marketing. Nothing to do with innovation. It 

starts at the top with clear strategic intent, focus, methodology and money.  

The real question 

In the end, executives always ask the bottom-line question: How much are we 

spending on this accelerator, and how much return has it produced? The goal is 

to find profitable business models. Before a lab or an accelerator is set up, clear 

strategic objectives around innovation must be formulated at the company level. 

The goal of innovation is to ultimately impact the bottom-line net profits of the 

company and help sustain it in the long term.  

It is not culture change 

Intrapreneurship is not culture change. It has a cultural impact, but it should not 

be confused with a change management programme. Intrapreneurship and 

innovation are also not creativity. Creativity is a tool to develop sustainably 

profitable business models.  

It is complex 

We are dealing with complex organisations. There is always a tension between 

exploration and exploitation, and this creates a paradox that we need to 

understand in order to make the right choices. Read Zone to Win. 

You are not a start-up 

Quickly dispense with the notion that you can turn a large established company 

into a start-up. A large company is not a start-up, nor should it strive to be.  
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Searching while executing 

It is worth repeating Steve Blank’s description of start-ups as temporary 

organisations whose goal is to search for profitable business models, as opposed 

to established companies that mostly execute known business models. In most 

companies, that means centralised strategy, centralised decision-making, linear, 

a lack of transparency, focus on control, distrust and traditional accounting 

methods. All the things that will make innovation very hard. And an outdated 

model (read Humanocracy). The challenge most companies face is also that 

there are very few breakthrough innovations that fit their current structures. 

Organisational capabilities trump human capabilities. A bad organisational 

system will beat a well-trained human being every time. 

You are an ecosystem 

In order to innovate, large companies need to stop thinking and acting as if they 

are single organisations with one business model. Instead, established 

companies should view themselves as an ecosystem of different products and 

business models. They also have to willingly embrace failure. 

Ten things companies do that drive their innovators to 

leave 

1. Telling innovators to come up with some cool stuff.  

2. The business case: Innovators can come up with a whole bunch of cool 

new stuff to work on. But they need a budget.  

3. Arbitrary decision-making.  

4. Sales own customers – so don’t talk to them. 

5. Your minimum viable product will hurt the brand.  

6. Our tech team will only get to that in six months.  
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7. On-time, on budget. 

8. Unexpected budget cuts: The company is not going to meet its projected 

sales this coming quarter.  

9. You failed, you’re fired: Fail fast is a great mantra to speak out loud, but it 

is much harder in practice.  

10. I hope you enjoyed the workshop, now get back to work. 

Growth versus transformation 

Are we focusing on creating new products to drive growth, or are we trying to 

change how our company manages innovation? Growth versus transformation – 

that is the choice to make. The focus should be building an innovation engine, a 

set of processes and tools enabling a repeatable process for taking creative ideas 

and transforming them into profitable business models.  

You are not Elon Musk 

Innovators have to embrace the reality that nobody owes them their faith or 

attention. If you were Elon Musk, you would be running SpaceX. Instead, you are 

likely working in a large company, getting a monthly salary. Enough of the 

egotistical nonsense.  

Middle managers 

The author has heard middle managers being referred to as ‘permafrost’: the 

place where all good ideas go to die. Clayton Christensen points out that top 

executives may think that they determine what happens in their companies. But 

the truth is that their companies are really run by the middle management. Most 

middle managers are incentivised by their top executives to reach specific 

revenue and profit numbers. Their ability to deliver on these goals is the only 
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conversation that happens when they meet. Their bonuses and promotions 

depend on their ability to execute and deliver on the core products, not on 

bringing new innovative products into the pipeline. So what is the middle 

manager supposed to do when an innovator comes up with a new disruptive 

product idea? Given how they are being managed from the top, their first 

question will be how much revenue this new idea will generate for the business 

this year. What they don’t realise is that the CEO is in the same boat as the 

middle managers. They are fighting the same battle with the dominant core 

business.  

Space 

Most intrapreneurs are just waiting for the moment when they can negotiate for 

a physical space of their own – away from the mother ship. I have observed that 

some intrapreneurs spend an inordinate amount of time negotiating with 

leadership for such a physical space (an accelerator or innovation lab). When 

they get it, they work hard to make the area a great place to work: bean bags, 

whiteboards, table football, sticky notes and stand-up desks.  

You will need to fight just as hard for nine other spaces for innovation:  

1. Space in strategy: This involves working with leadership to make 

innovation an explicit part of corporate strategy.  

2. Space in budget: Leaders need to protect their investments in innovation 

from budget cuts.  

3. Space in portfolio: You need to create space for new innovations within 

the company’s portfolio of products and services.  

4. Space on the organisational chart: Contemporary innovation teams use 

lean start-up methods that involve experimentation and iterative product 

development.  
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5. Space to collaborate: There should be a bridge for collaboration between 

innovation teams and the core business.  

6. Space for incentives: Human resources matter when it comes to 

innovation.  

7. Space for tools: Over the last few years, innovators have developed some 

wonderful tools for innovation.  

8. Space to fail: We cannot use rigid business planning for innovation. 

About 80% of new product ideas will fail.  

9. Space to learn: Innovation requires people to learn new skills.  

These are more important than a physical space. They are fundamental to the 

effort to create a sustainable innovation process.  

Leadership 

Leaders are perhaps the main catalyst for any corporate innovation process. 

Leadership support is so fundamental to innovation. Without leadership ‘air 

cover’, you can only go so far. You will need to share with leaders a general 

roadmap for implementing your innovation process. The ultimate proof of 

leadership support is when things get difficult.  

Ask the right questions 

Innovation is often stifled by leaders who ask the wrong questions at the wrong 

time. The innovation process you design should guide leaders on how to set the 

right expectations. For each stage of the innovation process, leaders should be 

asking the right questions. What happens when low-ranking employees have 

great new product ideas that could result in revenue growth for the company. Is 

there a clear and repeatable process that employees can follow to explore their 

ideas, test key assumptions and take successful products to market? Or is 
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innovation success more of a hit-and-miss? This is what innovation engine 

building is all about. 

Innovation is management  

Most innovators want to be Steve Jobs. The glamorous version on stage. Not 

many innovators want to learn how to be Steve Jobs doing the day-to-day 

innovation grind. It has always struck me as unreasonable that some 

intrapreneurs expect their progress not to be tracked and managed. It is not a 

form of humiliation to be held accountable. The right way to manage innovation 

is to use incremental investing or metered funding – where specific goals are 

linked to each round of investment. Read The Start-up Way.  

The tips 

1. Don’t create an innovation silo: Get strategic alignment. Synchronising 

innovation processes with company strategy ensures that we have an 

agreed method for tracking and measuring success. 

2. Fools rush in: First, develop a deep understanding of the company. You 

have to come to grips with the context in which you will be operating.  

3. Strategic guidance: Leaders must provide innovation teams with an 

innovation strategy that makes explicit where they should focus their 

efforts.  

4. Resource allocation: Leaders need to make sure that they are allocating 

budget, time and resources that are protected from encroachment by the 

core business.  

5. Legitimacy and power: If innovation teams must constantly fight for 

their right to exist, then innovation has little legitimacy or power within 

the company.  
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6. Bridge to the core: As such, you need clear policies that help innovation 

teams collaborate with the core business.  

7. Rewards and incentives: Innovation needs to have a dedicated and 

different incentive system.  

8. Innovation practice: Companies need to adopt the right tools for 

designing business models and testing assumptions. These tools need 

company-wide adoption rather than adoption only in small pockets of the 

company.  

9. Process management: The processes for managing innovation should be 

optimised to systematically track and measure how well teams are 

reducing the level of risk in new ideas.  

10. Skills development: Such skills training should be provided across the 

whole organisation, including people in departments such as HR and 

finance.  

11. Before you start planting the flowers of great new ideas, find out whether 

the corporate garden is fertile with the right nutrients to nurture 

innovation.  

12. Some of the most challenging characters are former start-up founders who 

sold their last company and are now moonlighting as corporate 

innovators.  

13. Talk to all stakeholders: Believe it or not, the CEO may be the boss, but 

they don’t run the company.  

14. Resist the urge of the big bang.  

15. In order to survive a long-term project, you need to have early wins in 

order to build credibility.  

16. Resist the lure of the long-term plan.  
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17. Even the best-laid transformation plans will not survive their first contact 

with the organisation.  

18. Identify early adopters and start working with them.  

19. Do not pick a direct fight with the corporate machine. We have never met 

an innovator who has won that fight.  

20. Do not push for disruptive ideas too soon.  

21. View incremental innovation projects as a gift. These types of projects 

have lower levels of risk and are therefore more likely to succeed.  

22. Use the power of storytelling.   

23. Develop a clear understanding of what it takes to move from idea to 

profitable business model.  

24. By starting small, you develop an understanding of what is getting in the 

way of innovation inside your company.  

25. Teams need protected funding for innovation. You need to design a 

process that describes how this funding will be released to innovation 

teams incrementally.  

26. The process needs to provide clear guidance on how to get the funding for 

innovation.  

27. Use incremental investing or metered funding.  

28. At each stage, incremental funding should be connected to an expectation 

that innovation teams will provide evidence of progress.  

29. For investment boards to be effective, they need to balance two things. 

They need to have a senior enough membership that is allowed to make 

meaningful budget decisions within the company’s schedule of authority. 

At the same time, they need to be close enough to the innovation teams in 

order to make quick and informed decisions.  

30. An idea is homeless when it gets here. It will be homeless when it leaves.  
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31. Lower cost of innovation: Whatever you do, do not spend a lot of money 

or resources on testing your ideas.  

32. Stay away from the company brand. 

33. Find a diplomat. 

34. When you are running an underground movement, remember to keep it 

quiet. Once you talk about it, it’s no longer an underground movement. 

35. You cannot take an aggressive approach to driving transformation – 

especially if the goal is to drive innovation. The goal is to change 

mindsets. It is a play for people’s hearts and minds. 

36. The early majority are different to early adopters. These leaders will not 

tolerate our mistakes or allow us to use their divisions to ‘learn’. They are 

looking for things that work. And then you cascade. 

The questions 

1. What products and services do we currently have in our portfolio?  

2. What capabilities do we have as an organisation?  

3. Which of our business models are under threat of disruption from start-

ups and competitors?  

4. Which innovation projects are we currently running, and how much 

progress are they making?  

5. What is going on in the world around us?  

6. What key trends should we be paying attention to?  

7. Are there emerging technologies we should be concerned about?  

8. Are there fledgling start-ups or competitors that could disrupt our 

business?  

9. Is our current portfolio of products, services and capabilities adaptive to 

its business environment?  
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10. Where are the gaps in our portfolio?  

11. How are we going to use innovation to respond?  

12. Which key trends should we be exploring?  

13. Which moves are we going to make in order to improve our portfolio of 

products, services and capabilities?  

14. Which new business models and value propositions are we going to invest 

in?  

15. Where are all the corporate traps and bureaucracy?  

16. Which stakeholders are the most difficult?  

17. Which ones are most supportive?  

18. Are there any other early adopters of innovation within the company 

whom you might target and work with?  

19. What innovation programmes are running at the moment?  

20. Why were the programmes set up?  

21. What are they trying to achieve?  

22. Are these programmes focused on creating new growth, transforming the 

company or both?  

23. How much impact are they actually having on either creating new growth 

or transforming the company?  

24. What challenges are they facing? What are the main enablers and blockers 

within the company?  

25. How do we create the space for experiments with appropriate constraints?  

26. How do we fund projects without knowing the return on investment in 

advance?  

27. How do we create appropriate milestones for innovation teams that are 

working autonomously?  
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28. How do we provide professional development and coaching to help people 

get better at entrepreneurship?  

29. How do we create cross-functional teams with the right people in them?  

30. How do we create the right incentives and advancement systems?  

31. How do we manage and transition successful start-up teams?  

32. Is anybody in the real world who cares about the product or service we are 

thinking of creating?  

33. What problems are we solving, and for which customer segment?  

34. Is there a real customer need out there? How do we reach these 

customers?  

35. What are the technical risks? 

36. Can this be done profitably?  

37. Where will we create and deliver value?  

38. How will we reach customers to tell them about our product and/or 

deliver it to them?  

39. How much will it cost us to create and deliver value? How much will 

customers pay?  

40. How will we break even or get to profitability?  

41. When should this be done?   

42. To what extent does our product depend on the successful 

commercialisation of other companies’ innovations?  

The lessons are all the same 

There is little difference from other books about intrapreneurship, such as 

Future-proof Your Business or Driving Innovation from Within. It is about 

developing a deliberate and repeatable process with toolsets, skills training, 

playbooks, templates, incentives, innovation boards, budgets, financial process, 
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communication planning, stakeholder engagement and winning hearts and 

minds. This book will give you all of that. Combine it with Aidan McCullen’s new 

book Undisruptable and you have a cocktail for success. 

!  
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Give intrapreneurs the 
time, the resources and 
the accountability 

A company that cannot adapt to be more flexible 

faces extinction. Hence the importance of 

intrapreneurship. Many businesses stifle 

innovation. An aversion to changing business 

culture is not the product of a lack of the resources 

necessary to accomplish rejuvenation: the inability – the unwillingness – to 

adapt and to change is the consequence of business culture inertia, of a 

corporate mindset that focuses disproportionately on established organisational 

structures and processes. The pressure on companies to adapt – and adapt 

quickly – has increased dramatically, mostly because of three developments: 

globalisation, increased competition, and the rise of social media. Consumer 

loyalty shrinks by the hour. That is from The Greenhouse Approach. 

Intrapreneurship 

Most businesses are highly and heavily structured. Innovation requires a 

complete rethink of what it means to structure a company culture. Companies 

must be willing to shift to fluidity, and as long as the output is there, when it gets 

done should be irrelevant. Leaders must re-imagine what their office culture 

looks like. An intrapreneur is someone who applies an entrepreneurial approach 

within a large company. Intrapreneurship is the gateway to a fresh-thinking 

approach to how companies can operate more efficiently and profitably and in a 

more sustainable way in our hyper-competitive economic culture. It is an open 

door to unleashing creative thinking, encouraging experimentation, and 
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managing productive risk-taking, all of which will ultimately drive innovative 

thinking from within. One of the critical traits of a true intrapreneur is the ability 

to break the rules … systematically. The ideal intrapreneur always questions the 

Why. 

Conventional thinking is the real risk  

Innovation is key, but it is not enough: an innovation that works beautifully on 

the drawing board but can’t make it past the first hurdle is a colossal waste of 

energy, time, and talent. Intrapreneurs can cut through the corporate layers that 

can often slow big companies down. Traditional thinking is no longer relevant. 

Conventional thinking is the real risk factor. Encourage rebellion, allow rules to 

shift and change, and then watch those seeds of innovation take root and grow. 

If you are doing transformational work, it will be next to impossible to not upset 

anyone. Collaboration without tension, disagreement, or conflict has no 

purpose. Intrapreneurs are not afraid to be disruptive. To drive a culture of 

innovation from within and build one of intrapreneurship, allowing for and even 

seeking out dissent is crucial. 

Support the disruptors 

Businesses must hire and support innovative disruptors to work within their 

companies, effectively creating a culture of experimentation. A culture of 

curiosity. A culture of entrepreneurship. How can you and your company 

develop and foster intrapreneurship? 

o Follow the research on brain plasticity. 

o Replace the word “failing” with the word “learning”. 

o Stop seeking approval. 

o Emphasise growth over speed. 

o Portray criticism as positive. 



 

 107 

o Cultivate grit. 

o Use the word “yet”. 

o Take ownership over your attitude. 

o Rethink and re-examine. 

o Ask yourself, is your boardroom more often a bored room? 

o Focus on first principles. 

o Forget about rules. Think about principles. 

o Actively remove barriers. 

o Force debate. 

o Eliminate repercussions. 

o Question everything. 

o Read. 

o Ask them why. 

o Apply the process of iteration. 

o Apply 5% to 10% of your thinking to strategy and the rest toward execution. 

o Shift from being a “know-it-all” to be a “learn-it-all”. 

Don’t trust the data 

A fundamental flaw in many companies is that when making important 

decisions, we assume we are dealing with facts. Our assumptions become so 

ingrained in us that we don’t question them. True or not, we accept and believe 

these things to be true. First-principles thinking involves analysing a 

complicated problem and breaking it down to its basic issues. Nobody is peeling 

back the layers to get to the truth of an issue. This process is time-consuming. 

But what if the truth is down one more layer? Read Unchartered. 
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You need creativity 

Knowledge alone won’t generate innovative ideas. You need creative thinking as 

well. In one study, incredibly, 98% of children were deemed “highly creative”. 

The scientists re-tested each subject five years later. In the second test, only 30% 

of these same children scored in the same range. When tested at the age of 15, the 

number deemed highly creative had dropped to 12%. The problem is that, like 

any muscle, it has to be stretched and exercised daily, or it will shrink and 

atrophy. Read The Runaway Species. 

You need clarity 

To get what you want, in business and life, you must be clear about what it is 

you’re after. What is your goal? What is it that you want to achieve? Without 

clarity, you will be unable to identify your goals without focus and, therefore, 

your needs and wishes. Clarity is required at all levels of a company, but it’s an 

especially important quality for managers to have. When your company lacks 

clarity of focus, organisation productivity and innovation will suffer, and you 

will find it hard to hold onto talent. If your company’s focus is blurry or 

imprecise, productivity will be working negatively and at cross-purposes. 

Maintaining clarity is of great importance for companies, as it will determine 

how the flow of work will take place, which ultimately impacts the quantity and 

quality of output. Straightforwardness is so intrinsic in Dutch society that there’s 

a special word for it: bespreekbaarheid. When you are in a meeting in the 

Netherlands, and you say something that isn’t very smart, it will be pointed out. 

The Dutch believe that everything can and should be talked about. Such candour 

is rare in most companies, however. As a result, there is no clear direction. 
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You need accountability 

The word “accountability” is often associated with “liability”, a word that has 

negative connotations – legal liability is not something that most people 

embrace. Fear is embedded into this term. But, if accountability is equated with 

responsibility, companies will experience positive results. According to the 

United States Office of Personnel Management, positive accountability leads to 

greater employee morale, improved performance, greater employee 

involvement, and an increased commitment to work. For example, the 

commitment to accountability on the part of the company serves as a powerful 

motivator for the employees of Patagonia, which has embraced accountability as 

a business model. First, you need to define accountability for your company. 

Read Extreme Ownership. 

You need to understand the dependencies 

In business management, we talk a lot about ‘dependencies’. It’s very simple. 

None of us operate in a void; what I do in my job invariably impacts what and 

how you do your job. Employees need to understand what those dependencies 

are and what they mean in terms of performance and productivity – to hitting 

the target or reaching the goal. Reminds me of The Phoenix Project. 

You need good communication 

Poor communication is probably the most common problem for most 

companies. Too much of what we do is what I call function-dependent. Think of 

your business as a big checkerboard where each piece has a specific square to 

occupy. Finance has its finance square. Marketing has its marketing square. 

Public relations, accounting, research, and so on all have their squares. Only, in 

this game, a piece is never allowed to move. Why is the finance department just 

the finance department? Why is the human resources department just the 
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human resources department? Why is the marketing department off by itself? 

Function-dependent departments breed silos. 

You need experimentation 

Many of the greatest discoveries were the product of planned experimentation. 

Hypotheses were created, experiments were designed, results were analysed – 

and then, if necessary, hypotheses were refined, and processes were adjusted. 

Experimentation has been fundamental to scientific progress since ancient 

times. It remains so today. Virtually all the products and services that we enjoy 

in the modern world are products of experimentation. We exist in an age of 

disruption. Managers know this, but many don’t apply the fundamental idea of 

experimentation to their company’s work environments. Why? Your success is a 

function of how many experiments you do per year, per month, per week, per 

day. We’ve tried to reduce the cost of doing experiments so that we can do more 

of them. Given a 10% chance of a 100-times payoff, you should take that bet 

every time. But you’re still going to be wrong nine times out of 10. In business, 

every once in a while, when you step up to the plate, you can score 1,000 runs. 

This long-tailed distribution of returns is why it’s important to be bold. Big 

winners pay for so many experiments. Read Black Box Thinking.  

The steps are: 

o Problem: 

1. What is the problem that you are trying to solve? 

2. What kind of problem is this? 

3. Have you seen this kind of problem before? 

4. What information do you have or need to find? 

5. What kinds of people do you need in order to solve the problem: 

Disruptors, Researchers, Trendspotters, Mavericks and Rebels, or 

Connectors? 
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o Ideation: 

1. Do you have any initial ideas on how you might solve the problem? 

2. Have you solved similar situations in the past? What worked, what 

could you have done better? 

3. Who are your stakeholders? 

4. Are there any market trends that may impact the solution? 

5. What are the changes in customer behaviour or market conditions that 

may impact the problem statement? 

6. What is influencing changes or changing behaviour in your 

customers? Has the context in which your customer exists or operates 

changed? 

7. What is the customer experience? Have customer expectations 

changed? How are customers interacting with your company, 

products, and services? How have your customers’ needs evolved? 

How can you take all this information and incorporate it into your 

thinking and ideation? Which ideas would help you address the 

problem and anticipate changes in the industry? 

8. How do project teams develop outcome-oriented ideas? 

9. Does the idea make sense? 

10. Is the idea simple and easy to implement? 

o Execution: 

1. What is the change that you are going to make? 

2. What areas of the business do you need in order to implement the 

solution? 

3. How will the achievement of the project team’s goal impact other 

groups and teams? And, most importantly, how will it affect 

customers? 
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4. What is the new design, process, or programme that you are 

proposing? 

5. How will you communicate the change? 

6. What is the timeline to implement the change? 

7. What is the critical path? 

8. What are the milestones? 

9. What are the potential roadblocks that will hinder the success of the 

project? 

Give intrapreneurs the time, the resources and the 

accountability 

Companies cannot rely on traditional organisational structures and traditional 

ways of doing business. Building a culture, a mindset, and an organisation that 

fosters intrapreneurial thinking is the best way of doing so. Innovation cannot be 

an afterthought. To do that, to channel the creativity and talents of your 

employees to problem-solve and help your company succeed, you need to move 

beyond talking to creating a corporate culture that supports unconventional 

thinking. Let the creators – the rebels, the connectors, the trendspotters, the 

mavericks, the researchers – create. Give them the time and resources to imagine 

solutions to the problems your company needs to solve and give them the 

resources and the accountability for accomplishing the programmes they devise.  
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An intrapreneurship 
playbook for CEOs 

Intrapreneurship is a hot topic. It will replace 

innovation as the buzzword for the next three years. 

Peter Hinssen, Eric Ries and Freek Vermeulen have 

written some excellent books on the topic. 

Zone to win 

The one book to read if you are on the management team of a large corporation 

is Zone to Win: Organising to Compete in an Age of Disruption by Geoffrey A. 

Moore. Intrapreneurship and innovation are hard for large corporations. As CEO 

you are constantly facing a crisis of prioritisation and organisation. So: 

o How do you segregate disruptive innovation incubating or scaling new 

products or business opportunities from sustaining innovation, making 

improvements to existing entities? 

o How do you separate revenue performance and financial commitments 

from the more established parts of the business that are funding and 

resourcing new product and businesses opportunities? 

Sitting duck 

You do not have a choice. If you are in high tech, or for that matter in any other 

sector characterised by recurrent disruption, you can’t sit still. You simply have 

to be a growth company. If all you are doing is optimising your current market 

positions, you are a sitting duck. 
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You need to find a rising tide to float your boat 

Investors rewarded Apple for catching three new category waves (digital music, 

smartphones, and tablets), Salesforce for catching two (cloud platform as a 

service and cloud marketing automation), and Amazon for catching a single 

whopper (cloud computing as a service). The key takeaway here from a growth 

investor’s perspective is that when it comes to generating serious upside returns, 

catching the next wave is all that really matters. 

Losers 

Here is a list of some of the companies that have missed the next wave: 

Burroughs • Sperry Univac • Honeywell • Control Data • MSA • McCormack & 

Dodge • Cullinet • Cincom • ADR • CA • DEC • Data General • Wang • Prime • 

Tandem • Daisy • Calma • Valid • Apollo • Silicon Graphics • Sun • Atari • Osborne 

• Commodore • Casio Palm • Sega • WordPerfect • Lotus • Ashton Tate • Borland • 

Informix • Ingres • Sybase • BEA • Seibel • PowerSoft • Nortel • Lucent • 3Com • 

Banyan • Novell • Pacific Bell • Qwest • America West • Nynex • Bell South • 

Netscape • MySpace • Inktomi • Ask Jeeves • AOL • Blackberry • Motorola • Nokia 

• Sony. 

Crisis of prioritisation 

Catching a wave or adding a new line of business to an existing portfolio creates 

a crisis of prioritisation. Such efforts are easy to get started, but as momentum 

begins to build it becomes increasingly clear that there are not going to be 

enough resources to go around, so how are they going to get allocated? 

Marketing, selling, servicing, and partnering in any emerging category are 

radically inefficient processes, especially when compared to established lines of 

business. Scaling a single disruptive innovation can easily absorb 10% or more of 

your total go-to-market envelope before adoption reaches the tipping point. 
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Pick one 

The standard playbook for strategic portfolio management calls for you not to 

put all your eggs in one basket! That may sound like good advice until you realise 

it brought all 56 of the companies listed above to their knees. When a go-to-

market organisation is charged to scale two or more new franchises, while at the 

same time being expected to make the numbers in the established lines of 

business, anyone with experience knows this is simply not going to happen. 

When it comes to making a big bet on your next big thing, pick one. 

Conflict 

This brings us to the heart of the crisis of prioritisation: at the core, you must 

deliver on two conflicting objectives. On the one hand, you must maintain your 

established franchises for the life of their respective business models, adjusting 

to declining revenue growth by optimising for increasing earnings growth. At the 

same time, every decade or so, you must get your company into one net new line 

of business that has exceptionally high revenue growth. 

Framework 

The author gives a fantastic framework to structure intrapreneurship. Defence 

and offence, time horizons and four principal zones. The zones are performance, 

productivity, incubation and transformation. It is not that different from solid, 

fluid and superfluid in The Day after Tomorrow. 

Which disruption? 

The question you want to answer at the outset, therefore, is whether you are 

being disrupted at the level of your infrastructure model, your operating model, 

or your business model. Business model disruptions are where all the train 

wrecks happen. No established enterprise can reasonably expect to change its 
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core business model, ever. All that stuff about how you have to learn to disrupt 

yourself – it’s baloney. It can’t be done. So what must you do instead to prevent 

the next wave from catching you? 

Buy time 

You must race to modernise your existing operating model as best you can, 

incorporating enough of the next-generation technology to at least blunt the 

impact of the disruptor in the short term. Second, in parallel, you must turn to 

your own portfolio of next-generation opportunities to accelerate your progress 

toward catching some other wave of disruption emerging. 

Use your assets 

The good news is that you have massively impactful assets such as global 

distribution, worldwide support systems, brand recognition, extensive 

ecosystems, strong balance sheets, predictable cash flow, etc. Your number-one 

asset is the inertial momentum of your installed customer base. Your number-

two asset is an ecosystem of partners that makes its living adding value to your 

established offerings. 

The three time horizons  

o Horizon 1: In the coming fiscal year, making it accretive to the operating 

plan. 

o Horizon 2: In two to three years, following significant negative cash flow in 

the intervening period, making it dilutive to the operating plan. 

o Horizon 3: In three to five years, consisting primarily of R&D funded so as 

not to be dilutive to the operating plan. 



 

 117 

The performance zone 

This zone is the engine room for operating established franchises on proven 

business models. The focus is on material revenue performance derived from 

established businesses that are sustaining to the status quo. These are people 

who pride themselves on delivering the goods – on time, on spec, and on a 

budget – and making the number – quarter after quarter after quarter. The 

importance of maintaining the viability of the performance zone can hardly be 

overstated. It is the source of more than 90% of the enterprise’s revenues and 

well north of 100% of its profits. 

The productivity zone 

The productivity zone is home to a host of enabling investments in shared 

services. All managed as cost centres. These include marketing, central 

engineering, technical support, manufacturing, supply chain, customer service, 

human resources, IT, legal, finance, and administration. Simply put, any 

function in the corporation that does not have direct accountability for a 

material revenue number goes here. The focus is on applying sustaining 

innovation to productivity-enabling initiatives targeted primarily at the 

performance zone. 

The incubation zone 

The incubation zone hosts the fast-growing offers in emerging categories and 

markets that are not yet producing a material amount of revenue. Its focus is to 

catch the next big wave. Where any significant return on investment is several 

years out, and revenues for this zone’s portfolio are in aggregate no more than a 

per cent or two. It is a staging area for substantial businesses, a base camp within 

which one can scale to $100M or more in revenues (the 1% threshold for a $10B 

enterprise) without leaving the zone. One of its first moves is to scour the 
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incubation zone for any technology that can help it modernise its operating 

model to fend off the disruptive attack. In this context, a technology that was 

once envisioned as a platform for proactively disrupting someone else’s business 

model is now converted into a tool for reactively propping up one’s own. The 

incubation zone represents precious real estate that should not be confused with 

experimentation with next-generation technologies and business models. 

The transformation zone 

The transformation zone is the place in an established disruptive business model 

goes to be scaled to material size. The goal is to scale rapidly to a stable, material, 

new line of business, one that constitutes 10% or more of the enterprise’s current 

revenues, on a growth trajectory that promises both increased size and superior 

profitability. Transformation is a time when any principle of conventional 

management wisdom may not be just wrong but fatal. Force-feeding a new 

business model into the performance zone or re-engineering an existing 

operating model to give a legacy business a new lease on life are both 

fundamentally unnatural acts. 

Zone dynamics 

Each zone has its own distinctive dynamics – one for revenue performance in 

the current year, one for productivity initiatives to foster and fuel that 

performance, one for incubating future innovations, and one for taking such 

innovations to scale. 

Playbooks 

Each zone follows its own local playbook. None of these four local playbooks is 

likely to be unfamiliar to you. There are no radical prescriptions in zone 

management. Rather, what is radical is, first, for executive management to 
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explicitly distribute operations across the four zones and to seek different 

outcomes within each one, and second, for operational leaders to play within 

their assigned zones, following the playbook appropriate to each one and 

collaborating respectfully with other members of the enterprise who are 

executing different playbooks. Once an initiative is ‘zoned’, that establishes the 

nature of its activity and the metrics upon which it will be evaluated. At its core 

is a simple idea based on the observation that start-ups routinely outperform 

incumbents in disrupted markets. How come? Because they are not conflicted. 

All their enemies are outside them. 

Core functions  

o The performance zone is the primary focus of the senior operating team, 

with an emphasis on steady management as opposed to bold leadership. 

This is your revenue engine. 

o The productivity zone spends most of its time targeting efficiencies to be 

gained by improving operations in the performance zone. Its primary goal 

is to extract resources from non-core work – what we call context – in order 

either to invest more in core tasks or to take the savings to the bottom line. 

o The incubation zone will have a number of things cooking at any given 

point in time. 

o Because transformations are expensive, risky, and exhausting, in most 

years the transformation zone is likely to be empty. You only need one 

every decade. That transformation is likely to take three years and be 

brutally painful, so you will want plenty of time both to reap its rewards 

and recover from the experience. This is the time for bold leadership, with 

prudent management just having to hold on for dear life. You have put a 

single opportunity into the chute. All other potential disruptions have been 

put on hold. 
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Overall, the four zones should always be operating in harmony. 

Errors 

Executive teams typically commit the following kinds of errors: 

o Over-rotating to the performance zone. 

o Coasting in the productivity zone. 

o Mistaking the incubation zone for the transformation zone. 

o Failing to implement a transformation zone. 

The strategy of maintaining multiple options leads inevitably to undertaking 

more than one transformation at a time. The ensuing scramble for resources 

results in no transformational initiative getting anything like the prioritisation it 

needs to succeed. The end result is a discouraging sequence of marginalised 

initiatives, each too small to make any difference to investors, each too big to 

just shut down and walk away from. 

Lessons 

o Install a governance model that segregates the four zones from one another. 

o Do not let the methods, metrics, or culture of the performance zone 

infiltrate the governance of either the incubation or the transformation 

zone. 

o Establish and implement best practices in each zone independently 

(including how it interfaces with the other three). 

o Overlay a lightweight corporate system to oversee all four zones in parallel. 

All the real work is done within each of the four zones, but annual planning, 

resource allocation, and the quarterly business reviews need to be managed 

across all four while keeping each distinct from the other three. 
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Incubation as the engine 

The incubation zone is the most critical as it is the pump for the new 

opportunities: 

o Each entity in the incubation zone operates as an Independent Operating 

Unit (IOU) with its own general manager and dedicated resources for 

product development, product delivery, sales, and marketing. 

o The IOUs themselves are funded outboard of the annual planning calendar, 

based on milestone target dates that are not expected to align with the fiscal 

reporting dates. 

o The incubation zone as a whole is governed by a venture board. 

o The entire portfolio of IOUs in the incubation zone is supported by a small 

team of liaisons to the various shared services in the productivity zone. 

o Each IOU is subject to a venture-funding discipline that requires meeting 

specific milestones to secure the next round. 

o When IOUs fail to reach a milestone, they will often warrant getting a 

second chance. They normally will not deserve a third. 

o The incubation zone is directly comparable to running a venture-backed 

start-up. 

o You need an entrepreneur, a single point of accountability for delivering 

the sum of all future outcomes. Remember, you are not funding a research 

project – you are funding a company. 

o The leader needs to be exceptional – able to conceptualise the customer’s 

challenge, master the principles of the disruptive innovation, and forge 

from these endpoints a bridge between the two, one that can operate in the 

real world and deliver to the customer a 10X improvement on a key 

performance metric. The motto for this stage of the entrepreneurial journey 

is: “Sell yourself into trouble, work your way out”. It is not for the faint of 

heart. 
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The key takeaway overall is that openings in the incubation zone should be 

treated as a scarce resource and not wasted on second-tier opportunities or 

teams. Particularly when a sector is undergoing widespread disruption, the cost 

of missing the next wave can be catastrophic. 

Alternatives 

When an IOU has not been selected for the transformation zone, it must embrace 

one of the following remaining alternative routes to exit: 

o Assimilate into an existing line of business already established in the 

performance matrix, reconfiguring itself to be a sustaining innovation 

rather than a disruptive one. 

o Postpone its deployment and keep its place in the incubation zone, taking 

the extra time to be even more ready to scale when its turn comes. 

o Spinout the business with the help of external private capital, the parent 

company retaining a modest equity stake and favourable IP rights. 

o Sell the business to a company that can better capitalise on its 

opportunities. 

Highly recommended 

The book gives a playbook for every zone, against time horizons and a defensive 

or offensive context. Highly recommended for every CEO interested in 

innovation. 

!  
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Intrapreneurship, 
innovation, partnership, 
policy and perseverance 

I have been tasked with setting up a sustainable 

intrapreneurship accelerator. The Third Wave is a 

book to consider if you are into intrapreneurship. 

Here is why. 

Winners take all 

A while ago I read The Internet is not the Answer. A dark book (or anti-book), 

that describes some of the negative aspects of the Internet. Warns about the 

winners taking it all. A darker version of From Gutenberg to Zuckerberg. 

The gatekeepers 

The printing press first ‘liberated’ information until it became a gatekeeper (The 

Bible as an example). The same is now happening on the Internet. Some very 

powerful platforms are becoming the gatekeepers: Amazon, Apple, Google, 

Facebook and Watson to name the most obvious ones. 

Barriers to entry are going up 

That is not a good thing. Not only from an information supply and media 

perspective (read Filter Bubble), but also from a start-up perspective. For a 

while, the Internet liberated the distribution channels, now what is starting to 

change. Barriers to entry are going up again. Making it more difficult for 

entrepreneurs to scale and succeed. 
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The Third Wave 

Which is why it is no harm to read The Third Wave: An Entrepreneur’s Vision 

of the Future by Steve Case. Steve Case is the founder of AOL and was the chair 

of Time Warner. A guy who has been there, done that, fought the fight with 

Microsoft and Apple and created his own platform. 

Opportunities 

He identified a number of opportunities such as health, education, food and the 

internet of things in general. Solving real problems. Profit plus purpose. In his 

view, the surf is up. A wave of exciting business opportunities. But with IOT 

everything is connected, which means you will meet one or more of the big 

gatekeepers on the way. 

Internet of everything 

The rise of the Internet of Everything, where everything we do will be enabled by 

an Internet connection, much in the way it’s already enabled by electricity. This 

process will lead to the transformation of some of the industries that are vital to 

our daily lives, which will make the barriers to success higher, and the need to 

form partnerships much more central, as a way of building credibility, opening 

doors, and getting past industry gatekeepers. 

3Ps 

He identifies 3Ps: partnership, policy, and perseverance. The interesting one in 

this is policy. You know that start-ups are hard work and that perseverance is a 

key success factor. You know that as a start-up partnership and distribution are 

essentials to create credibility and create routes to market. 
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Government as a client 

Policy as a factor. In IOT, things need to be synced. Customers will need to be 

protected. Which means that the government will get involved. As an 

entrepreneur, you must have a fluent grasp of the policy issues you will 

encounter. 

Disruption 

The third wave will create disruption. A report from Reuters noted that “the top 

executive of many a corporate giant must feel like the fictional character 

Gulliver, waking up to find themselves under attack from modern-day 

Lilliputians, small start-up companies which overwhelm their established rivals 

with new technologies”. Perhaps that’s why business leaders said, in a survey by 

the Global Centre for Digital Business Transformation, that nearly half of the 

top-ranked companies in their industries will be gone by 2020. 

Entrepreneurship  

Entrepreneurship is the way to go. It isn’t that entrepreneurs are smarter than 

companies, it’s that they are trying more crazy ideas, taking more shots on goal. 

Frequently, large companies have a decision-making process where many 

people have the power to stop an idea, but very few have the authority to green-

light one. For example, the idea of a self-driving vehicle was not first born in the 

tech sector; it was born in the agricultural sector. 

Intrapreneurship 

Incumbents often fail because they underestimate the speed at which the future 

is approaching. People at start-ups think about the future every day. There is a 

mythology in the tech world that the best talent gravitates toward start-ups. But 

many of the smartest, most creative work for the large corporations. Siemens 
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employs 90,000 research scientists. Monsanto employs some of the sharpest 

agriculture technology minds on the planet. GE’s research labs are filled with 

brilliant PhDs. The raw talent is there; the question is how it is organised and 

whether it can be mobilised to innovate. The challenge for Fortune 500 CEOs is 

to leverage scale advantages while injecting a tempo of speed and a culture of 

risk. The internal clock speed Peter Hinssen refers to in The Network Always 

Wins. It is time to develop a perpetual sense of paranoia and curiosity. 

Move fast and break things 

At Facebook, engineers are encouraged to “move fast and break things”, not 

because Mark Zuckerberg is reckless, but because he understands that 

innovators need the space in which to take risks. 

The future 

In the future, the key to surviving as a large company is having an ownership 

culture. You have to get to people’s hearts. You have to get to people’s pride. You 

need entrepreneurs. You need start-ups and small business. You need us. And 

we need you as partners.  
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INNOVATION 
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How to lead 
intrapreneurship and 
innovation 

I am currently working on the establishment of a 

green and sustainable intrapreneurship accelerator. 

The premise is that with climate change we are 

running out of time and start-ups are too slow to 

scale. The solution lies within start-ups from within 

large enterprises. So I picked up Creative Construction: The DNA of Sustained 

Innovation. 

Why intrapreneurship? 

o Larger enterprises have massive financial resources to explore new 

opportunities. 

o They can hedge highly risky technology bets through parallel 

experimentation in ways that start-ups can only dream of. 

o They can build vast networks of external collaborators to explore a broad 

array of emerging technologies. 

o They have incredibly deep reservoirs of technical talent and operational 

skills critical to bringing innovations to the market. 

o They have a global distribution and a strong brand. 

o They have the infrastructure, know-how, and processes to get an innovative 

new product into the hands of millions of customers around the world 

almost instantly. 

o They have decades of experience working with regulatory and government 

authorities. 
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o Large organisations have the resources to hire a broader portfolio of talent. 

o Larger organisations can invest in multidisciplinary capabilities in a way 

that is simply outside the reach of smaller companies. 

Failure 

However, by some estimates, about 70% of organisational change efforts fail. 

Because building a capacity to innovate involves overcoming several specific 

obstacles. The first is the required time horizon. The second vexing problem is 

that difficult trade-offs are demanded by innovation. Any company with existing 

lines of profitable businesses faces a fundamental strategic dilemma: How much 

should it invest in existing businesses and existing capabilities versus new 

(uncertain) businesses and capabilities? Finally, building innovation capabilities 

involves profound cultural changes. 

What type of innovation do you need? 

Beyond the vague notion that the company “needed to become innovative”, 

there was, unfortunately, little agreement about what kinds of innovation might 

help the company regain its advantage and what capabilities the company 

needed to build. Too often, innovation initiatives become a grab bag of widely 

touted ‘best practices’ such as open innovation, design thinking, rapid 

prototyping, autonomous decentralised teams, and internal venturing. 

Make innovation specific 

To navigate tough choices and trade-offs, you need an innovation strategy. That 

is always true, of course, but especially so for larger enterprises. Surprisingly, 

though, leaders rarely articulate strategies to align innovation with their 

business strategy. They grapple with the fundamental question: Why exactly do 
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we want to innovate? You can also see why statements like “We want to be a 

leading innovator” are not particularly helpful. 

You need a strategy 

A robust innovation strategy specifies the kinds of innovation that are important 

for the company to pursue. Good innovation strategy is about finding the right 

mix of projects across routine, radical, disruptive, and architectural categories, 

because: 

o Without an explicit innovation strategy, no one actually knows what kinds 

of innovation are important to the organisation. 

o When everything is potentially important, nothing is particularly 

important. 

o Without clarity around the questions of how innovation is supposed to 

create value and lead to value capture, different parts of the organisation 

can easily wind up pursuing conflicting priorities. 

o Strategies define patterns of behaviour and priorities. 

o They are not exhaustive to-do lists. 

o Company strategies do not need to be complicated. 

o Strategies should be simple and clear. 

o Good strategies promote alignment among diverse groups within an 

organisation, clarify objectives and priorities, and help focus efforts around 

them. 

o They act as a map and compass. 

o They provide direction. 

o They also speed up decision-making. 

o Without a strategy, every decision has to be debated. 
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o A strategy should be clear enough to take certain options off the table and 

to make others no-brainers. 

o Strategy is where you spend your money and time. 

o Strategy is not about intent or vision or aspiration. 

o Strategy is about resources, value creation, value capture, and value 

distribution. 

o The right way to judge the merits of any innovation (and an innovation 

strategy) is value created and captured. 

Options 

You have three basic options: 

o Option 1: Build complementary technological capabilities that are hard to 

imitate. 

o Option 2: Focus on business model innovation. 

o Option 3: Crank up the treadmill through rapid routine innovation. 

Making a choice is difficult 

Making innovation predictions is hard. There is a tendency to emphasise how 

quickly things are changing and how different the future will be from the 

present (a predictable bias of people who, after all, call themselves futurists). 

Supposedly obsolete technologies can be surprisingly tenacious: 

o Internet-based banking has surged in the past 20 years, leading many to 

expect the end of the branch. Yet, the number of branches in the United 

States continued to grow steadily until 2009. 

o We all know about the decline of print newspapers as digital channels have 

ascended. While it is true that print circulation has been declining for years, 
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print still made up 78% of daily circulation and 86% of Sunday circulation 

in 2016. 

Speed of change 

It is also just as easy to underestimate how quickly things do change. Consider 

what happened in the smartphone market: 

o In 2008, a year after Apple introduced the iPhone, Nokia’s proprietary 

operating system for smartphones, Symbian, still commanded a 48.8% 

share of the market. 

o Video on demand displaced the market for rental DVDs within about three 

years of introduction. 

o Within eight years of its founding, Amazon was selling more books online 

than Barnes and Noble was selling through its stores. 

o In 2004, about 90% of US households had a wired landline for telephone 

service. 

Everything is part of a system 

Few technologies exist in isolation. They are part of more complex systems. That 

means that the economic viability of any given technology depends on the 

interaction of multiple complementary technologies and economic forces, each 

subject to its own uncertainty. Read The Wide Lens. 

Inflexion 

Inflexion points are extremely hard to anticipate because their timing is 

influenced by the interaction of multiple factors. For instance, if you want to 

predict the market penetration of electric vehicles in the next 10 years, you have 

to get your arms around trends in battery technology (in itself a highly complex 
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space), advances in electric motors, materials that affect vehicle weight, 

potential advances in internal combustion technology, advances in fuel 

technology, the cost of gasoline, the cost of electricity, future government 

policies, and future customer preferences, to name just a few factors. 

Predicting customers 

Another impediment to technology and business model predictions is what I call 

‘endogenous customer preferences’. Customer needs and preferences are neither 

static nor given. 

Last gasp 

Whether and how fast a new technology triumphs depends not just on its own 

(uncertain) rate of progress, but also on the (uncertain) rate of progress of the 

technologies it seeks to replace. Particularly when you know that old 

technologies often continue to progress and improve quite dramatically in the 

face of potentially disruptive innovations, a phenomenon the author called “last 

gasps”. 

Focus 

In determining how aggressively you should embrace a new technology or 

business model, you need to focus not just on revenue but on profitability. How 

certain are you that the threat will destroy your current business, and over what 

time horizon might this happen? What is the impact on your profitability: if you 

do adopt the new technology or business model, can you still achieve reasonable 

profits? 
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Uncertainty is time-dependent 

Start by picking a time horizon for your analysis that matches your window of 

response. That is, figure out how long it will take you to respond to the threat, 

and then use that as your window to analyse what might happen. If you have 

long product development cycles (like, say, Boeing or a pharmaceutical 

company), you need to be looking far out on the time horizon to assess 

technologies because you must act now to be capable of responding to a threat in 

10 years. Once you have a reasonable time horizon, you can then conduct all the 

usual types of technological and economic analyses to assess various scenarios. 

Ask the following questions: 

o Are there complementary technologies that need to be developed for the 

threat to be realised? 

o What can we really glean about customer behaviour and tastes? 

o How much improvement potential is left in existing technologies? 

Profit 

Assess whether you can earn reasonable profits by adopting the disruption in 

question. To find this answer, you will need to examine how the technology or 

business model change will influence fundamental industry drivers of profit 

potential: what impact will it have on structural market factors like barriers to 

entry, intellectual property protection, ability to differentiate, supplier and 

buyer bargaining power, availability of substitutes, scale economies, network 

externalities, fundamental cost drivers, and the like? You need to assess 

realistically your capabilities to compete effectively in the new technology. If the 

threat in question appears relatively likely to impact your business and the 

profits from it are at least as good as your current business, then aggressively 

moving into the new technology or business model makes sense. 
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Worst case 

In the worst-case scenario, your core business or core technology not only looks 

likely to become obsolete, but you do not even have a viable path to profit under 

the new regime. What should you do if you are faced with such terrible 

alternatives? There are two basic strategic plays. 

New markets 

One is to compete in a market where you have little chance of profiting or find 

new markets where you can deploy your existing capabilities. Kodak might have 

pivoted to markets where its existing and unique speciality chemical and 

materials capabilities could be deployed. 

Defend and extend 

The second possible strategy is to defend and extend. In this strategy, you try to 

prolong the decline as much as possible by improving your technology, finding 

attractive sub-segments of the market where your technology still has an 

advantage and reducing costs. 

Hedge 

The best strategy when facing high degrees of uncertainty is to hedge and build 

options for the future. However, it is prudent to experiment with alternatives 

well in advance as insurance against a potential disruption you may not be able 

to respond to. 

How 

How can you build the capabilities you require to execute your innovation 

strategy? Innovation writers and consultants urge companies to imitate the 
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practices of companies like Apple or Google. However, there are no universal 

‘best practices’. The same principles apply to the design of innovation systems. 

Innovation systems need to perform three basic tasks: 

1. Search for novel and valuable problems and solutions. 

2. Synthesis of diverse streams of ideas into a coherent business concept. 

3. Selection among opportunities. 

Also realise that discovering markets can be just as hard as discovering 

technologies, and just as important for innovation. 

Lack of awareness 

The problem is that many senior leaders are not aware of how their 

organisations search for new innovative ideas and markets. They do not design 

their search processes to purposely expose the organisation to ideas that might 

be transformative. Exploratory search outside a company’s home court does not 

happen automatically. The problem for most companies is not where they look 

for ideas; rather, it is where they do not look for them. The customers, suppliers, 

partners, and experts you do not talk to are the ones whose problems you are not 

hearing. What we see, what we experience, whom we listen to, whom we speak 

to, and whom we observe all shape our perceptions about problems worth 

solving and solutions worth pursuing. Therefore: 

1. Create forcing mechanisms. 

2. Move people physically outside their (geographic) home courts. 

3. Mix the ‘gene pool’ of your workforce. 

4. Learn through analogies. 

5. Challenge sacred assumptions. 

6. Experiment and iterate. 

7. Open things up. 
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Innovation is combination 

Quite often, innovation involves combining existing ideas and existing 

components in new ways. Innovation through combination is all around us. 

Think about music. With just 12 notes, we can compose every genre of music at 

every level of sophistication, from Mozart’s symphonies to Chopsticks and from 

opera to rap. To spawn transformative innovations requires an organisation to 

blend multiple strands of seemingly disparate ideas into coherent concepts. The 

author calls this process ‘synthesis’. Even the seemingly most radically ‘new’ 

innovations have roots deeply embedded in the past. Transformative business 

model innovations likewise often result from combinations of old and new 

concepts. Synthesis is an act of creating something new out of the integration or 

combination of existing components. 

Find the synthesisers 

There is nothing easy about synthesis or being a synthesiser. Synthesisers have 

to be incredibly capable people. They need intellectual firepower across multiple 

domains and a habit of mind that can entertain complexity, contradictions, and 

ambiguity. They need the capacity to both learn from, and communicate to, 

specialists from diverse fields. This type of work requires people with the right 

backgrounds and temperament. It also requires recognition. The synthesisers in 

your organisation should be among the most-coveted (and best-rewarded) 

positions. 

Unpredictable and fluid 

The act of combining diverse streams of knowledge and experience is inherently 

unpredictable. The more diverse the contributing streams get, the more 

unpredictable the outcome of the process becomes. Because the right 

combination of ‘ingredients’ – whether they are component technologies, 
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capabilities, engineering methods and principles, or business concepts – cannot 

be predicted in advance, creative synthesis demands a fluid innovation process 

rather than the more structured processes that have become popular over the 

past decade. Because integrating diverse streams of knowledge is inherently 

uncertain, it requires a fluid process designed around rapid experimentation, 

iteration, and learning. 

Innovation is organisational design 

What is ironic, of course, is that larger organisations may have more of the pieces 

for transformational innovation available to them, either within their broad 

portfolio of businesses or through their external networks. However, companies 

often squash iteration through processes that essentially require you to ‘meet 

your plan’. There is a theory in the innovation literature that the design of a 

product mirrors the design of the organisation that created. An organisation can 

find itself laden with an obsolete structure. How can you prevent this at your 

organisation? 

Soft structures 

One approach is to use ‘soft structures’ like project teams or temporary 

organisations focused around specific innovation opportunities. Amazon used 

small, nimble teams that were given a high degree of autonomy (and resources) 

to explore and integrate ideas from different sources and to develop and test 

concepts. Input and talent came from various parts of Amazon. Boundaries were 

fluid. An extreme example of using soft (but powerful) structures to drive 

transformative innovation through synthesis is how the Defense Applied 

Research Projects Agency (DARPA) organises research. It organises all its 

programmes around temporary project teams composed of networks of external 

collaborators from both industry and academia. 
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The question 

Which approach is right for your company? Structure your organisation to 

integrate the right mix of skills, capabilities, and experience like Bell Labs? Or 

opt for more fluid, soft structures like project teams like Amazon and 

DARPA?  About your current organisational structure, you should ask: does it 

impede the kinds of cross-disciplinary or cross-market collaborations that are 

critical to our future success? 

Innovation is selection 

Picking the wrong projects could lead to financial ruin – picking the right ones 

could be worth billions of dollars. There are many possible criteria along which 

to evaluate the projects (for example, potential market size, return on 

investment, the likelihood of technical success, fit with the company’s mission). 

Xerox, AT&T, and Polaroid didn’t fail from lack of ability to discover a problem 

(search) or bring together diverse ideas into a novel solution (synthesis). They 

failed from an inability to make good project-selection decisions. 

Uncertainty and ambiguity 

In principle, picking innovation projects is no different from any other resource 

allocation decision. Selection sounds simple. Innovation projects, though, have 

characteristics that make choosing among them anything but a simple exercise. 

The first problem is uncertainty. Ambiguity is the second challenge for selecting 

innovation projects. As should be evident, uncertainty and ambiguity make 

innovation project selection a risky proposition. When it comes to allocating 

resources, ignorance is not bliss – it is downright scary. If you raise the bar for 

the level of certainty you require before committing to a project, you will reduce 

your chances of committing to bad projects; but, at the same time, you will 

increase the likelihood of mistakenly culling some projects that would have 
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turned out to be winners. And, obviously, the opposite is true. Being very lax on 

project selection criteria will reduce your chance of killing off a great project too 

soon, but it also means you waste a lot of resources on loser projects. 

Unanswerable questions 

Questions like “How big is the market?” and “What is the return on investment?” 

are unanswerable up front. A good way to orient the process around learning is 

to frame proposals as a set of working hypotheses about the technology, markets, 

customers, value streams, and business model and strategic choices. 

What to do 

o Use analytics to drive questions rather than to provide answers. Analyses 

would be conducted and presented, but, rather than triggering a decision, 

they would trigger questions about assumptions and alternatives. 

o Foster vigorous debate. Debate is a form of conflict (intellectual), and 

conflict makes some of us uncomfortable. If properly managed, debate and 

the associated conflict can be very productive. It can serve as a critical tool 

of inquiry and learning. 

o Be transparent. A characteristic of healthy debate is transparency. Debates 

should be held in forums that enable the relevant parties to hear the others’ 

arguments and perspectives and to respond. 

o Keep your mind open as long as possible. 

Innovation is culture 

Culture consists of the shared values and social behaviours of members of an 

organisation. Are they willing to speak up? Are they willing to challenge each 

other’s ideas? Are they willing to take chances? If not, then the formal system 
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simply will not matter. Culture can be thought of as a ‘shadow’ organisational 

system. You cannot always see it, but you feel its effects all the time. 

The cultural attributes most people associate with innovation, though, do not 

seem so tough to swallow. What is so painful about: 

o Tolerance for failure but no tolerance for incompetence? 

o Willingness to experiment but highly disciplined? 

o Psychologically safe but brutally candid? 

o Collaborative but individually accountable? 

o Flat but with strong leadership? 

How could a set of organisational practices that everyone seems to love be so 

hard to implement? 

Reengineering the cultural DNA  

The theme of leaders owning culture shows up time and time again in 

companies that have striven to preserve innovative cultures or have had to 

become innovative again. Amazon’s Jeff Bezos talks to both employees and 

shareholders about the importance of keeping Amazon’s ‘Day 1’ culture. Satya 

Nadella, CEO of Microsoft, has written: “The CEO is the curator of an 

organisation’s culture”. 

Engineering an innovative culture at scale 

It is much easier to get 10 people to agree on a set of values and norms than 

100,000 people. This is why start-ups are generally considered to have more 

innovative cultures than established companies. The founders of a start-up get 

to, by definition, start from scratch. There is nothing to be ‘undone’. The original 

founders can have a powerful ‘imprinting effect’ on the culture of an 

organisation over a long time. Culture is a bit like DNA – it replicates, but 
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sometimes imperfectly. Changing long-held norms is challenging enough; now 

consider the need to change the thinking and behaviour of a few hundred 

thousand employees! 

Take direct ownership  

Cultural change or preservation demands direct intervention from the top. 

When you look at organisations (of all sizes) that have highly innovative 

cultures, you tend to find leaders like Ed Catmull, David Kelley, Jeff Bezos, Larry 

Page, and Sergey Brin, who have an almost maniacal focus on culture. 

Model the behaviour you want 

At its roots, an organisation’s culture is a system of shared values defining 

expectations and norms of behaviour. Cultures not only define what is 

important in an organisation, but also define who is important in that 

organisation, and specifically who has influence. 

Internal venturing 

Many larger companies today use some form of internal venturing to nurture 

outside the home court innovations. But these internal quasi-independent 

ventures can also be used as ‘safe spaces’ to incubate new cultures. That is, 

internal ventures should have two goals: to create a transformation innovation 

and to create a template for a new culture. Leaders should be prepared to 

intervene directly on behalf of new ventures to protect pay scales, processes, 

systems, work environment, and other perceived privileges. This is substantially 

important both to protect the emergent culture from threats but also to send a 

very powerful signal about leadership’s intentions. In larger organisations, the 

new culture requires a network of champions who will act as protective 

‘godfathers’. 
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The right people 

Because cultures are ultimately embodied in people and expressed through their 

behaviours, cultural transformation cannot happen without the right people. 

Cultural transformation is ultimately a competitive process yielding winners 

and losers. Hard decisions will have to be made regarding people, particularly 

people on the senior team. The wrong person in a position of power or the 

departure of a champion can stop a cultural transformation in its tracks. Read 

Powerful. 

Create a start-up culture 

There are often very good reasons to create such organisationally-autonomous 

units. Recognise first that start-ups represent a very diverse set of cultures. And 

that the vast majority of start-ups fail. Just saying you want to create a ‘start-up’ 

culture inside your organisation, then, is probably not particularly helpful. 

Instead, it is better to focus on the specific characteristics of start-up cultures 

that you seek to emulate and then try to understand whether it is possible to 

achieve those in an established enterprise. There are three cultural traits of 

healthy start-up cultures worth emulating: 

1. The first is an obsession with speed. You face a tough decision; you get the 

right people in the room to resolve it today. The clocks inside start-ups 

seem to run faster. 

2. A second significant difference is the level of individual accountability 

around companywide objectives. In start-ups, critical tasks are assigned to 

small teams or to individuals. There is no place to hide. 

3. The third trait of start-up cultures is comfort with extreme risk-reward 

outcomes. Many start-ups pursue audacious goals. 

The question, though, is whether these traits can be replicated inside larger 

corporations. Urgency, accountability, and risk tolerance in start-ups are 
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mindsets. An enterprise with 25,000 employees does not have to practice 

individual accountability to survive; a start-up with 25 people has no choice but 

to practice it. Given the structural differences between a start-up and an 

established enterprise, it is easy to understand why most efforts to ‘re-create’ a 

start-up culture by organising into smaller units inside a big company fail. The 

problem with most of these efforts is that they conflate size and culture. 

Replicating speed  

To re-create the speed and agility of a start-up inside a large enterprise, leaders 

should take away the luxury of time. Set aggressive time goals for projects, hold 

project teams accountable for reaching those goals and provide project teams 

with the autonomy and flexibility to execute in ways that enable them to move 

quickly. It is remarkable how fast large organisations have been able to move 

when they have found themselves in desperate straits 

Replicating accountability 

Like speed, accountability is a mindset created by expectations and policies. 

High-accountability cultures establish clear expectations about performance 

and provide individuals with the power (and support) to make decisions in the 

best interest of the organisation. There is nothing about enterprise scale that 

prevents this. This starts by appointing people with the necessary leadership 

skills (not just pure technical skills) and with a deep sense of commitment to the 

vision of the programme. 

Replicating audacity 

Many of the entrepreneurs I meet are motivated by having an impact more than 

making a ton of money. The same is true for many of the scientists and engineers 
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I meet inside larger companies. Refocus your purpose and align that with your 

reward system. 

Use your toolset 

Culture is not superficial, and cultural changes require more than tweaking 

symbols (like dress codes or physical surroundings). You do not create an 

innovative culture by putting lava lamps in the lobby or wearing a hoodie. 

Effecting lasting changes in patterns of behaviour – the essence of cultural 

transformation – requires using a broad arsenal of management tools. Leaders 

need to manipulate systems, reporting relationships, structures, policies, 

decision-making processes, and incentives. Finally, cultural transformation is 

not episodic. 

You 

The culture of your organisation is shaped every day by every action, every 

decision, and every behaviour you model. Lead by example. 

!  
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Innovation: managing 
solid, fluid, superfluid, S- 
and P-type loonshots and 
7 other books 

Loonshots is a very different book about innovation 

and organisational design. Closer to Taleb and 

Antifragile  than Creative Construction. Also 

reminds me of The Day after Tomorrow. Solid, fluid 

and superfluid as key concepts to manage your innovation portfolio. 

Managing superfluid 

Particularly superfluid is difficult. Those are the loonshots you need, but 

loonshots by their nature are completely and utterly unpredictable. However, 

the most important breakthroughs come from loonshots, widely dismissed ideas 

whose champions are often written off as crazy. Without loonshots, companies 

(and empires) will eventually die. 

Phase transition 

Loonshots shares the lessons and learning of how to manage innovation from a 

loonshot perspective. As with start-ups and biology, you need lots of weird ideas, 

and there is no way of predicting which ones will succeed. It is all to do with 

phase transition. Organisations work in the same way and when you start to 

understand why teams suddenly turn, you can start to control those transitions. 

The same way as temperature controls the boiling and freezing of water. Solid, 

fluid, superfluid. 
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Water 

Think of the water molecules in the tub as a platoon of cadets running randomly 

around a practice field. When the temperature drops below freezing, it’s as if a 

drill sergeant blew a whistle and the cadets suddenly snapped into formation. 

The rigid order of the solid repels the hammer. The chaotic disorder of the liquid 

lets it slip through. Systems snap when the tide turns in a microscopic tug-of-

war. Binding forces try to lock water molecules into rigid formation. Entropy, the 

tendency of systems to become more disordered, encourages those molecules to 

roam. As temperature decreases, binding forces get stronger and entropy forces 

get weaker. When the strengths of those two forces cross, the system snaps. 

Water freezes. 

Competing forces 

All phase transitions are the result of two competing forces, like the tug-of-war 

between binding and entropy in water. When people organise into a team, a 

company, or any kind of group with a mission, they also create two competing 

forces, two forms of incentives. We can think of the two competing incentives, 

loosely, as stake and rank. When groups are small, for example, everyone’s stake 

in the outcome of the group project is high. The perks of rank, job titles or the 

increase in salary from being promoted, are small compared to those high stakes. 

As teams and companies grow larger, the stakes in outcome decrease while the 

perks of rank increase. When the two cross, the system snaps. Incentives begin 

encouraging behaviour no one wants. 

Inevitable 

The bad news is that phase transitions are inevitable. All liquids freeze. No group 

can do both at the same time, because no system can be in two phases at the 

same time. One molecule can’t transform solid ice into liquid water by yelling at 
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its neighbours to loosen up a little. When the density exceeds a critical threshold, 

the system will flip from the smooth-flow to the jammed-flow state. 

Control parameters 

Identifying control parameters is the key to changing when systems will snap: 

when solids will melt, when traffic will jam, or when teams will begin rejecting 

loonshots. As the temperature of water falls, molecules vibrate more slowly until 

they reach a critical temperature, at which point their binding energy exceeds 

their entropy, and they crystallise into the rigid order of ice. That’s the liquid-to-

solid phase transition. 

Live on the edge 

To nurture loonshots, you need to live on the edge of a phase transition: the 

unique conditions under which two phases can coexist. Engineering serendipity, 

creating the opportunity and space to explore the bizarre and creating a dynamic 

equilibrium between loose and structure. The magic is in the network, a shared 

purpose and the loose connections. 

The rules 

o Do not undertake a programme unless the goal is manifestly important and 

its achievement nearly impossible. 

o If anything is worth doing, it’s worth doing to excess. 

Shelter radical ideas 

There is a need for separating and sheltering radical ideas – the need for a 

department of loonshots run by loons, free to explore the bizarre. Where failure 

is accepted and expected. The breakthroughs that change the course of science, 
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business, and history, fail many times before they succeed. Sometimes they 

survive through the force of exceptional skill and personality. Sometimes they 

survive through sheer chance. In other words, the breakthroughs that change 

our world are born from the marriage of genius and serendipity. 

Create a loonshot structure 

There is a pervasive myth of the genius-entrepreneur who builds a long-lasting 

empire on the back of his ideas and inventions. Rather than champion any 

individual loonshot, the secret is to create an outstanding structure for nurturing 

many loonshots. Rather than focus on being a visionary innovator, be a careful 

gardener. Getting the touch and balance right requires a gentle helping hand to 

overcome internal barriers, the hand of a gardener rather than the staff of a 

Moses. Here are the tips (not that dissimilar to Zone to Win). 

Separate the phases 

The goal of phase separation is to create a loonshot nursery. The nursery 

protects those embryonic projects. It allows caregivers to design a sheltered 

environment where those projects can grow, flourish, and shed their warts. 

Tailor the tools to the phase. 

Love your artists and soldiers equally 

Surviving those journeys requires passionate, intensely committed people – with 

very different skills and values. Artists and soldiers. Manage the transfer, not the 

technology. Manage the balance between loonshots and franchises – between 

scientists exploring the bizarre and soldiers assembling munitions; between the 

blue-sky research of Bell Labs and the daily grind of telephone operations. 

Rather than dive deep into one or the other, focus on the transfer between the 
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two. Intervene when the balance breaks down. Keeping the forces in balance is 

so difficult because loonshots and franchises follow such different paths. 

Beware the False Fail 

False Fail – a result mistakenly attributed to the loonshot but actually a flaw in 

the test. We see the False Fail over and over, both in science and in business. 

There are many reasons projects can die: funding dwindles, a competitor wins, 

the market changes, a key person leaves. But the False Fail is common to 

loonshots. Skill in investigating failure not only separates good scientists from 

great scientists but also good businessmen from great businessmen. 

Create project champions 

Fragile projects need strong hands. Great project champions are much more 

than promoters. They are bilingual specialists, fluent in both artist-speak and 

soldier-speak, who can bring the two sides together. 

Listen to the Suck with Curiosity 

Listening to the Suck with Curiosity (LSC) – overcoming the urge to defend and 

dismiss when attacked – means not only listening for the Suck and 

acknowledging receipt but also probing beneath the surface, with genuine 

curiosity, why something isn’t working, why people are not buying. It’s hard to 

hear that no one likes your baby. It’s even harder to keep asking why. 

Ferocious attention to detail 

Ferocious attention to scientific detail, or artistic vision or engineering design, is 

one tool, tailored to the phase, that motivates excellence among scientists, 

artists, or any type of creative. 
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Beware of the Moses trap 

When ideas advance only at the pleasure of a holy leader – rather than the 

balanced exchange of ideas and feedback between soldiers in the field and 

creatives at the bench selecting loonshots on merit – that is exactly when teams 

and companies get trapped. 

The types of loonshots 

There are two types of loonshots – P and S: 

o With P-type loonshots, people say, “There’s no way that could ever work” or 

“There’s no way that will ever catch on”. And then it does. 

o With S-type loonshots, people say, “There’s no way that could ever make 

money.” And then it does. 

o Deaths from P-type loonshots tend to be quick and dramatic. A flashy new 

technology appears (streaming video), it quickly displaces what came 

before (rentals), champions emerge (Netflix, Amazon), and the old guard 

crumbles (Blockbuster). 

o Deaths from S-type loonshots tend to be more gradual and less obvious. It 

took three decades for Walmart to dominate retail and for variety stores to 

fade away. S-type loonshots are so difficult to spot and understand, even in 

hindsight, because they are so often masked by the complex behaviours of 

buyers, sellers, and markets. 

Mindset 

The book covers mindset, and there it reminds me of The Algorithmic Leader. 

The difference between a system mindset and outcome mindset. Teams with an 

outcome mindset analyse why a project or strategy failed. Teams with a system 

mindset probe the decision-making process behind a failure. How did we arrive 
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at that decision? System mindset means carefully examining the quality of 

decisions, not just the quality of outcomes. Which is why probing wins, critically, 

is as important, if not more so, as probing losses. Failing to analyse wins can 

reinforce a bad process or strategy. Always ask how the decision-making process 

can be improved. 

Examples of randomness 

The book is full of examples and what it illustrates is the sheer randomness, the 

messiness, the serendipity of breakthrough ideas and companies. Bell Labs, 

Genentech, Pixar, Star Wars, James Bond, IKEA but it also points out one 

organisation that has been at the forefront of many breakthroughs, which is 

DARPA. Since 1958, this 200-person research group, deep inside a massive 

organisation, has spun out the Internet, GPS, carbon nanotubes, synthetic 

biology, pilotless aircraft (drones), mechanical elephants, the Siri assistant in 

iPhones, and more. Never underestimate the importance of government on 

innovation and technology development. 

Lessons from DARPA 

DARPA’s principles are elevated autonomy and visibility; a focus on the best 

external rather than internal: 

o DARPA is run like a loose collection of small start-ups, with no career 

ladder. Their employee badges are printed with an expiration date. 

o DARPA’s structure has eliminated the benefit of spending any time on 

politics, of trying to sound smart in meetings and put down your colleagues 

by highlighting the warts in their nutty loonshots so that you can curry 

favour and win promotions. 

o DARPA managers are broadly known in their community. They are granted 

authority to choose their projects, negotiate contracts, manage timelines, 
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and assign goals. The combination of visibility and autonomy creates a 

powerful motivating force: peer pressure. 

o In DARPA, recognition from peers is a form of intangible or soft equity. It 

can’t be measured through stock price or cash flows. But it can be just as 

strong a motivator, or even stronger, as both a carrot and a stick. 

Your company 

You won’t apply this the same way to every company (most companies are not 

faced with problems that might be solved by a giant nuclear suppository). But 

every organisation can find opportunities to increase autonomy, visibility, and 

soft equity. Some additional tips: 

Beware of the skill fit 

Match employees and projects and ensure optimal skill-fit. Poor project/skill-fit 

can also result from an overmatch: skills so far above project needs that the 

employee has maxed out what he or she can contribute. Employees who are not 

stretched by their assigned projects have little to gain from spending more time 

on them. How much might politics decrease and creativity improve if rewards 

for teams and individuals were closely and skilfully matched to genuine 

measures of achievement? 

Watch the incentives 

Powerful has an interesting perspective on incentives. Competitors in the battle 

for talent and loonshots may be using outmoded incentive systems. Bring in a 

specialist in the subtleties of the art – a chief incentives officer. Companies with 

outstanding chief incentives officers – experts who understand the complex 

psychology of cognitive biases, are skilled in using both tangible and intangible 

equity, and can spot perverse incentives – are likely to do a better job than their 



 

 154 

competitors in attracting, retaining, and motivating great people. In other 

words, they will create a strategic advantage. 

Management span 

Wider spans (15 or more direct reports per manager) encourage looser controls, 

greater independence, and more trial-and-error experiments. Which also leads 

to more failed experiments. Narrower spans (five or fewer per manager) allow 

tighter controls, more redundancy checks, and precise metrics. When we 

assemble planes, we want tight controls and narrow spans. When we invent 

futuristic technologies for those planes, we want more experiments and wider 

spans. 

A wide management span helps nurture loonshots: it encourages constructive 

feedback from peers. Peers, rather than authority. 

Disruptive innovation 

The author makes a good point about loonshot versus disruptive. A loonshot 

refers to an idea or project that most scientific or business leaders think won’t 

work, or if it does, it won’t matter (it won’t make money). It challenges 

conventional wisdom. Whether a change is ‘disruptive’ or not, on the other 

hand, refers to the effects of an invention on a market. Early-stage projects in 

rapidly-evolving markets behave like a leaf in a tornado. You wouldn’t put a lot 

of faith in guessing where that leaf might end up. It’s easy to point to 

technologies that disrupted a market in hindsight, once the leaf has landed. 

Embrace the crazies 

Look for the innovation outliers (read Quirky and Rebel Talent). Perhaps 

everything that you are sure is true about your products or your business model 

is right, and the people telling you about some crazy idea that challenges your 
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beliefs are wrong. But what if they aren’t? Wouldn’t you rather discover that in 

your own lab or pilot study, rather than read about it in a press release from one 

of your competitors? How much risk are you willing to take by dismissing their 

idea? 

Survival 

You want to design your teams, companies, and nations to nurture loonshots, in 

a way that maintains the delicate balance with your existing business, so that 

you avoid ending up like the Chinese and Roman Empire or most of the 

companies in your sector in the near future. See loonshots as insurance for the 

day after tomorrow.  
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The brain is wider than 
the sky 

There are many, many perspectives on creativity. 

Some think it is a skill we have lost. Some think it is 

an education problem. Most agree it is something we 

can learn. The authors of The Runaway Species: 

How Human Creativity Remakes the World, think 

it is part of human nature. We can’t help ourselves. 

Innovation will never stop 

That is why hairstyles, streetlights, nations, symphonies, laws, sonnets, 

prosthetic arms, smartphones, ceiling fans, skyscrapers, boats, kites, laptops, 

ketchup bottles, auto-driving cars, bikes and stadiums keep changing. Why can’t 

we find the perfect solution and stick with it? The answer: innovation will never 

stop. 

“What if” all the time 

It’s never about the right thing; it’s about the next thing. Humans lean into the 

future, and there is never a settling point. We have restless brains. What makes 

the human brain so restless? An evolutionary tweak in the algorithms running in 

human brains has allowed us to absorb the world and create what-if versions of 

it. All the time. Human brains have an enormous cortex (and, in particular, an 

outsized prefrontal cortex), giving us the facility to hold sophisticated concepts 

and manipulate them. Therefore, we are masters at generating alternative 

realities, taking what is and transforming it into a panoply of what-ifs. We may 

not be able to run as fast as a jaguar, but our ability to run internal simulations is 
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unmatched. Thinking about what-ifs is so rooted in our daily experience that it’s 

easy to overlook what an imaginative exercise it is. 

Creativity is hard wired 

The software of creativity comes preinstalled on the human hard drive, ready to 

bend, break and blend the world around us. The brain spits out a stream of new 

possibilities, most of which won’t work, but some of which do. No other species 

throw themselves at reimagining the world with such vitality and persistence. 

We like breaking things 

Our brains constantly wander through our storehouse of experiences, and they 

often link ideas through far-flung connections. Thanks to the restlessness of 

human brains, we don’t just set out to improve imperfection – we also tamper 

with things that seem perfect. Humans don’t just break bad; we also break what’s 

good. 

It is nature’s way 

We see diversity, and the heavy investment in alternatives, in nature’s 

constantly branching tree of life. Why? Because the surest path to extinction is to 

over-invest in a single solution. One trillion different species traffic the planet, 

and Mother Nature’s great success boils down to one principle: she proliferates 

options. 

Eating your own brain 

A small mollusc known as the sea squirt does something strange. It swims 

around early in its life, eventually finds a place to attach like a barnacle, and 

then absorbs its own brain for nutrition. Why? Because it no longer needs its 
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brain. It has found its permanent home. Even the most committed couch potato 

among us wouldn’t eat his own brain, and this is because humans don’t have a 

settling point. Our constant itch to combat routine makes creativity a biological 

mandate. 

Progress 

By continually diversifying and filtering, our imaginative gifts have put roofs 

over our heads, tripled our lifespans, spawned our ubiquitous machines. It has 

given us an unending parade of ways to woo each other and engulfed us with a 

fountainhead of songs and stories. 

Connecting things 

Creativity is just connecting things. When you ask creative people how they did 

something, they feel a little guilty because they didn’t really do it. They just saw 

something. It seemed obvious to them after a while; that’s because they were 

able to connect experiences they’ve had and synthesise new things. Human 

creativity does not emerge from a vacuum. We draw on our experience and the 

raw materials around us to refashion the world. Many people have figuratively 

stood in thunderstorms, waiting for the creative lightning to strike. But creative 

ideas evolve from existing memories and impressions. Instead of new ideas 

being lit aflame by lightning bolts, they arise from the interweaving billions of 

microscopic sparks in the vast darkness of the brain. 

Creativity is good for you 

It is good for you too. Even as we age, novelty propels ongoing plasticity, with 

each surprise etching new pathways. The redesigning of the circuitry is 

unceasing; we spend our lives as works in progress. A lifetime of creativity helps 
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to maintain this flexibility. When we refashion the world around us, we also 

remodel ourselves. 

Breaking, bending, blending 

The book proposes a framework that divides the landscape of cognitive 

operations into three basic strategies: bending, breaking and blending. 

o In bending, an original is modified or twisted out of shape. 

o In breaking, a whole is taken apart. 

o In blending, two or more sources are merged. 

Bending, breaking and blending – the three Bs – are a way of capturing the brain 

operations that underlie innovative thinking. 

Fascinating 

It is a fascinating book. 

o Explaining ‘repetition suppression’: The brain gets bored and switches off. 

The brain gets excited when it updates. 

o Or ‘skeuomorphs’: Features that imitate the design of what has come 

before. Because human consciousness moves, but it is not a leap: it is one 

inch. Every idea has an umbilical cord with history. 

o A lot of neuroscience too: Kahneman’s stage one and two thinking. 

Explaining why we are not biological machines, such as bees. While a bee 

brain has 1,000,000 neurons, a human one has 100 billion, giving us a 

larger repertoire of behaviours. 

o A lot about arts: For tens of thousands of years, the arts have been a 

constant in human culture, giving us an abundance of overt creativity. 

o About language: Human communication has change built into its DNA: as 

a result, today’s dictionaries look very little like those of 500 years ago. 



 

 160 

Thanks to the creative possibilities of language, what we can say keeps pace 

with what we need to say. Words are a predictor of trends. 

o Some interesting inventions are mentioned: Spider goats, nano space 

crafts and self-healing concrete. 

The lessons 

o Study arts. 

o Study history. 

o Look out for new words. 

o Create ideas quotas (I always maintain that an idea pipeline should be part 

of a balance sheet). 

o Apply the 70/20/10 rule that mandates that 70% of resources go to the core 

business, 20% to emerging ideas and 10% to brand new moonshots. Read 

The Day after Tomorrow. 

o Use alternate history, science fiction and meanings as platforms for 

creativity. 

Education 

As in Robot-proof:  Higher Education in the Age of Artificial Intelligence, the 

book is again a passionate plea for changing our education system. 

Making 

Creativity is not a spectator sport. Exposure and performance are valuable, but 

it’s not enough to listen to Beethoven and act out Shakespeare. Students have to 

get on the playing field and do the bending, breaking and blending themselves. 

The more children do the making in their classrooms, the more they see 

themselves as makers of their own world. We should go for creative schooling. 
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Springboard 

Things come alive in the classroom when precedent is presented not as the 

answer, but as the springboard. Get your students to proliferate options instead 

of coming up with a single solution. Inspire them to take risks instead of taking 

the safe route. Motivate and encourage your students, whether from the inside 

(meaningful challenges) or the outside (audiences and rewards). A curriculum 

that fosters arts. 

Arts 

Every facet of the creative mentality can be taught through the arts – they are a 

boot camp for bending, breaking, and blending. The arts constantly shape the 

landscape of possibilities, illuminating previously unseen paths. Better arts 

make better engineers. But there’s an even deeper reason why the arts matter: 

beyond improving the sciences, they steer culture. 

Make-believe 

Our predictions about the future are revised not only by new facts but also by the 

make-believe. Our homes, cities, cars and planes a few decades from now will 

look very different from the ones of today; there will be new medical treatments, 

new kinds of smartphones, new works of art. The road to that future begins in 

the kindergarten classrooms of today. 

Lego blocks 

When I speak at conferences, I bring Lego blocks with me – to illustrate the 

number of interchangeable technologies we now can combine. It is beyond 

precedent. We have constructed for ourselves a vast, readily accessible 

warehouse of raw materials. The tidal wave forges on. Hacking at the border of 

the world we haven’t yet invented. 
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Invest in imagination 

Conditions are ripe for a surge in innovation, but it will only happen with the 

proper investment at every level of our society. If we don’t cultivate creativity in 

our children, we won’t take full advantage of what’s unique about our species. 

We need to invest in imagination. We need to shape individuals and build 

companies in which new ideas blossom, different distances are explored, 

trimming is part of the process and change is the norm. We don’t know where an 

investment in creativity will take us. But if we could see the future, its flourishes 

would surely stagger us. 

The groundwork for tomorrow is being laid today 

The next big ideas will come from the bending, breaking and blending of what 

we’re surrounded with now. The ingredients are all around us, waiting to be 

reshaped, fractured and combined. With the necessary investment in our 

classrooms and boardrooms, our creative drive will gain even more speed. 

Together, we will scout new possibilities and write the story of our future. 

It is in our nature 

Now go and remake the world. It is in your nature. It is what we were born to do. 

!  
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Never lose the founder 
mentality 

Every founder should apply the strategic box. A long 

time ago, Brian O’Kane and I invented the ‘strategic 

box’ when we wrote Growing Your Own Business: A 

Workbook. It is a quick frame and filter to determine 

your strategy, using six statements: vision, mission, 

passion, values, positioning, and resourcing. Not 

only does it work to align management teams, but it works with recruitment, 

storytelling and ultimately, it is all about culture and dreaming. If you don’t 

have a dream, then it can’t come true. 

Codify from the start 

We use the strategic box with start-ups as well, to make sure the founders are 

clear about their aspirations and expectations, but also as a way to set the 

foundations for the culture of the business in the future. Codifying culture, if 

you will. Creating Principles. 

The Founder’s Mentality: How to Overcome the 

Predictable Crises of Growth 

I came across The Founder’s Mentality: How to Overcome the Predictable 

Crises of Growth. The book concludes that growth or decline is almost an 

internal story. It’s the story of building the business, expanding and retaining a 

quality workforce, strengthening the culture, upgrading the systems, learning 

from experience, adapting the business model, holding down costs, and 

mobilising the people to carry it all out perfectly, again and again.  
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It is on the inside 

Well over half of all businesses today face at least one form of significant outside 

disruption to a part of their business model. The authors find that more than 

four in five problems on the outside of a business trace to problems on the 

inside. Problems that inhibit its ability to adapt, to decide and act quickly, to 

embrace new ideas, to keep costs down, or to scale its ability to serve customers. 

Small company advantage 

Small companies possess one great competitive advantage over incumbents. At 

every level of the business, the employees of small companies make their 

decisions and pursue their objectives motivated by an owner’s mindset. They’re 

so invested in the company, that is, that they feel and act like owners. 

Employees who feel engaged and empowered – who possess an owner’s mindset, 

in other words – will volunteer solutions to problems and come up with 

innovative ideas 3.5 times as often as those who don’t. 

Three predictable crises 

Many companies lose the competitive edge of the owner’s mindset as they grow. 

As companies scale, they go through three predictable crises of growth: 

1. Overload. 

2. Stall-out, or a sudden slowdown. 

3. Freefall: an existential problem that demands an immediate and dramatic 

response. 

Scaling 

Scaling usually causes a loss of the impulse to innovate, serve customers 

uniquely, and fully value the employees on the front line. The focus is on 
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efficiency, bureaucracy, complexity, politics and structure. 94% of large-

company executives cite internal dysfunction as their key barrier to continued 

profitable growth. 

The problems with scaling 

o You can’t just do the same things you’ve always done, only 10 times more 

often. You have to build new systems to handle escalating complexity, and 

you have to adapt your business to the marketplace. 

o Once, you yourself could be everywhere to model behaviours. Now, you 

simply can’t. Once you knew your key customers by their first names. Now 

you know them as averages on PowerPoint slides. 

o Once, everyone in your company knew what made your mission special. 

Now you have trouble conveying that sense to the outer reaches of the 

organisation. 

o As companies scale, their leaders tend to undermanage or take the 

elements of the founder’s mentality for granted. 

o It feels horrible: you’re growing successfully and are working harder than 

ever, but with each passing day, you feel more and more overwhelmed. 

o The voices from the front line are getting lost. 

o Accountability is eroding 

o Your revenues are growing faster than talent, and you are sacrificing 

employee quality for quantity. 

o You are drowning in processes and PowerPoint presentations. You have the 

resources and no shortage of opportunities, but somehow you’ve lost the 

ability or the will to make the most of them. 

o Running the business, once such a personal, high-energy ride, now feels 

like flying a huge, sluggish airliner. 
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Owner mindset 

What appears to be critical to managing these crises in all cases is the need for a 

deeply ingrained founder’s mentality. When private equity firms restored the 

owner’s mindset at these companies, this consistently increased speed, reduced 

bureaucracy, caused a more critical evaluation of non-core businesses, and 

improved the management of costs. 

The founder mentality 

o A common set of motivating attitudes and behaviours that can usually be 

traced back to a bold, ambitious founder who got it right the first time 

around. 

o An owner mindset. 

o Bias to action. 

o Keeping things simple. 

o A clear sense of mission, ideals, and focus that everyone in the company 

can understand and relate to. 

o A cohesive brand personality. 

o An abhorrence of complexity, bureaucracy, and anything that gets in the 

way of the clean execution of strategy. 

o An obsession with the front line. 

The founder’s mentality is the key to achieving 

sustainable growth 

It starts with history. Every great business founder has an origin story to tell. In 

many of the really sustainable businesses, it ultimately takes hold at every level 

and can far outlast the founder. That story is simple and focused. That is 
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important, especially in the turbulent and distracting environment in which we 

now compete. 

You are what you measure 

Companies assess their health on the outside with lots of outcome measures 

(profit, revenues, customer counts, market share, average prices, and so on), but 

they don’t take good stock of the health of the core with non-financial, root-

cause measures. You need to change that. Create a soft balance sheet. Measure 

your intrapreneurship level. 

The questions 

o Does everyone understand the company’s insurgent mission?  

o Are we focused on empowering/supporting the front line?  

o Do we think and act like owners? 

o Can we learn from competitors, especially newly-emerging insurgents, who 

embody the founder’s mentality better?  

o Is the company as much of a meritocracy as it was in its younger days? 

o How do the answers to these questions change our business priorities? 

Purpose and mission 

Three bad things happen when an organisation’s ambition becomes diffuse and 

vague. It loses the ability to inspire; short-term financial targets and crises begin 

to dominate the agenda because there is no concept of what is being built in the 

long-term. The key principles on which decisions are made become blurred. 
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Compass 

Too often, mission statements leave employees with no clear idea of what their 

company strategy is or what makes it special. Create a compass, which consists 

of a new purpose for the company, a high-level goal, and 12 non-negotiable 

principles designed to create more cohesion and reduce complexity. 

Stay true 

Stay true to that mission in everything you do, no matter what your size, and 

you’re more likely to succeed. Lose touch with it, and you’re more likely to fail. 

The executives interviewed about maintaining the founder’s mentality as their 

companies grow cite one factor more than any other: a tight, intense focus on 

principles and purpose.  

Clock speed 

I write about clock speed on a regular basis. Leaders should make speed a 

competitive advantage in everything they do. Speed has been a factor in almost 

every section of this book. Speed to decide. Speed to deliver. Speed to market. 

Speed to restock inventory. Speed to solve customer problems. Speed to get to 

the root cause. Speed to adapt. Speed to acquire and integrate. Speed to see 

crises coming. Speed to prepare. Speed to act. Speed to grow. 

Other lessons 

1. An obsession with the front line is fundamental to the founder’s 

mentality. It shows up in three ways – as an obsession with front-line 

employees, with individual customers at all levels of the company, and 

with the details of the business. A deep curiosity about how the business is 

working in its details at the front line. 
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2. Treat both expenses and investments as though they are your own 

money.  

3. Start with the front-line employees and onboard customers. 

4. Translate strategy into front-line understanding. 

5. Make complexity reduction a way of life. The best way to attack 

complexity is from the top down. First, you have to shed non-core assets 

and businesses in a portfolio. Then you have to develop a simpler strategy 

for the remaining businesses. Then you have to attack the complexity of 

the organisation and the core processes. And finally, you have to go after 

complexity in product offerings, suppliers, and product design. 

6. Celebrate and reward front-line heroes. 

7. Empower front-line staff to solve tactical problems on the spot. 

8. Establish explicit rules to define the ‘guard rails’ of things like brand 

management and then let the business operators make the next-level 

decisions. 

9. Make constant improvement a focus. 

10. Codify best practices. Codify how people ought to treat each other in the 

company and what your culture should be. 

11. Keep staff focused on core principles and customer needs. 

12. Initiate open house meetings. Make yourself available for employees. 

13. Set aside enough time to ensure that everyone understands and feels 

connected to the purpose of the company, including involving them 

directly in shaping it. 

14. Make management meetings open to any employees who want to sit in on 

them. 

15. Do a weekly call where any employee can phone in. 
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16. Commit to Monday meetings. Leaders of the company meet once a week 

with a promise: at this meeting, no matter how long it takes, they will 

work to unblock any obstacle preventing key players from doing their 

jobs. 

17. Create a council of franchise players. Every company can identify some 

employees, not necessarily department heads or people with big titles, 

who have a disproportionate impact on the performance of the company 

and its delivery to customers. 

18. Look at the degree to which power has shifted from the franchise players 

and the front line to corporate staff and functional departments. 

19. Benchmark cost and speed against your most successful insurgent 

competitors. 

20. Spend as much as one-third of the top executive time on selecting, 

coaching, and developing people. 

21. Regularly examine every process and every key activity with a fresh eye 

and ask these questions: Would we still invest here if we could start over? 

Have a zero-base mentality for everything, from yearly budgets to the 

future of the business model itself. 

22. Embrace the principles of meritocracy. 

23. Set big, but simple, targets for the units of value creation in the company, 

and empower the leaders to act like entrepreneurs.  

24. Create your own entrepreneurs by fostering new businesses and ‘mini-

founder’ experiences. 

25. Rediscover the lost practices of the past. 

26. Kill at least one nonessential layer, process, or reporting requirement 

every month for a year. 

27. Routinely ask your people if they would recommend that a friend work at 

your company. 
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28. Populate the leadership team with people who want to rebuild the future, 

not defend the past. 

29. Hire insurgents with a rebellious spirit – people one executive described 

to us as “black sheep from blue chips” – rather than employees who are 

used to the trappings and stability of large companies. 

30. Make sure you have access to voices from the front line. 

31. Have as a designated person at key meetings to represent the customer’s 

voice.  

32. Strategic change doesn’t just start at the top. It starts with your calendar. 

Look at how you spend your time (with customers, in front-line facilities, 

with high-potential young leaders). 

33. Go back and look at the agendas of your last five management meetings 

and the last two strategy off-site meetings. Ask when was the last time you 

really talked about the differentiation that propels your business model 

and how you will keep it fresh, what your front-line employees are really 

saying and feeling, and how quickly you decide and act relative to outside 

benchmarks. 

34. No matter how large your company is, go back and look at how you get 

direct input from employees in the field, with customers, and at 

production facilities. Are you getting as much as you can from them? Are 

you using what they tell you? Would they agree with you? 

35. Spend the first six weeks at the front lines of the business. 

36. Say “No” to things. Start the decision-making process by saying “No” to 

everything through zero-based budgeting. 

37. Kill projects or products at the same rate that you add them. 

38. Pursue the ‘hidden’ root cause. Use the Five Whys, in which you drill 

down with a series of “Why?” questions until you arrive at the real root 

cause of the problem. 
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39. Invest massively in next-generation leaders. 

40. Companies build systems around the averages, not the exceptions; 

sometimes, large formal systems need to be overruled. 

41. Eliminate all situations where a committee makes decisions, creating 

single decision-makers in each unit. 

42. Ask yourselves what capabilities you need to build or acquire to become 

fully competitive again. 

43. Create a second version of your company where employees can focus on 

innovation without the burdens of your own bureaucracy. 

Strategic box 

Before you take on the 43 lessons, start with the strategic box. If you want to find 

out more about the strategic box, have a look here. Start the six statements with 

your management team (you are be guaranteed to see a non-alignment) and 

work your way down the company. If you want to talk, give me a shout. 

!  
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Entrepreneurship or 
intrapreneurship? What 
do you think? 

I have a particular interest in intrapreneurship. It 

seems to make a lot of sense. Everything a start-up 

needs, such as money, clients, talent, channels, 

systems, are already available in abundance in an 

existing business. The only things that large 

companies don’t seem to be able to crack are the ideas that start-ups come up 

with and the initial market-sensing. 

Paying the bills 

One explanation is that a large organisation puts all its resources in efficiency, 

quality, delivery and execution as that is what pays the bills. You can only spend 

your resources and attention once; there is no room for loonshots; there is no 

budget for going fluid or even superfluid, and the opportunity costs are too high, 

particularly for smaller SMEs. If you are looking for models on how to manage 

innovation, I would strongly recommend Zone to Win. Because I would 

maintain that innovation and/or intrapreneurship are crucial for your business 

survival. 

Transforming Legacy Organisations 

Hence Transforming Legacy Organisations: Turn your Established Business 

into an Innovation Champion to Win the Future. A version of Creative 

Construction. The book also starts with the premise that innovation is much 

more difficult in established organisations than it is in start-ups. The most 
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important job for a start-up is to focus on its (probably one) product and to 

subsequently scale-up. The established organisations have to entertain many 

more considerations with their complicated product portfolios and business 

structures. However, nobody is more likely to succeed in their innovation efforts 

than established organisations. Of all start-ups, 70% fail within approximately 20 

months of their first venture round, and there is an overall higher risk of being 

hit by lightning (about 1: 700,000) than there is of creating a unicorn. 

Innovation and design 

Innovation is the act of creating something new and having it materialise. 

However, simply thinking fresh and having ideas is not enough. The ideas 

should be realisable. The ideas do not materialise because the organisation lacks 

a well-functioning innovation design. According to the Oxford Dictionary, 

design is defined as “the art or the action of inventing and creating a plan or 

sketch of something before executing on it”. And innovation design is exactly 

that: a plan for how to shape your innovations so that you don’t leave its success 

to chance. 

The options 

According to the book, you have three options: optimising, augmenting, and 

mutating innovation: 

1. The first track is optimising innovation. This type of innovation is the 

majority of what established organisations already do today. This is where 

the established player reigns. No start-up with so much as a modicum of 

sense would even try to beat the established company in that type of 

innovation. 

2. Therefore, the established players must also focus on the second track: 

augmenting innovation. In the first instance, it is about upgrading the 
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organisations and their core services and processes from analogue to 

digital. When it comes to augmenting innovation, the biggest challenge is 

probably culture. To achieve success with augmenting innovation and to 

create the right culture, an organisation needs to thoroughly understand 

its immune systems. Augmenting innovation is crucial if you want 

success in the medium term. 

3. The business that maintains, or exceeds, its level of success 10, 20, 30 

years from now will have mutated and will look significantly different 

than it does today. Mutating innovation requires a bold focus on 

experimenting with that which is not currently understood. 

Innovation theatre 

For far too often, experience expeditions, hackathons, and accelerator 

programmes end up being singular events that do not materialise into anything 

of real value. They end up becoming innovation theatre rather than creating an 

innovation culture. The world is no longer local and linear. It is global and 

exponential, thanks to the technological achievements that have largely been 

sustained by Moore’s Law. Established organisations tend to do one of two 

things: either they are dismissive of whatever is new and different because these 

things are almost by definition difficult to fit into existing strategies; 

alternatively, organisations recognise, on some level, that they should explore 

new things, but they don’t do it thoroughly, ambitiously, and strategically 

enough. 

The importance of a narrative 

The human brain processes many millions of bits per second, but only a fraction 

of the signals reach our consciousness. We have filters to do that for us. Some of 
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the key filters that sort out signals to the brain are human biases. The problem is 

that the rules of thumb, that we believe are helpful to us, are very often wrong: 

o We all have an optimism bias, which means that we, as humans, are 

overoptimistic about our own future. We also have a proximity bias that 

causes us to interpret events that have happened recently as more likely 

than events that happened a long time ago. 

o We also have a confirmation bias. This means that we mostly listen to 

information that confirms our pre-existing convictions (a bias that social 

media helps to reinforce). 

o Then we have a hindsight bias that causes us to exaggerate our ‘I-knew-

this-would-happen’ response after an event has taken place. 

o ‘Sunk-cost fallacy’ is a type of bias that makes it very hard to give 

something up once we’ve invested a large amount of time or money in it, 

even when it would be the right thing to do. 

Therefore people need to be persuaded with strong arguments to participate in 

projects where the result is unknown. And that is always the case when we talk 

about innovation. Therefore, the brain also pays more attention to the greater 

narrative and how well it is told than it does to concrete facts and to the 

likelihood that the stories we are told are true. Read Putting Stories to Work. 

MTP 

You need a massive transformative purpose (MTP). Having an MTP is the same 

as having a big story in your organisation. Massive transformative purposes are 

far stronger motivators for people than monetary rewards. Analyses showed that 

there is a correlation between the experience of a higher purpose and the 

economic results of those organisations where there were also clear objectives 

from management. Read Exponential Organisations. Narratives, storytelling in 

the form of a greater purpose for the organisation, and a massive transformative 
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purpose motivate us as human beings and help us overcome some of our biases, 

one of the most important being our status quo bias, which slows us in our 

development and innovation. Therefore, organisations should find their great 

story and incorporate it into their culture and workflows. 

What business are you in? 

Once upon a time, the question “Which industry am I really in?” was easy to 

answer. Take Amazon, for example. Amazon was initially a bookseller that sold 

physical books online. However, in 2007, it launched Kindle, the e-reader for 

digital books. Amazon’s need to find new data storage solutions grew massively. 

Therefore, it invented Amazon Web Services (AWS), offering data storage in the 

cloud. With extensive digitisation, Amazon’s need to establish data centres also 

increased, and data centres need large amounts of energy. So Amazon created 

Amazon Wind Power, also includes the hugely successful Echo, the device that 

provides a customer-facing artificial intelligence service through Alexa. Amazon 

also established Amazon Studios, which produces movies and shows, and has 

even won its first Oscars. North America’s second-largest fashion outlet is owned 

by Amazon; it also serves as a third-party distribution centre for the world’s big 

and small product manufacturers. Amazon has even invested in its first biotech 

company, Grail, which is working to develop new methods for diagnosing 

cancer. In other words, Amazon continuously reinvents – or mutates – the 

organisation to make it stronger and more competitive by constantly exploring 

what further actions it can take to translate its skills into value to customers. 

Read The Four and particularly the story about Amazon. Awesome and scary all 

at the same time. 
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What do your customers want? 

The four core motivations are BE, DO, FEEL, and LOOK with the common 

denominator ‘better’, because all of our core motivations share the fact that they 

are part of mankind’s fundamental drive towards self-improvement. Which box 

do you tick? 

Who are your competitors? 

No fintech start-up in its right mind has the strategy of disrupting a bank. No 

gifted insuretech start-up starts out wanting to make insurance companies 

redundant. The question to ask yourself as a start-up is not how to disrupt a 

business. The question is how to eat an elephant, and the answer is, as you know: 

one bite at a time. And you can rest assured that, for each service and for each 

product that exists in your company’s product portfolio, there are – literally – 

hundreds of start-ups worldwide, maybe even thousands, working to provide 

exactly that service or product at least 10 times better. Do you know all the 

thousands of start-ups that challenge your company’s products and services on 

the international stage? You should establish partnerships with the ecosystems 

that actually know the many thousands of entrepreneurs. Not only to identify 

potential future competitors, but also to identify potential future partners, so 

you won’t have to reinvent the wheel themselves. 

The six degrees of competition 

But even when big organisations scan the start-up world for potential 

competitors, they are still only scratching the surface of the competitive 

landscape. If you take the ‘small world’ principle and apply it to your 

competitors, something interesting happens. Take one core product or service as 

a starting point. Ask: Who would be competitors in the second, third, fourth, 

fifth and sixth degree? It will open a whole new world. 
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Coffee 

For example, what is the third-degree competitor to ground coffee beans? Think 

about what products like Thync and Muse or other similar products on the 

market are going to do to coffee cup no. 3, 4, 5, and 6 over the course of a day if 

you, instead of grabbing a cup of coffee and a Snickers bar at 3 p.m. for a few 

extra hours of focus, put on your wearable for 10 minutes and reap the same 

rewards. And the products available today are only version 1.0. Imagine where 

we might be headed. Who could be the sixth-degree of competition to 400 grams 

of ground coffee beans from Folgers? Electric cars and self-driving cars will 

massively impact the coffee producers’ value chain. Because where is a large 

proportion of the revenue of coffee producers, Starbucks, and Red Bull coming 

from? From gas stations. 

Go deep 

Are the board members of the coffee producers discussing Thync, Muse, electric 

and self-driving cars? They never go further than the second, third, or maximum 

fourth degree before feeling confident they have an overview of their 

competitors. However, Red Bull does. They continually explore the fifth, sixth, 

and maybe even the seventh degree of competition to make sure they 

understand threats and opportunities so they can prepare themselves properly 

for the future. Take your own core product and go through the same exercise. 

Ask yourself: How do you digitise a cup of coffee? Who are your competitors in 

the fourth, fifth, and sixth-degree? The CEO, Reed Hastings, is known to have 

said that Netflix’s biggest competitor is sleep. 

What are the risk profiles of your staff? 

Because it shows that we as human beings have fundamentally different risk 

profiles, which is the first of three crucial parameters that defines the individual 
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immune system. The majority of us are programmed, or ‘wired’ as brain 

researchers call it, to seek out stability and status quo. The minority seek out 

change and innovation. We are just different, and this plays a role in our daily 

actions at the workplace – not least in our actions when it comes to innovation 

projects or change processes. All three parameters of the individual immune 

system – personality profile, psychological barriers, and level of capabilities – 

are essential when a company evaluates how to overcome the barriers that stem 

from the individual immune system and to strengthen the organisation’s 

potential for innovation. 

What are the metrics? 

Think of the prisoner’s dilemma, and replace the prison with your company and 

the prisoners with your employees. As a leader, you can actually promote the 

conduct required on behalf of the organisation, but only if the system is adapted 

to the reality you want to create. If the system is not adapted to the goals, it 

doesn’t matter how much you talk about wanting change; it’s not going to 

happen. You can start by designing the right metrics. Instead of designing your 

measurement points based on a logic that assumes that there is always a direct 

connection between the measurement point and the end result (‘we want to 

increase sales, so we only measure the number of units sold’), you should also 

develop your measurement points based on an indirect correlation between 

measurement points and end results. 

The system 

As a leader, you need to be very aware of the system’s power over the results. 

Regardless of the strategy you apply as a leader, or the measurement points you 

choose, and the stories you tell, you will not achieve the desired results if you do 

not develop the system for the future you want to create. The two killers are: 
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o “Great idea. We must do that. But could you just run it past Legal?” THUMP. 

o “Super idea. We must do that. We just need to make sure it’s compatible 

with IT.” THUMP. 

You should read Thinking in Systems. 

Think 2050 

Investors and shareholders have been taught to prioritise growth over earnings. 

As a CEO or a senior executive of a legacy organisation, you probably can’t 

convince your investors and shareholders to think like that. The Vision Fund, 

Softbank’s investment company, which has raised an incredible $100 billion, 

and, at the time of writing this, is said to be raising another $100 billion fund, 

has a 300-year time horizon. You should think 30 years into the future and find 

out how your company can do experiments today that optimise your potential to 

play an important role in the world in 2050. 

The immune system 

The societal immune system comes into force when new business models pop up 

and gain so much popularity that they become mainstream. The struggle 

between the old and new business models, where the weapons of choice are 

lobbyism and legislation, is by no means new. There are three key parameters in 

the societal immune system that you must address if you want to strengthen 

your innovative power: legislation, legacy customers and suppliers and the 

general economic climate: 

o In the 1970s and 1980s, there was a ban on setting up satellite dishes in 

Denmark, to protect the Danish television monopoly of the time. 

o In Sweden, there was a ban on cordless phones in the 1980s to protect the 

monopoly’s fixed-line solutions. 
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o In order to protect car dealers, direct sales of cars by the manufacturer are 

prohibited in several US states (in response to Tesla’s sales model). 

The societal immune system is almost always the strongest. The societal 

immune system is also almost always a friend of the well-established, traditional 

company. 

Augmenting innovation 

“Marketing is the price you pay for being unremarkable”. Too many focus groups 

and questionnaire-based surveys have been conducted to help companies 

identify how they can escape their innovation issues through marketing. 

Because the majority of resources go to operations, and to putting out proverbial 

fires, the technological debt, which every legacy organisation knows only too 

well, accumulates year on year. Augmenting innovation adds an extra layer to 

organisations that upgrade their cores. Initially, it’s a digital layer over the 

analogue cores of organisations, followed by necessary upgrades via, for 

example, mobile technology, artificial intelligence, blockchains, and so forth in a 

continuous process. Augmenting innovation is about upgrading your core, 

whether it’s a case of upgrading products or internal processes. 

Upgrades 

This is followed by new upgrades that will, in principle, be infinite in number, as 

there will always be new technological achievements that can be used to create 

better solutions. For example, companies become ‘mobile-first’, followed by ‘AI-

first’. After artificial intelligence, you could start to envision a ‘quantum-first’ 

phase. What do you think will there be after quantum? 
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GE Digital 

The book uses GE Digital as an example. Each business unit was established with 

a Chief Digital Officer function, who reported both to their own business unit 

and to the overall digital management team, in order to optimise the potential 

for synergies. The next step was to connect existing infrastructure, software 

stacks and processes to collect and process future data, and to ensure integration 

between business units and departments within individual business units so 

that the backend and frontend could work together. But process optimisation 

was not just about connecting and optimising internal processes. On the 

contrary, GE Digital expanded its partner-ecosystem with an open innovation 

mindset and established partner programmes, because 49% of the most 

important product innovations in manufacturing companies actually originate 

from input from external sources, moving from making internally-directed 

process optimisations to engaging in externally-targeted product optimisations 

and developments, a cultural journey was initiated that entailed the 

introduction of a new set of values called ‘GE Beliefs’. This work was anchored in 

a method that GE calls FastWorks, and that is best described as the lean start-up 

method. 

Radical innovation 

Many established organisations have a status quo culture. Radical innovators are 

a special type of people who have a high tolerance for risk. They are 

overrepresented among start-up founders and people who practise extreme 

sports. You probably have valuable unidentified capabilities in the organisation 

in the form of radical innovators who, if they had the right framework to work 

within, could achieve not only true job satisfaction but real success for the 

organisation when it comes to mutating innovation. 
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We can all do it 

In fact, everyone possesses the ability to be good innovators. In one study, as 

five-year-olds, 98% of the children were considered to be creative geniuses, but 

over time, their natural creativity levels fell. Among 10-year-olds, the percentage 

had already fallen to 32%, among 15-year-olds they were down to 10%, and 

among adults, only 2% were creative geniuses. Read The Runaway Species. 

There is hope for us all. 

Shake it up 

As citizens, we unlearn our skills of divergent thinking, and most of our 

organisations are built to promote and maintain this state. So you need to shake 

it up: 

o The first support tool comprises the environment. That’s everything you 

can see, hear, smell, feel, and taste. Office interiors play a surprisingly 

significant role: lighting, sounds, scents, and decor. All of it affects us as 

human beings; largely on an unconscious level, but with great importance 

to our productivity, innovation power, and job satisfaction. 

o The second support tool, the agents, are ourselves, and the agents we 

interact with. Agents can be divided into two parts, internal and external 

agents. 

o The third support tool consists of processes – that is, the ways we do things. 

The flows we go through from point A to point B to point C, and the tools we 

use. 

The examples 

o Grundfos’s digital factory changes its layout on a regular basis, so that 

employees continuously experience change. Neurology research shows that 

change, under the right circumstances, creates enthusiasm. People have a 
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reaction pattern called repetition suppression, which means that every 

time the brain is exposed to the same stimuli, it reacts less to them. Shaking 

things up every now and again stirs up the mind and our curiosity, and we 

get that bit more excited. This is good for innovation. 

o Google’s Project Aristotle also revealed that reliability (ensuring team 

members adhere to their agreements), structure and clarity (knowing their 

role, plans, and goals), meaning (finding that your work is meaningful) and 

impact (that you feel that your work has a greater societal significance) are 

crucial parameters, but psychological safety was the most crucial factor for 

high-performing teams. 

o According to Henrik Stenmann, IIH Nordic’s CEO, the introduction of the 

Pomodoro technique, along with a focus on healthier meals in the canteen 

and a reduction in working time from 37 to 30 weekly hours (staff have 

Fridays off), resulted in a productivity increase of 20%, a halving of absence 

due to illness, and an increase in the company’s so-called ‘wellness score’ 

by 70%. 

o ‘Digifunds’. Here, the employees have been invited to submit ideas for 

supply chain improvements that could be implemented for €10,000 or less. 

So, small innovations. The call was super-simple: submit a maximum four-

minute-long video, answer three questions, and after 48 hours, you’ll be 

informed whether or not you will get the money to develop the idea. 

o In the BIG programme, a team can win a pot of money, which they get three 

months to spend on testing an idea and building a Minimum Viable 

Product (MVP). The money is primarily used to buy internal resources, but 

also covers expenses like hardware, software, or other expenses that a start-

up might have. 
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o ‘The 10,000 Stories-Challenge’. The aim was to make the connection 

between the company’s purpose and the daily work of the employees 

visible. 

o Google holds ‘Thank God It’s Friday’ Town Halls every week, where the 

entire company globally meets, both physically and virtually, to be briefed 

by senior management and everyone gets the opportunity to ask questions. 

o In Amazon, you don’t produce long PowerPoints to sell your ideas to 

management. Instead, you write an essay of a maximum of six pages. 

o Amazon has also invented the institutional ‘Yes’, which means that if a boss 

rejects a project idea from an employee, they should write a two-page-long 

argument about why they’ve said “No” and publish it on the intranet. With 

this rule, a boss thinks twice before saying no, giving the idea the attention 

it deserves. 

o Google X hands out what it calls ‘The Get Weird Award’, a prize given to 

teams that choose to explore the strangest or most unconventional 

hypothesis. 

o The marketing software company HubSpot holds ‘mystery dinners’ where 

different people from the company who do not know each other are put 

together to share a meal somewhere in the city. 

o The file storage company Dropbox holds an annual hackathon for all its 

employees. 

o IBM in the Nordic region holds reverse mentor sessions, where senior 

executives shadow young employees for a half to a whole day to understand 

them better and to create a stronger culture. 

o More and more companies are setting up so-called academies where they 

regularly organise lectures and courses, where all employees can get 

inspiration and further training on topics that are both directly work-

related and focused on personal development. 
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o Some companies have dedicated resources to enable all employees to spend 

working hours on coaching sessions with a professional coach 

o Maersk Growth, Maersk’s venture arm, has set up a ‘culture club’ that 

investigates what kind of culture employees want, and how they establish 

cohesion with the Maersk organisation’s set of values. 

o Maersk also has ‘growth corners’, which are half-day events, where 

employees can pitch new ideas, experts are invited to hold talks, or you can 

take the microphone and talk about what’s on your mind. 

Mutating innovation 

This is where you’re no longer improving the past, as with optimising 

innovation, or preparing the future, as with augmenting innovation, but where 

you invent the future. As an employee, you are either working to optimise or 

upgrade what currently exists (optimising or augmenting innovation), or you are 

working to challenge it (mutating innovation). So when you hear managers say 

to employees within the core organisation that they must disrupt themselves, it 

basically means that they should start sawing off the branch they are sitting on. 

It can’t succeed. 

Lowe Innovation labs 

“Back to the present” is the creation of Lowe’s Innovation Labs, an independent 

entity funded by the parent company, but operating independently of the 

headquarters. Lowe’s Innovation Labs distinguishes itself further by working 

with a method that they call narrative-driven innovation, where you work your 

way back to today’s solutions by developing science fiction scenarios to inspire 

the company’s strategy work. The starting point for their method leads us back 

to ‘What Is the Purpose?’ People are driven by stories. The stories we tell each 
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other enable us to understand each other’s motives and to sense potential based 

on things beyond purely rational parameters. 

Science fiction 

In order to motivate senior management to conduct radical experiments and 

challenge the core organisation that they work so hard to protect, you need to 

have a compelling story. This is why Lowe’s Innovation Labs began to produce 

science fiction comics for their senior management. Professional science fiction 

writers were given market and megatrend analyses from Lowe’s analysis 

departments and asked to use this data to develop scenarios that illustrated how 

Lowe’s customers’ lives could look 10 years into the future. Professional science 

fiction writers were hired to ensure that they wouldn’t just get traditional 

PowerPoint presentations back, but the development of narratives with 

protagonists, dilemmas, and solutions, the way we see them in novels and 

movies. Finally, the stories were conveyed in comic book format, using the 

power of visualising possible solutions, in order to surprise senior management 

with the alternative format. 

EEG 

Prototypes were continuously tested on users using observations, eye tracking, 

and EEG studies. It wouldn’t have been possible to reveal these findings using 

regular survey techniques because a person’s reactions happen unconsciously 

and therefore, by definition, can’t be relayed by the individual respondent. 

AR/VR 

The company developed virtual and augmented reality rooms in a number of 

Lowe’s DIY stores to experiment with the possibility that customers could enter 
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these spaces, use the technology to insert Lowe’s products into their own virtual 

homes, and, hence, make better purchasing decisions. 

Partners 

The best step turned out to be finding the right partners who could help them on 

their way because they would possess technological skills that the organisation 

did not have. It also turned out that the right partners would be what Kyle calls 

‘uncommon partners’. You could ask yourself why Lowe’s, a large, old-fashioned 

DIY chain, decided to spend time and money developing a 3D printer that works 

in space, besides the fact that space is, of course, the next trillion-dollar market. 

The answer is that while developing 3D printers for space, experiences were 

gained that enabled the lab to develop 3D services for Lowe’s own stores, 

allowing customers to print personalised solutions which hadn’t been possible 

before. 

Maersk Growth 

The logistics giant Maersk has also established its version of an X division called 

Maersk Growth, which looked at megatrends and their expected impact on the 

world in 2030–2050 to identify the biggest long-term potentials. The idea is that 

this self-contained Growth unit can get resources, special data, customers, and 

testing opportunities from the parent company while allowing the unit to 

operate with the agility of a start-up and, not least, to set up systems for the 

parent organisation’s entrepreneurial initiatives. It turned out that when the 

company carried out the initial analyses, there was a sea of different 

entrepreneurship projects in the Maersk organisation. It found a total of 41 

different initiatives covering everything from mobile internet in Africa to new 

fuel types and autonomous ships. But all the work was without structure, driven 

by individuals’ energy and entrepreneurial spirits, without a strategic support 
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system to support development, and without specific measurement points and 

success parameters. 

Pivot 

Maersk Growth initially served the purpose of building companies from scratch, 

but this proved extremely difficult because it required its few employees to 

generate the right ideas themselves, qualify these ideas, put together the right 

team that was motivated enough to work on the projects as corporate founders 

and work on scaling them. Therefore, growth ended up pivoting, as it is called in 

the world of entrepreneurship, which means that they changed strategy and 

decided to focus 90% of their energy on investment and only 10% on building 

projects from scratch. Another discovery that Maersk Growth made was that it is 

necessary to define the right purpose of your initiatives. That you should always 

begin your experiments on a small scale. And that partnerships are crucial to 

this success, including those between established organisations, such as 

Maersk’s cooperation with IBM; those between established organisations and 

universities such as Caterpillar and Emerson; and those between established 

organisations and start-ups. 

Superfluid 

The loonshots. As always, Google is used as an example. Sidewalk Labs, which 

works to develop intelligent cities; Calico, aimed at radically increasing people’s 

lifespans; DeepMind, which conducts research in artificial intelligence. The 

Loon project develops air balloons, which can be sent all the way up to the 

stratosphere and transmit WiFi to strategically positioned receivers from there.  

In Google Ventures, Alphabet’s investment company and X, the organisation’s 

‘moonshot factory’, if experiments prove viable, they are separated from the 

moonshot factory and are to stand on their own feet. However, this also means 
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that until projects have graduated from X, no attention is paid to business 

models and expected financial results, which is generally a classic mistake that 

many companies make with their experiments. 

Buying start-ups 

TomTom, especially known for its GPSs, bought the Berlin-based self-driving 

automotive software company Autonomous. The microchip manufacturer Intel 

bought the self-driving car company Mobileye for more than $15 billion. What 

this development also shows is that one of the fastest ways to mutate an 

organisation and explore radically new business areas that potentially challenge 

the company’s existing core is through acquisitions. 

Full circle 

Which is where the book brings us full circle: intrapreneurship or 

entrepreneurship? What do you think? 

!  
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Intrapreneurship as a 
transformation tool  

Intrapreneurship is the new black. Quite a number of 

books have been published recently on this topic. 

Including The Startup Way by Eric Ries. 

Innovation equals entrepreneurship 

Finally, CEOs start to realise that entrepreneurship and innovation are two sides 

of the same coin. It is called intrapreneurship. It is a hot topic. Peter Hinssen 

writes about in The Day after Tomorrow. Freek Vermeulen writes about it in 

Breaking Bad Habits. Geoffrey Moore writes about in Zone to Win. It is 

Antifragile. It is Brilliant Mistakes or Blackbox Thinking. 

Intrapreneurship 

The principles of entrepreneurial management could be applied in any industry, 

any type of company, or sector of the economy. Intrapreneurship as the antidote 

to creative destruction. Creating internal engines for innovation, 

experimentation and growth. Ongoing change management and transformation. 

Units that can unleash the talent, the sense of purpose, achievement and 

ownership. 

Entrepreneurship as a core organisational capability 

Entrepreneurship as a core discipline and core capability within large 

organisations. Based on the assumption that for a modern company, the payoffs 

of continuous innovation are not only the breakthrough new products, services, 

internal systems, and commercial wins that it produces. Innovation also 
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provides the opportunity to incubate a new culture, one that unleashes 

entrepreneurial creativity at every level of the organisation. 

You are being disrupted 

Based on the assumption that global communications mean that new products 

can be conceived and built anywhere, and customers can discover them at an 

unprecedented pace. What’s more, individuals and small companies have 

unprecedented access to these new global systems, compared to a small number 

of owners of capital in the past. If you won’t, they will. 

The questions to ask 

o If you selected an employee of the company at random, from any level or 

function or region, and that employee had an absolutely brilliant idea that 

would unlock a dramatic new source of growth for the company, how would 

he or she get it implemented? 

o Does the company have an automatic process for testing a new idea, to see 

if it is actually any good? 

o Does the company have the management tools necessary to scale this idea 

up to maximum impact, even if it doesn’t align with any of the company’s 

current lines of business? 

o Does the company harness the creativity and talent of every single one of 

its employees? 

Not a hope. You are still working with business plans. They don’t work anymore. 

Because the ‘fantasy plan’ of the original pitch is often far too optimistic to be 

used as a real forecast. But managers, lacking any other system to use, need 

something to hold on to. Without an alternative, they cling to the forecast – even 

if it’s just made up. Your system of accountability was designed in a very 

different time and for a very different context. 



 

 195 

The metrics to use 

Business plans tend to be made up of forecasts and predictions, always 

denominated in gross metrics (vanity metrics). What Silicon Valley has learned 

the hard way over the past few decades is that “no business plan survives first 

contact with customers”. What you need a clear understanding of the difference 

between trailing indicators (such as gross revenue, profit, ROI, and market 

share) and leading indicators that might predict future success (such as 

customer engagement, satisfaction, unit economics, repeat usage, and 

conversion rates). 

Failure as an option 

Unlike in a corporate setting, where everything has to be right in order to 

proceed, a start-up doesn’t have to have everything figured out. Because in this 

era, failure is not only an option, it is a pre-requisite. You need to start eating 

failure for breakfast. Because no amount of forecasting, diligent preparation, 

planning or execution is going to prevent that. There is too much uncertainty. 

Which means you can’t afford to bet on one horse. You need to let 1,000 flowers 

bloom. And find a mechanism to kill off the initiatives that don’t work. Creating 

fast failure through experimentation. 

A modern company ... 

o A modern company has to have the capacity to produce products with great 

reliability and quality, but also to discover what new products to produce. 

o It has to be a company in which every employee has the opportunity to be 

an entrepreneur. A company that respects its employees and their ideas at a 

fundamental level. 

o A modern company is disciplined at the rigorous execution of its core 

business – without discipline, no innovation is possible – but it also 
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employs a complementary set of entrepreneurial management tools for 

dealing with situations of extreme uncertainty. 

Lean start-up thinking 

Lean start-up thinking. Internal start-ups. Passionate. One idea. With cross-

functional teams. Iterative. Metric-driven. Customer-facing. Productive failure. 

Learning. Executing (because ideas are worthless). Read The Myth of the Idea. 

Create entrepreneurship as the missing function within your organisation. 

Some more questions: 

o Who in your organisation is in charge of grappling with uncertainty, 

unlocking unexpected and dramatic new forms of growth and impact, 

translating research insights into viable products, and harnessing the forces 

of disruption in the organisation? 

o Who is overseeing high-potential growth initiatives that could one day 

become new divisions of the company? 

o Who is infusing everyday work across the organisation with an 

entrepreneurial, experimental, iterative mindset? 

o Who is managing success (because that is when the real fun starts)? 

o Do you have a dedicated function with its own career-path of corporate 

entrepreneurs, and also as a source of widespread basic knowledge, 

responsible for spreading entrepreneurial methods throughout your 

organisation? 

o Are you creating “islands of freedom”? 
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Do you know where and who they are? 

Paradoxically, at the very moment in history when organisations critically need 

entrepreneurial talent, they are deeply confused about where to find it. Most 

organisations are replete with entrepreneurs already, but not only are the 

companies unable to recognise these entrepreneurs, they inadvertently force 

them into hiding. Most companies are more likely to fire those who show 

entrepreneurial initiative than to promote them. But once you start looking, you 

will find that there are a surprising number of other hidden start-ups tucked 

away. The underground network. The employees that managers know to call 

when things look like they might go off the rails – or already have. The person to 

call if they get saddled with a high-risk, high-reward project. The person who is 

willing to risk career suicide to give it a shot. That is your coalition of the willing. 

Waiting to be unleashed. 

What if? 

And so the question I ask them is: What if? What if we were to give these creative, 

energetic people a structure for working intelligently on the kinds of projects 

they want to work on, and then we reward them and recognise them for that 

skill? 

Entrepreneurship as a function 

The promise of adding entrepreneurship as a function is the chance to create an 

environment where experimentation is encouraged, where ideas can be tested 

and then assimilated into the culture, where the passion to pursue the 

unexpected is not marginalised but systematised, not stymied but supported. 

You need a framework 

o To create space for experiments with appropriate liability constraints. 
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o To fund projects without knowing the return on investment (ROI) in 

advance. 

o To create appropriate milestones for teams that are operating 

autonomously. 

o To provide professional development and coaching to help people get 

better at entrepreneurship as a skill. 

o To provide networking and matchmaking in and out of the company, so 

people understand their new identity: “I’m a corporate entrepreneur”. 

o To ensure that you put the right person on the right team: “Nobody gets 

assigned to work at a start-up”, says one corporate entrepreneur. 

o To create new incentive and advancement systems. 

The old way 

Most corporate managers are looking for good ideas, sound strategy, and a solid 

business plan. Once they determine what is to be done, they then try to find the 

right person or people within the organisation to get it done. Personnel is 

evaluated by traditional criteria: past performance, resumé, and pedigree. (And, 

if we’re honest, a fair bit of politics.) 

The new way 

Silicon Valley investors, in contrast, make their investment decisions primarily 

based on the quality of the team: they look at the team first, then the idea. 

Instead of pedigree, they infer the quality of founders from the results they can 

deliver with limited resources, gambling on the chance that early success will be 

the hallmark of future greatness. Many investors believe that how a team runs 

the fund-raising process predicts how they’ll run a company, and so they use it 

as a leading indicator. And once you raise it, the money is yours. With full 

autonomy. You can spend it on what you like with minimal oversight (especially 
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in the early stages). But Lord help you if you try to raise more money and you 

haven’t made any progress. 

The contrast 

Contrast this with the life of a typical corporate product manager. Most 

organisations subject their internal teams to an endless stream of meetings: 

formal reviews, budget updates, and a constant barrage of middle manager 

check-ins. In established companies, an incredible amount of talent and energy 

gets wasted because innovation is blocked by the archaic, inflexible structures 

and protocols in place. 

Save time for management 

But what about urgent problems that, for whatever reason (real or political), 

don’t rise to the CEO’s attention? What about the problems that require 

collaboration between one function or division that feels the acute pain and 

another that does not? And what about the frustrating, everyday problems that 

afflict ‘only’ ordinary workers? Today’s management system struggles to bring 

attention and resources to bear in these situations. 

A more entrepreneurial approach offers a better answer: put a start-up on it. Run 

an experiment. Measure the results. Scale it up – maybe even bring it to the 

attention of senior leadership – if and when the results merit this treatment. 

Take advantage of the fact that the vast majority of experiments fail, and so they 

don’t need to take up senior management bandwidth (nor do they necessarily 

benefit from senior management meddling). By the time the organisation needs 

to have a strategy conversation about whether to double down on the new idea, 

it can have a rational discussion – complete with actual customer data. 
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The Lean Start-up basics 

1. Identify the beliefs about what must be true for the start-up to succeed. 

We call these leap-of-faith assumptions. 

2. Create an experiment to test those assumptions as quickly and 

inexpensively as possible. We call this initial effort a minimum viable 

product. 

3. Think like a scientist. Treat each experiment as an opportunity to learn 

what’s working and what’s not. We call this a ‘unit of progress’ for start-

ups’ validated learning. 

4. Take the learning from each experiment and start the loop over again. 

This cycle of iteration is called the build-measure-learn feedback loop. 

5. On a regular schedule (cadence), decide whether to make a change in 

strategy (pivot) or stay the course (persevere). 

Implementing Lean 

The author gives a lot of tips on implementing Lean. I particularly like his 

thinking around metrics and the creation of a growth board. A way to 

operationalise venture capital funds’ way of thinking. 

Set up a dashboard 

o Conversion rates (such as the percentage of customers who try a free trial of 

a product, who subsequently become paying customers). 

o Revenue per customer (the amount of money customers pay for a product 

on average). 

o Lifetime value per customer (the amount of money the company accrues 

from an average customer over the entire ‘life’ of his or her relationship 

with the company). 
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o Retention rate (what percentage of customers are still using the product 

after a certain period of time). 

o Cost per customer (how much it costs to serve a customer on average). 

o Referral rate (what percentage of existing customers refer new customers to 

the product, and on average how many referrals they make per unit of 

time). 

o Channel adoption (what percentage of the relevant distribution channels 

carry the product). 

Create a growth board 

o To be a sounding board for the founders and executives, helping them plot 

strategy, and hosting the pivot-or-persevere meeting. 

o To act as the central clearinghouse for information about the start-up, 

taking on the burden of reporting on behalf of the founders to key financial 

stakeholders like general partners and limited partners of the investment 

firm. 

o To be the gatekeepers of future funding, either by writing checks 

themselves or by encouraging (or vetoing) sources of outside funding. 

o To be the single point of corporate accountability for an internal start-up. 

o To act as the single clearinghouse for information about the start-up for the 

rest of the corporation. 

o To provide metered funding to start-up teams. 

Other lessons 

o Start with a limited number. 

o Build a network of leaders. 
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o Create the golden sword (an executive with the power to cut through red 

tape). 

Intrapreneurship and transformation 

Eric Ries predicts that 21st-century managers will live through as many 

organisational transformations as new product platforms and come to see 

organisational forms the same way we see our smartphones – as something 

disposable that’s top of the line for a few years, then rapidly surpassed. The very 

skills that are required to do the Start-up Way transformation are deeply 

transferrable. They are better seen as a permanent organisational capability than 

as a one-time event. Continuous transformation – an organisation’s capability to 

test and learn from experiments having to do with its own structure and 

processes, promoting the best-proven techniques company-wide while limiting 

or discarding the rest – is what will give that organisation the ability to thrive in 

the modern era. 

Entrepreneurship as a seat at the executive table 

Progressive companies should give entrepreneurship a seat at the table when the 

other functions – especially gatekeeper functions – are setting company policy. 

This is incredibly important for Finance, Legal, HR, and IT in particular. This is 

the true promise. A management system that contains within it the seeds of its 

own evolution by providing an opportunity for every employee to become an 

entrepreneur. If you read this book, combined with the books I mentioned 

below, you will have all the tools and thinking you need to implement a solid 

intrapreneurship and innovation programme. It is not rocket science. 

o The Day after Tomorrow. 

o Breaking Bad Habits. 

o Blackbox Thinking. 
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And you will become truly Antifragile. 

!  
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How to future-proof your 
business: Be athletic and 
apply citizen 
development 

I picked up Future-Proof Your Business because I 

have an interest in strategy. I think strategy is about 

predicting the future and placing your business (and 

yourself) favourably in that future. My favourite 

book on future-proofing is Future Vision. Future-proofing is hard, if not 

impossible.  

One wrong move now could be catastrophic 

Imagine you are driving down the motorway at speed and you lose control of 

your car. You realise that your accelerator pedal is stuck and your brakes have 

stopped working. As your speed increases, cars and trucks start rushing towards 

you, and you begin to swerve across the road as you try desperately to avoid a 

collision. Your adrenaline levels skyrocket, panic rises and survival strategies 

whir through your brain at lightning speed. One wrong move now could be 

catastrophic. What is going to keep you alive? It is the scenario that every leader 

in business faces today.  

Short-termism 

The problem with a lot of leadership (and politics) is short-termism. In the US, 

almost half of the CEOs of large organisations stay in post for less than five years. 

In fact, five years is the average tenure, down a full 20% since 2013. This shapes 
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leaders’ behaviour, blinding them to opportunities beyond the scope of day-to-

day operations.  

Hyper-optimised or agile 

That is unfortunate. Today, businesses can be completely undermined by a 

high-frequency change that appears on the near horizon and takes effect in just a 

few months. An agile business, ready to transform to meet changing demands 

from customers and the market, is one that is assembled from the corporate 

equivalent of Lego bricks. So, companies and their leaders have a choice. Do you 

want to be hyper-optimised for today’s environment? Or do you want to be agile 

so that you can adapt to tomorrow? You cannot be both.  

The future is networks 

I remember a book called The Starfish and the Spider. It predicted that in the 

future, networks will always beat monoliths. Platform businesses. With a few 

exceptions, there is no longer a clear operational advantage to maintaining 

anything except your core functions and outsource, near-source and automate, 

the rest and create an enterprise ecosystem.  

The business model 

The author uses a model that helps you to identify the core, combined with 

several layers or rings. The customer is at the heart of that core, and there is an 

assumption that you run your day-to-day operational success with the minimum 

amount of friction. With a smooth flow of information as that determines much 

of your organisation’s ability to change.  

o The presentation ring: In the presentation ring, the aim is to eliminate 

inconsistency in the language, tone, design, culture and data used in the 

interaction with customers.  
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o The connection ring: At the most basic level, the connection layer requires 

a consistent data model, so that everyone is dealing with data using the 

same terms. The ultimate example might be a single server containing all 

the company’s data, though this is not always possible or even desirable for 

various reasons. 

o The process ring: The process ring is where any back-office functions that 

do not belong in proximity to the customer sit, as well as operational 

management. 

o The collection ring: The collection ring is where your operations interface 

with suppliers up-and downstream in the value chain. 

The questions to ask about the rings 

o Does your technology infrastructure support low-friction interaction 

between units?  

o Does the culture of the business encourage entrepreneurial leadership in 

the units?  

o Do you have the personnel to take ownership of each unit and operate them 

on a semi-autonomous basis?  

o How long does it take your organisation to make decisions?  

Extreme adaptability 

The author thinks that you need to build an organisation for extreme 

adaptability, with ambidextrous leadership that can balance the challenges of 

today and the opportunities of tomorrow. That describes the gymnastic 

organisation that Sunil Prashara is talking about. You all need to become 

gymnastic. COVID, digitisation, existential VUCA and system shocks will force 

you down the transformation route. The bad news is that the reported failure 

rate for corporate transformations was first estimated at 70% in 1996 by John 
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Kotter in his book Leading Change. McKinsey’s 2018 global survey on 

transformation put the failure rate at 74%.  

Everything starts with a perspective on the future 

Unfortunately, the annual strategy documents are rarely based on the 

understanding that radical change might be required. With few exceptions, they 

are plans for optimising today’s business, not adapting to a foreseen new reality. 

Occasionally a more radical plan is put into place. In most cases, though, this 

tends to be a reactive rather than proactive exercise. It is usually triggered by 

issues that are already causing material harm to the business, rather than trends 

that were spotted early through formal horizon scanning.  

The old practices are a dead end 

Running a business based on the current array of budgeting, strategy and 

response processes is a recipe for disaster. Combine this with the near-exclusive 

focus on process optimisation, and you have a recipe for a company that will, 

sooner or later, drive itself into a dead-end, blind to the changing world in which 

it is operating.  

Scan the horizon 

You need to start scanning the far horizon. Using scenario planning. The process 

of creating multiple scenarios in order to understand how you might plan for 

them. Ultimately it is organisational anticipation muscle that needs to be 

developed. You can use a variety of factors, starting with the time frame. It is 

easier to bring that out 10 to 15 years to force you to think long term. Use 

PESTLE, use exponential thinking when you consider technology in particular. 

Make the distinction between hard and soft trends. The author uses more 

change, more choice, more power, more speed and different shape.  
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Internal pressure points 

In order to link the big macro trends back to hyper-local effects on your business, 

you need to look at the pressure points. Typical internal pressure points might 

include ageing or obsolete infrastructure, poor communication between 

departments, slow or difficult internal processes, investment in technology, 

internal politics, decision-making, customer service or reputational issues, 

financial health, poor margins, space – too much or too little, staffing, skills and 

recruitment. The way to find these pressure points is quite simple: you just have 

to ask.  

Here are some examples of questions you need to ask staff in order to elicit the 

right feedback:  

o What frustrates you most at work?  

o What stops you doing your best work each day?  

o What are your colleagues’ biggest gripes and concerns?  

o What are your customers’ biggest complaints?  

o What do you think keeps the chief executive up at night?  

External pressure points 

External pressure points are those that affect everyone in your industry. 

Examples of external issues might include regulation/deregulation, changing 

customer behaviour, margin pressure based on price competition or materials 

costs, macroeconomic factors, skills shortages. The questions to ask are: 

o What are the biggest issues in the media that cover your sector?  

o What’s wrong with your supply chain that also affects your peers?  

o What downstream issues affect you and your peers?  

o What keeps your investors/stakeholders up at night? 
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The considerations 

Then consider the key effects. What this trend does to businesses, for example, 

shortening the time a product will remain competitive in the market. What 

primary business areas are affected. The functions or processes in your business 

that will be most affected by this trend. What are the risk factors? The business 

traits and behaviours that you know are evidence that a company may be 

particularly at risk from the effects of this trend. Will this increase the pressure? 

Will this decrease the pressure? Will this create a new opportunity?  

Your decision-making speed 

Consider your decision-making process. Organisations have two speeds of 

thinking. They are generally too slow. Be faster than your environment. It is 

simple. Adapt or perish. If your clock speed is too slow, extinction is 

inevitable. You have speed 1 and speed 2. Speed 1 is operational decision-

making. Speed 2 is strategic decision-making. What slows down decisions in 

your organisation today? Here are some good places to look for problems:  

o How fast is your expenses processing, order handling, budget approval and 

new employee onboarding? 

o How rich is the data that supports your decision-making?  

o How long did the relevant information take to collate and present?  

o How confident are you in the quality and transparency of the data?  

o Do you get the right information to decide, fast and untainted?  

o How far does information have to travel through your organisation before it 

reaches a decision-maker?  

o How much is the data interfered with as they make their journey?  

o How much work is required to extract meaning from the data?  

o Is the ultimate decision taken in a timely fashion?  
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Empowerment 

The only way to create a faster clock speed is to empower people. The devolution 

of power to the edges of the business. Sharing autonomy and responsibility. 

Maximising the value of employment for the employee. The downside to 

devolving power across the business is a risk. So you need to set boundaries they 

have to operate within. And supply them with the quality data to make the right 

decisions. The ideal is that everyone with decision-making capability in an 

organisation should be data-literate.  

We are living in an age of automation and augmentation 

The price of data coherence, and the ease of integration, has become more 

attractive year on year as technologies have matured. Most young enterprises 

will operate on a single system, developed in-house or acquired. On top of this 

coherent store of data you can apply the modern tools of data interrogation, be 

they reporting tools based on a graphical user interface (GUI), corporate 

performance management systems (CPM) or the latest iterations of business 

intelligence (BI). Suddenly, you don’t have to be a spreadsheet wizard to find the 

answers you are seeking. The language of the citizen developer.  

The steps 

Future-proof businesses are athletic businesses. Like great athletes they sense 

the world acutely, take decisions quickly, and train for agility. So: 

o Step 1: Make time. 

o Step 2: Start to scan the horizon.  

o Step 3: Accelerate delegation.  

o Step 4: Improve information flow.  

o Step 5: Structure for agility.  
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o Step 6: Tell the story. 

Step 7 

I would only add one extra dimension. Introduce citizen development. It will 

speed up the transformation, the staff empowerment and increase your 

innovation capability in one fell swoop.  

Be athletic 

Leaders must lead change. It comes back to the analogy of the athlete. The 

greatest sportspeople are not necessarily the ones with the most technical skill or 

talent. They are the ones with the vision. The footballer who always looks up to 

spot that critical pass. The runner who knows their opponent and times their 

break perfectly. In an age of high-frequency change, the leaders who build 

future-proof businesses will be the ones who keep their heads up and focused on 

tomorrow. 

Serendipity 

Never underestimate serendipity. I read this book a few months ago and frankly 

had forgotten about it. I am now in the middle of writing a book about citizen 

development and gymnastic organisations. It dovetails perfectly. Combine this 

book with reading Humanocracy, follow the steps, and you are halfway there. 

Then call PMI. 

You have everything to lose 

If you do that, I guarantee that your transformation has a much higher chance of 

success than the percentages quoted before. Try it. You have nothing to lose and 

everything to gain. Actually, it is the other way around (wish). If you do not 
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become athletic or gymnastic as an organisation you have everything to lose and 

everything to gain. 

!  
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Citizen development will 
eat the world and 
possibly your 
organisation 

No-code and low-code tools are the next battle frontier of the tech giants, as 

proven by Amazon’s recent entry. All the big boys have started to come out to 

play. For the last two months, I have been working with Sunil Prashara, the CEO 

of PMI. He is writing a book about citizen development. I am learning a lot and 

had the opportunity to talk to some brilliant people. My biggest take is that 

citizen development is the most efficient and effective way to achieve true 

transformation. 

Statistics 

The statistics are compelling: 

o By 2023, the number of active citizen developers at large enterprises will be 

at least four times the number of professional developers. 

o Low-code software development, Forrester found, helps developers make 

cloud-native applications more than 10-times faster (with 70% fewer 

resources). 

o Almost 50% of app development businesses have started using both low-

code and no-code solutions for their business. 

o There are already predictions that, by 2030, no-code and low-code will have 

a combined market share of nearly 60%. 

o Forrester expects the no-code/low-code market to reach $21.2 billion by 

2022. 
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o According to research firm MarketsandMarkets, spending on low-code 

software is expected to grow at a compound annual growth rate of 28.1% 

from 2020 to 2025, or from $13.2 billion to $45.5 billion. 

o Gartner estimates that enterprise low-code application platforms will be 

65% of all app creations within the next five years. 

o Microsoft anticipates that of the 500 million apps it expects will be created 

over the next five years, 450 million will be designed on low-code 

platforms. 

o 72% of IT leaders now say project backlogs prevent them from working on 

strategic projects. 

o Boston Consulting Group found that 93% of large IT projects with budgets 

greater than $10 million failed to deliver value to their organisations. 

o Cisco Systems estimates that a typical firm has 15 to 22 times more cloud 

applications than authorised by the IT department. 

o Gartner estimates that in the next two to three years, 75% of large 

enterprises will be using at least four low-code development tools for IT 

application development as well as citizen development initiatives. 

o 89% of open positions in computing cannot be filled with the talent on 

hand. 

Software can’t eat the world 

The statistic that blows my mind is that only 0.5% of the world’s population is 

capable of coding. Software would like to eat the world, but we don’t have 

enough software developers and IT specialists. Low code/no code is the solution 

for that skill shortage. 
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Automate routine 

Citizen development or low code/no code allows anyone with a brain to build 

applications in near real-time. Which eventually will automate all the routine 

out of an organisation. Allowing companies to finally focus only on customer 

engagement, creativity and innovation. 

Democratisation of business 

The impacts of citizen development are going to be profound. It democratises 

business and brings the power to the outer layers of the organisation. The role of 

CEO, CFO, CMO will diminish, and the frontline staff will become increasingly 

important. Reminds me of Employees First, Customer Second. 

BTP 

That also means that ethics and purpose become critical success factors. The 

BTP in Exponential Organizations. If your staff can execute solutions on the 

spot and in real-time, you want a common bond and a shared story. 

Clock speed 

It also means that the clock speed of your organisation will improve. A key 

success factor as identified in The Day after Tomorrow. Because command and 

control will disappear. Some experts suggest that the whole middle management 

layer will disappear. I think the ultimate consequence of introducing citizen 

development in an organisation is that it will become self-organising. Read 

Reinventing Organizations. 
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Don’t miss the boat 

I don’t think that, as a CEO, you can afford to miss the boat. But you need to 

figure out issues such as governance, control, quality, implementation, but also 

leadership, communication, staff engagement and ultimately strategy. Hence 

the involvement of the Project Management Institute. 

Work will change 

The nature of work will change. Everything will become a project when all 

routine has been automated. A true project revolution. Another reason the 

Project Management Institute is involved. 

The social dilemma 

Sunil will cover it in his book, but there are many reasons why PMI is getting 

involved. It is the independent, vendor-agnostic organisation in the world that 

can play the role of steering this wave in the right direction. We don’t want a 

movie like The Social Dilemma about citizen development in a few year’s time. 

With ability comes responsibility 

You should want a manifesto and guiding principles. Because with ability comes 

responsibility. But you also want a community to share the lessons and learning. 

You want the training, you want the maturity models, you want the quality 

control, and you want the certification. 

Handbook 

Already PMI is about to launch the first and only handbook about citizen 

development, which was developed by a wide range of experts from across the 

world. Drop me a line, if you want a copy. 
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Experts 

The thinking of these experts is profound. Here are a few snippets: 

o Alwin Magimay of FTI and Joerg Erlemeir, the ex-COO of Nokia, talk about 

applying a VC structure to citizen development and project management. 

Similar to The Startup Way by Eric Ries. Bringing intrapreneurship and 

entrepreneurship into the equation. 

o Chris Obdam of Betty Blocks and Mark de Armon of Outsytems talk about 

the importance of change management as part of introducing low-code/no-

code. 

o Erik and Erik from TechRebels (Erik Euwe and Erik Tieleman) disagree and 

start at the top, but begin at the bottom. No change management but 

bottom-up enablement and innovation, where low code/no code is the tool. 

o Aman Kohli of DXC believes that we are overthinking this. It is not that 

complicated. Remember the iPhone and Blackberry. People will adopt 

citizen development because it is compelling, and it will become an 

unstoppable wave where all the issues identified will take care of itself. 

Gymnastic organisation 

The best conversations are with Sunil Prashara about what he calls the 

‘gymnastic organisation’. Citizen development will supercharge agile. It is the 

amalgamation of the project revolution, citizen development and organisational 

design. A truly fluid organisation. Based on structure, discipline, mastery, power 

skills and lots of practice. It reminds me of the principles of the Special Forces or 

the skill set of a Masterchef. Or the combination of both. I wrote about that 

before here. 
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Keep up to date 

If you want to keep up to date about the world of citizen development, go to 

https://www.pmi.org/citizen-developer. 

!  
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Transformation and 
innovation: 2 formulas, 8 
books, at least 25 
questions and lots of 
lessons 

There is a lot of asymmetry in managing innovation 

and transformation. You need the loonshots to 

ensure the future (read Loonshots), but you also need to keep the day-to-day 

routine of making money while one of the loonshots pay off. Managing both 

streams in the business is difficult. And there is no quick fix. 

Dual transformation 

Zone to Win suggests you have to manage three time-horizons. The Day after 

Tomorrow suggests you should manage it as solid, fluid and superfluid and Dual 

Transformation: How to Reposition Today’s Business While Creating the 

Future suggests you manage two streams: transformation A and transformation 

B. 

Winter is coming 

The argument is that it not only about innovation but ongoing transformation. 

That winter is coming. It isn’t only winter that’s coming to your boardroom. It is 

disruption. Disruption is coming. And it is coming at an unprecedented pace 

and scale. Kodak’s digital disruption took almost 40 years to fully play out. 

Newspapers had about a dozen years of life after the Internet shock. Nokia and 
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RIM had only five years before great businesses painfully built over decades 

were ripped apart. And thus the innovator’s clock accelerates.  

You are running out of time 

This hastening pace of disruptive change means leaders have precious little time 

to respond. The time when leaders need to be most prepared for a change is right 

at the moment when they feel they’re at the very top of their game. In response 

to the coming disruptive shocks, executives must simultaneously reposition 

their traditional core organisation, while leading a separate and focused team on 

a separate and distinct march up a new hill.  

Seven signs 

Keep your eyes open for the seven early warning signs of disruptive change:  

o Decreases in customer loyalty.  

o Spikes in venture capital investment. 

o Policy changes. 

o Fringe entrants. 

o Changes in customer habits. 

o The formation of new business models. 

o A shift of financial focus from revenue growth to margin protection.  

Create impact 

You could create a spin-off company with completely separate staff, systems, 

and structures. But if you are going that far, why not simply give the capital to a 

venture capital firm to invest? In reality, almost any new growth businesses 

launched by an established company will feature some point of interface 

between today and tomorrow or transformation A and transformation B. If you 
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manage transformation A and B well, you will have created a large company that 

combined assets of scale and entrepreneurial behaviour to drive massive impact. 

Formula 

There is a formula, A + B + C = Δ, where: 

o A = transformation A: Reposition today’s business to maximise its 

resilience.  

o B = transformation B: Create a separate new growth engine.  

o C = the capabilities link: Fight unfairly by taking advantage of difficult-to-

replicate assets without succumbing to the sucking sound of the core. 

Carefully select critical capabilities, strategically manage the interface 

between the core and the new, and actively arbitrate when disputes arise.  

(D × F × A × E)L > C 

Reinvention has another formula (D × F × A × E)L > C, where: 

o Dissatisfaction (D): Ensuring there is a strong and powerful internal felt 

need for change. 

o Focus (F): Ensuring there is a compelling and articulated desired future 

state that generates forward movement and staying power. 

o Alignment (A): Ensuring appropriate infrastructure is installed. I think 

companies underestimate the importance of organisational design. You 

should read this. 

o Execution (E): Ensuring a comprehensive game plan with clear milestones 

is in place; installing a high-performance culture that executes well and 

fast. 

o Leadership (L): Ensuring exceptional leadership (self-leadership for 

individuals; organisational leadership for organisations) is exhibited; 
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ensuring the change quotient is in place and high accountability to the 

game plan. 

o Cost of Change (C): The true and perceived costs of change relative to the 

reinvention effort (physical, social, financial, emotional, and mental). 

Disrupting the status quo can be painful. 

Whatever formula you pick there are some fundamental lessons and questions. 

What business are you in? 

Separating the unique roles of transformation A and transformation B requires, 

first, a clear and consistent definition of today’s business – a seemingly simple 

step that is easy to skip. It is easy to describe what a company sells. And the 

reality is that the customer rarely buys what the company thinks it sells. 

Products and services don’t define a company. Rather, what a company does (or 

the problem it solves for customers) and how it uniquely solves that problem – 

these are what define a company.  

Driving transformation A 

The essence of transformation A is changing the ‘how’ and finding more 

effective and efficient ways to address customer needs to maximise the 

resilience and relevance of your historical core business. First, you must 

understand – at a detailed level – the jobs to be done that customers consider 

unique and meaningful. Nobody pays for a ‘product’. What is paid for is 

satisfaction. You need to understand the fundamental problems facing 

customers, as well as the progress they’re seeking to make in overcoming them. 

Here are some suggested questions to find out the jobs your product is doing: 

1. Why have people historically bought from us?  

2. What do we provide that they really care about?  

3. What is the disruptive shift in our market?  
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4. What used to matter to them but doesn’t really anymore?  

5. What do they wish we could do that we don’t? 

Then you innovate your business model to deliver against those jobs, measure 

and track new metrics that reflect the new model and implement aggressively. 

You need to redesign your core business model so that you create the right value 

for customers, deliver that value as efficiently as possible, and capture sufficient 

value to fund investment in future innovation.  

Business model 

Pay particular attention to key business model elements: 

o Production: What did we do that we can now outsource? What did we use to 

outsource that we should now do?  

o Distribution: Can we go direct? Use a different distribution channel? 

o Customer support: Can our customers support themselves? 

o Revenue model: Can we wrap services around our product? Products 

around our service? Could a ‘freemium’ offering drive usage? Can we shift 

from a one-time purchase to a subscription model? 

o Pricing model: How frequently should we charge for our offering? How 

should we charge? 

Cost and excellence 

Transformation A is likely to will require significant, perhaps painful, cost cuts, 

to the point that some companies brand transformation A as a ‘cost 

transformation’. However, the goal isn’t simply to cut costs but to reposition the 

business model to increase long-term competitiveness. Second, you need to 

identify, business model component by business model component, who in the 
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world does the best, most innovative job of delivering excellence in that area. 

You should read Breaking Bad Habits. 

Metrics 

Over time, companies have developed rules, norms, and metrics designed to 

perpetuate how they create, capture, and deliver value. Many companies that are 

embarking on so-called digital transformation are simply doing what they used 

to do digitally. The simplest way to understand whether you’re truly 

transforming your core business is to ask: How have our metrics changed? If a 

company is using the same metrics before and after its so-called transformation 

effort, it really hasn’t transformed in a material way.  

Execute 

Once you understand the jobs to be done, are clear on your business model and 

your metrics, you require a ‘burn the boat’ moment and then need to execute 

quickly, and execute comprehensively, which will always need heavy, hands-on 

involvement by top-level executives. It will need you to bring in special-purpose 

talent and almost always, the kind of new business models that power 

transformation A requires careful management of sales and distribution.  

Transformation B  

There’s no doubt that transformation A is difficult. So difficult that you might be 

tempted to stop there. However, Schumpeter’s gale of creative destruction is 

blowing, and even though the wall you built to bolster your core business will 

increase your resilience, transformation B creates the wind turbine to power the 

next wave of growth.  
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Keys to transformation B success  

From 1950 to 1980, disruption was indeed dominated by start-ups. In fact, start-

ups launched about 85% of disruptions during that period. In the past few years, 

however, momentum has shifted, with roughly 40% of disruptions launched 

since 2000 driven by large companies. Transformation B is about finding a new 

way to solve a different problem. Success, therefore, comes from identifying 

problems that the target customer historically has wanted to solve but can’t, 

iteratively fine-tuning the business model to best the competition, and using 

partnerships, acquisitions, and external hires to accelerate the development of 

capabilities required to win against a new competitive set. Blue ocean stuff. 

Homework 

Which means you have to do some homework. Such as identifying constrained 

markets, identifying consumption barriers and consumption mapping. I would 

add developing a good information dashboard.  

To assess a potential opportunity area, you need to ask a number of questions:  

1. Which disruptive trends have the potential to change our competitive 

landscape?  

2. What is the new way we will compete in today’s core?  

3. What old metrics are no longer relevant?  

4. Which new ones are?  

5. What are the most exciting growth opportunities that are now options for 

us?  

6. Who will be our new competitors?  

7. What unique capabilities will allow us to win?  

8. How will we sharpen current capabilities and build new ones?  

9. If we successfully execute, who will we become?  
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10. What will be different?  

11. What will be the same?  

12. What organisational changes will maximise our chances of success?  

13. Is the ‘What?’ compelling?  

14. How important and unsolved is the problem we are targeting? 

15. Is the ‘Who?’ sufficient? 

16. How many people face the problem? 

17. Is the ‘How?’ believable? 

18. To what degree is a solution imaginable without any miracles? 

19. Is the ‘Why?’ convincing? 

20. To what degree does it fit your capability set and market trends? 

Iteratively develop the business model  

Transformation B is best done through more of an iterative, test-and-learn 

approach. What’s the difference? Remember, in transformation A, the ‘What?’ 

doesn’t change materially. For transformation B, both the ‘What?’ and the ‘How?’ 

are changing. With two variables in play, it makes sense to follow a more prudent 

path to commercialisation. It is critical to discover this path by action and not by 

analysis. Every idea to create new growth is partially right and partially wrong. 

The problem is that you don’t know which part is which. “Everybody has a plan 

until they get punched in the face.” The innovator receives the punch when the 

plan that looked so good on paper ends up resting on shaky assumptions. No 

business plan survives first contact with the marketplace. Successful innovators 

smartly manage risk through disciplined experimentation. Read Black Box 

Thinking.  
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Things to do 

Clearly define the deal-killers, watch out for the pivot points and the confidence 

boosters that prove you are on the right path. Also, involve a careful blend of 

people we dub ‘aliens’ (who will push you in a new direction) and ‘diplomats’ 

(who will help negotiate bilateral relationships).  

Lessons 

Business leaders have two fundamental challenges. They must exploit what they 

currently have, and they must explore to develop what they don’t have. And 

both transformation A and transformation B requires a heavy dose of 

exploration, because, by definition, the precise way to win along either vector 

can’t be completely certain. There are lessons: 

o If you link A and B too tightly, the gravitational pull of today’s business 

means you end up replicating today versus creating tomorrow.  

o Link A and B selectively with capabilities that will truly give you an unfair 

advantage over current and potential competitors (versus capabilities that 

either aren’t unique or aren’t meaningful). The fundamental mistake 

organisations make is to borrow capabilities because they are there and 

appear to be free. If a capability is not going to create a real competitive 

advantage, be careful. When you consider key capabilities, recall that they 

can be things, such as technology, internal experts, brand names, or stores, 

or they can be know-how, such as product development, manufacturing, or 

the ability to work with regulators. 

o Manage interfaces strategically by using structured mechanisms such as 

clear decision rules or a formal ‘exchange team’. 

o Actively arbitrate between A and B, standing ready as a leader to 

demonstrate a strong bias toward transformation B.  
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o Set up transformation B as a separate entity, with a separate target market 

and a separate business model. Only after that is clearly established can the 

B leadership clearly determine which capabilities from A will end up being 

a comparative advantage to B.  

o Innovating faster than the market is next to impossible. Innovating better 

than the market is not.  

o People may be collaborative. But systems are not.  

o Robust portfolio management systems are key enablers of dual 

transformation. It ensures congruence between the stated strategy and the 

actual work being done in an organisation. It serves as an early warning 

signal that a key project is falling behind schedule, and it helps to ensure 

that the right resources make it into the right projects.  

o Create a formal exchange team with clear mandates and governance. These 

small teams are a hand-picked mix of people from A and B. This presents 

significant challenges because it requires a unique blend of capabilities. 

Notably, exchange team leaders need to balance the initiative to get people 

moving and find solutions against the deference to let other people work 

through challenges and feel their effort is valuable. An exchange team 

leader needs to artfully compromise, validate the personal and 

organisational sense of identity in some team members, and defuse heated 

moments.  

o Institute transfer pricing.  

o Turf wars and related intercompany squabbling certainly happens, but 

many of the conflicts are natural results of people trying to optimise 

different outcomes.  

o Disruption underway is always opaque. By the time it is crystal clear, it is 

too late to do anything about the disruption.  
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o We tend to overestimate the effect of a technology in the short run and 

underestimate the effect in the long run. 

o Go to the periphery.  

o Involve outsiders. 

o Assess the cost of inaction.  

o Leaders tend to overestimate the degree of people’s alignment with the 

future target.  

o Companies tend to underestimate the presence of disruptive warning 

signs.  

o Most companies do a fairly good job of monitoring their direct competitors, 

but they underinvest in monitoring and interpreting tell-tale signs of future 

threats from substitutes and existing or yet-to-be-born disruptors.  

o When companies make a list of new growth projects, they often create 

‘Potemkin portfolios’. (The name refers to the Russian prince who was fond 

of building villages that were nothing more than facades to fool visiting 

officials about his region’s prosperity.)  

o People tend to be wildly optimistic about the returns promised by their 

current investments in growth. Psychologists call this the planning fallacy. 

For example, research by one academic found that roughly 75% of ideas fail 

to return capital to investors.  

o Shape the physical environment. 

o Have a listening function that gets an early look at interesting start-ups. 

Leadership 

You will need key leadership mindsets such as: 

o The courage to choose before the platform burns.  

o The clarity to focus on a select few moonshots.  
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o The curiosity to explore even if the probable outcome is failure.  

o The conviction to persevere in the face of predictable crises.  

o The adoption of a future-back perspective. 

Read The New Leadership Literacies. 

Time machine 

Imagine that you and your leadership team board a time machine. You get out at 

some future date; as before, that might be three to five years in the future in fast-

moving industries, and 20 to 30 years in slower-moving ones. Inexorable trends 

will have affected everyone in and around your industry. Many of these trends 

aren’t hidden. And how they’ll affect the industry isn’t a mystery. The question 

is, when you open the door and walk the halls of tomorrow’s business, what do 

you and your team want to see? What will be your transformation blurb (a short 

description of what your company will look like after the transformation)? List: 

o The most likely future environment. 

o The desired state of the future company.  

o The most critical strategic initiatives.  

o The most critical assumptions.  

o Critical near-term action items to start the journey.  

The time frames 

A future-back orientation helps with the next key to success: thinking 

concurrently across three-time frames: 

1. The moonshot frame, where you conceive of and describe an inspirational 

future state that captures the organisation’s attention  
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2. The lunar module (or launchpad) frame, where you think about the 

components and building blocks that will move the moonshot from dream 

to reality.  

3. The Tuesday lunch frame, where you think about the specific thing you 

will do tomorrow to make sure you’re making progress.  

It is not all about the future 

As dual transformation begins, it’s easy for leaders to spend all their time talking 

about the future and about the new directions the company is taking. But you 

need to make sure to clearly communicate how important the work of 

transformation A is to enable long-term success. Otherwise, the people in the 

core business will feel like second-class citizens. It’s also important that the 

transformation A team do more than fund B. Employees must believe there is a 

viable path forward for A that is compelling in and of itself, and, most important, 

that it is going to work. No one wants to preside over a sinking ship.  

Commit to the future 

A big company, almost by definition, cannot innovate faster than the market. 

And hitting speed bumps can be very frustrating. But a big company can 

innovate better than the market if it can find ways to fuse unique capabilities 

with entrepreneurial moxie. In the early days, transformation B is likely to be 

small, giving plenty of fodder for the sceptics – and there will be many of them. 

Further, every successful innovation effort has its fumbles and false starts. The 

leader needs to be the light of optimism through those dark times, and, through 

continued support and allocation of resources, demonstrate an unwavering 

commitment to driving the organisation in new directions.  
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Balance 

Leaders need to strike a careful balance. Selectively privileging the new doesn’t 

require disparaging the old. Both businesses should be valued and respected. 

The leader needs to keep pulling back and up to describe the overall vision and 

direction, needs to have confidence in the path, and needs to make sure that 

there are legitimate milestones that demonstrate progress. And transformation B 

must deliver results, or else it fans the flames of critics chanting, “Stick to our 

knitting”. Unfortunately, faith is a scarce commodity among most executives, 

particularly those who must withstand the withering glares of analysts and 

investors.  

Change is resistance  

Remember, transformation involves changing the fundamental form or 

substance of an organisation. An organisation’s dominant gene is its legacy, its 

core business – what we’ve been calling A. Even when B has grown to the point 

that it is clearly on track to become the dominant producer of revenue and 

profits, that dominant gene casts an abiding shadow. If you don’t have a smart 

plan to communicate and cement the change, the great sucking sounds of 

yesterday can subtly but importantly pull an organisation back to what it was 

trying to get away from. You need a motivation or purpose. 

Motivating purpose  

“What business are you really in?” Posing that question continues to be a 

powerful way to catalyse important strategic conversations. A leadership 

imperative in dual transformation is to unite the leadership of both A and B 

around a galvanising purpose that serves as a light during dark times. Grounding 

your efforts in this kind of shared mission gives reasons for the A organisation 

and the B organisation to cheer for the success of the other. 
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The mantra 

A Does A, B Does B. Generally, one of the biggest challenges for leaders driving 

dual transformation is to simultaneously celebrate the executive doing the hard 

work of transformation A and the one overseeing transformation B, and to keep 

them focused on doing their jobs. Transformation A should largely be separate 

from transformation B, except for the careful management of the capabilities 

link by select leaders. This isn’t a democratic decision, and there is no point in 

having the A and B organisations constantly arguing about the future. You’re 

never going to fully win the argument until you are way down the road. You 

waste huge amounts of organisational energy on this type of perpetual debate. 

That creates two problems. First, it creates a lot of energy in the organisation 

around the conflict and not the solution. Second, the concern about the other 

group often keeps you from finding more productive solutions in areas of A.  

It is a journey 

The word journey is important. Look at the length of the stories and examples in 

the book. It took four years after its commercial introduction for streaming video 

to constitute more than half of Netflix’s revenues. Gilbert spent six years driving 

dual transformation at the Deseret News. It took seven years at Adobe for digital 

marketing to become one-third as big as its traditional businesses. Steve Jobs 

returned as CEO of Apple in 1998. It took more than a decade before the full 

impact of his work was felt. There is no quick fix. 

!  
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Haphazard or deliberate 
leadership 

I am fascinated by Amazon. The Four sets out how 

powerful Amazon is becoming. Whatever your 

opinion of Amazon, there are lessons to be learned 

from a management perspective. The key question: 

haphazard or deliberate leadership? 

Working backwards 

Hence Working Backwards: Insights, Stories, and Secrets from Inside 

Amazon. Covering core themes: 

1. Customer obsession, instead of competitor obsession, 

2. Willingness to think long term, with a longer investment horizon than 

most of its peers. 

3. Eagerness to invent, which of course goes hand in hand with failure. 

4. Taking professional pride in operational excellence. 

Cultural cornerstones 

And 14 leadership principles as the cultural cornerstone:. 

1. Customer obsession. 

2. Ownership. 

3. Invent and simplify. 

4. Seek diverse perspectives and work to disconfirm their beliefs. 

5. Learn and be curious. 

6. Hire and develop the best. 
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7. Insist on the highest standards. 

8. Think big. 

9. Bias for action. 

10. Frugality. 

11. Earn trust. 

12. Dive deep. 

13. Have backbone; disagree and commit. 

14. Deliver results. 

Textbook 

Textbook stuff. Customer focus, ownership, high standards, action, talent, but 

Amazon seems to be one of the companies that has succeeded in implementing 

what for most companies are just words on a wall.  

Haphazard leadership 

To quote the book: “Organisational culture comes about in one of two ways. It’s 

either decisively defined, nurtured and protected from the inception of the 

organisation; or – more typically – it comes about haphazardly as a collective 

sum of the beliefs, experiences and behaviours of those on the team. Either way, 

you will have a culture”.  

For better or worse, Amazon is very deliberate about culture. It does that by 

hiring the best (it wants missionaries, not mercenaries), small, flexible and 

autonomous teams (applying the two-pizza rule), one thread leadership (single 

focus), written narrative (no PowerPoints allowed), reward systems that focus on 

the long-term (equity), embracing innovation, entrepreneurship, failure and 

metrics. 
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Principle-driven 

In Amazon, the leadership principles are deeply ingrained in every significant 

process and function at the company: recruitment (bar raise), strategy 

development (S-teams), decision-making, organisation structure. Here are a few 

highlights. 

Single-thread leadership 

Read Humanocracy and The Phoenix Project. Amazon has found a way to solve 

this by introducing single-threaded leadership. The best way to fail at inventing 

something is by making it somebody’s part-time job. Many companies find 

themselves struggling against their own bureaucratic drag, which appears in the 

form of layer upon layer of permission, ownership, and accountability, all 

working against fast, decisive, forward progress. The answer lies in an Amazon 

innovation called ‘single-threaded leadership’, in which a single person, 

unencumbered by competing responsibilities, owns a single major initiative and 

heads up a separable, largely autonomous team to deliver its goals.  

Microservices-based architecture 

Combine single-thread with two pizza, and you create a microservices-based 

architecture, similar to, for example, Haier. Read Rebel Organisations.  

Meetings 

Amazon relies far more on the written word to develop and communicate ideas 

than most companies, and this difference makes for a huge competitive 

advantage. The eerie silence at the beginning of Amazon meetings. The ban on 

PowerPoint and the shift to narratives. How narratives produce clear thinking 

and stimulate valuable discussion. The payoff: the ‘narrative information 

multiplier’. A written narrative contains seven to nine times the information 
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density of a typical PowerPoint presentation. The reason writing a good four-

page memo is harder than ‘writing’ a 20-page PowerPoint is because the 

narrative structure of a good memo forces better thought and a better 

understanding of what’s more important than what and how things are related. 

In all meetings, the most senior attendees tend to speak last to avoid influencing 

others.  

Working backwards 

Working Backwards is a systematic way to vet ideas and create new products. Its 

key tenet is to start by defining the customer experience, then iteratively work 

backwards from that point until the team achieves clarity of thought around 

what to build. These two elements form the Working Backwards process – 

starting from the customer experience and working backwards from that by 

writing a press release that literally announces the product as if it were ready to 

launch and an FAQ anticipating the tough questions. Ending with the mock-ups. 

The visual representations show exactly how the new service would look on the 

Amazon website. Mock-ups are detailed, showing the entire customer 

experience from landing page to purchase – screen design, buttons, text, the 

sequence of clicks, everything. It’s not unusual for an Amazon team to write 10 

drafts of the PR/FAQ or more, and to meet with their senior leaders five times or 

more to iterate, debate, and refine the idea. The press release (PR) portion is a 

few paragraphs, always less than one page. The frequently asked questions 

(FAQ) should be five pages or less.  

The press release components  

Every company, and in particular start-ups that are pitching, can learn from this: 

1. Heading: Name the product in a way the reader (your target customers) 

will understand. One sentence under the title.  
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2. Subheading: Describe the customer for the product and what benefits 

they will gain from using it. One sentence only underneath the heading. 

3. Summary paragraph: Begin with the city, media outlet, and your 

proposed launch date. Give a summary of the product and the benefit. 

4. Problem paragraph: This is where you describe the problem that your 

product is designed to solve. Make sure that you write this paragraph from 

the customer’s point of view. 

5. Solution paragraph(s): Describe your product in some detail and how it 

simply and easily solves the customer’s problem. For more complex 

products, you may need more than one paragraph. 

6. Quotes and getting started: Add one quote from you or your company’s 

spokesperson and a second quote from a hypothetical customer in which 

they describe the benefit they are getting from using your new product. 

Describe how easy it is to get started, and provide a link to your website 

where customers can get more information and purchase the product. 

Metrics 

Manage your inputs, not your outputs. All too often, companies pay attention to 

the wrong signals or lack the ability to see into key business trends, even while 

they feel positively awash in data. Once you have developed a solid 

understanding of how your process works along with a robust set of metrics, you 

can devote energy to improving the process:  

o When Amazon teams come across a surprise or a perplexing problem with 

the data, they are relentless until they discover the root cause.  

o They use consistent and familiar formatting to speed interpretation. 

o Amazon focus on variances and doesn’t waste time on the expected. 

o It keeps operational and strategic discussions separate.  
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Five Whys  

The Correction of Errors (COE) process requires the team who had a significant 

error or problem to write a document describing the problem or error and to drill 

down on what caused it by asking and answering “Why?” five times in order to 

get to the true root cause.  

Innovation 

Amazon wants to be a large company that’s also an invention machine. It wants 

to combine the extraordinary customer-serving capabilities that are enabled by 

size with the speed of movement, nimbleness, and risk-acceptance mentality 

normally associated with entrepreneurial start-ups. To invent, you have to 

experiment, and if you know in advance that it’s going to work, it’s not an 

experiment. Naturally, if you don’t have the budget to invest, don’t do it. But, 

even with a limited budget, you can be successful over time if your approach is 

patient and frugal. Being Amazonian means approaching invention with long-

term thinking and customer obsession, ensuring that the Leadership Principles 

guide the way, and deploying the practices to drive execution. Amazon will stick 

with it for five, six, seven years – all the while keeping the investment 

manageable, constantly learning and improving – until it gains momentum and 

acceptance. The other key is frugality. Read Frugal Innovation. 

Attitude to failure 

Even when a project does not achieve its goals or is deemed a failure, if the effort 

was admirable and adhered to Amazon practices and principles, the result for 

the individual is neither dismissal nor shame. Failure is almost always 

understood as the failure of a group, a process, a system, as much as that of a 

single person – many people have been involved, made comments, shaped the 

idea, and given approvals along the way. For the company then, failure is 
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typically viewed as an experiment from which a great deal can be learned that 

can lead to change and improvement. Very often, failure is temporary and 

eventually gives birth to success.  

Learnings from Kindle, Prime and AWS 

The book then talks you through how Amazon developed the Kindle, Prime, 

Prime Video and AWS. And how the structure and principles helped them to 

become a success. To summarise: 

o Focus on the “Who?” and “How?” decision, not a “What?” decision. 

o Single-thread leadership. 

o Autonomous teams. 

o Avoid the skills-forward path. 

o Speed. 

o Bias for action. 

o Customer obsession. 

o Simplify. 

o Ban PowerPoint. 

o Revise the compensation structure for leaders so that it encourages long-

term commitment and long-term decision-making.  

o Define culture and leadership principles. 

Deliberate leadership 

Everything in Amazon is deliberate and considered. Nothing in this book and 

the way Amazon operates is rocket science. All the principles are mentioned in 

lots of business books. The only difference is the commitment to define and 

enforce expected practice and behaviour. Otherwise, it is just random and 

haphazard leadership. 
!  
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How to make decisions 
for the future 

We don’t spend much time considering how we 

make decisions. Particularly about our own future 

(or that of your company). It appears that 95% of our 

decisions are made for us by our subconscious and 

our programming from our youth. 

Move away from instinct 

In particular, hard choices demand that we train the mind to override the snap 

judgments of System 1 thinking, that we keep our mind open to new possibilities, 

starting with the possibility that our instinctive response to a situation is quite 

likely the wrong one. 

Forward-thinking 

For all the biases and intuitive leaps of System 1, one of the hallmarks of human 

intelligence is the long-term decision-making of System 2: our ability to make 

short-term sacrifices in the service of more distant goals, the planning and 

forward-thinking of Homo prospectus. To make the right decision, you have to 

figure out how to structure the decision properly, which is itself an important 

skill. However: “One thing a person cannot do, no matter how rigorous his 

analysis or heroic his imagination”, the Nobel laureate Thomas Schelling once 

observed, “is to draw up a list of things that would never occur to him”.  
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Don’t trust experts 

Why would our brains devote so many resources to something as innocuous and 

seemingly unproductive as daydreaming? People are three times more likely to 

be thinking about future events than about past events. We are not very good at 

it. Particularly experts. Most were no better than the figurative dart-throwing 

chimp. Interesting finding: the more media exposure you had, the less valuable 

your predictions were likely to be.  

Thinking style 

The critical factor is thinking style. Curiosity is crucial. People attuned to a wide 

range of potential sources, willing to admit uncertainty, not devoted to an 

overarching theory, turned out to be significantly better at predicting future 

events than the more single-minded experts. For the long view, you need to draw 

on multiple sources for clues; dabblers and hobbyists outperform unified 

thinkers. Successful forecasters as a group were much more likely to be open to 

experience.  

It is difficult 

Most organisations seem to be using the same decision process as a hormone-

crazed teenager. We now understand that farsighted decisions are challenging 

for many different reasons:  

o They involve multiple interacting variables. 

o They demand thinking that covers a full spectrum of different experiences 

and scales. 

o They force us to predict the future with varying levels of certainty.  

o They often feature conflicting objectives or potentially useful options that 

are not visible at first glance.  
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o And they are vulnerable to the distortions introduced by individual System 

1 thinking, and by the failings of groupthink.  

Phases 

Decisions are made up of two distinct phases, sometimes called divergence and 

consensus phases. In a divergence phase, the key objective is to get as many 

perspectives and variables on the table as possible through exploratory exercises 

designed to reveal new possibilities. In the consensus phase, the open-ended 

exploration of new possibilities reverses course, and the group begins to narrow 

down its options, seeking agreement on the correct path.  

Factors 

Primary factors that contribute to the challenge of farsighted decision-making 

include that complex decisions: 

o Require full-spectrum analysis. 

o Force us to predict the future. Most decisions, big or small, are 

fundamentally predictions about the future.  

o Involve varying levels of uncertainty.  

o Often involve conflicting objectives.  

o Harbour undiscovered options.  

o Are prone to System 1 failings.  

o Are vulnerable to failures of collective intelligence.  

Three steps 

Deliberative decisions involve three steps, designed specifically to overcome the 

unique challenges of a hard choice: 
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1. We build an accurate, full-spectrum map of all the variables and the 

potential paths available to us.  

2. We make predictions about where all those different paths might lead us, 

given the variables at play.  

3. We reach a decision on a path by weighing the various outcomes against 

our overarching objectives.  

Examples 

The author uses examples to illustrate how difficult difficult decisions are: the 

defence of Long Island by George Washington, weather forecasting and 

capturing Bin Laden. Here are the lessons: 

Mapping 

o Mapping is not the same as deciding. Mapping is the point in the decision 

process where divergence and diversity are key. The challenge of mapping 

is getting outside our intuitive sense of the situation in front of us. Part of 

the art of mapping a complex decision is creating a full-spectrum portrait of 

all the variables that might influence your choice. But part of that mapping 

process is also coming up with new choices.  

o There is wisdom in building an accurate mental map of the system you are 

trying to navigate, but there is also a crucial kind of wisdom in identifying 

the blank spots on the map, the places where you don’t have clarity, 

perhaps because you don’t have the right set of stakeholders. 
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Narrowband 

o Our minds naturally gravitate to narrowband interpretations, compressing 

the full spectrum down into one dominant slice. Cognitive scientists 

sometimes call this anchoring.  

Groups 

o Well-functioning groups need to take advantage of cognitively peripheral 

people. The most important element is the diversity of perspectives you 

assemble. The very act of diversifying the group clearly improves its 

decision-making abilities.  

o The connection between diversity and improvements in the collective IQ of 

a group has been demonstrated by hundreds of experiments over the past 

few decades.  

o Diverse groups make smarter decisions. 

Experts 

o Introducing expert roles turns out to be a particularly effective technique in 

addressing the challenges of full-spectrum thinking because, in many 

cases, the different bands or layers of the full-spectrum perspective 

correspond to different fields of expertise.  

o You can enhance the diversity of an existing group – without bringing in 

outsiders – simply by designating ‘expert roles’ to each of the participants 

based on the knowledge they happen to bring to the discussion.  
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Overconfidence 

o Sometimes the easiest way to be wrong is to be certain you are right. There 

is the fatal disease of overconfidence that plagues so many complex 

decisions.  

Uncertainty 

Recognising and separating these different forms of uncertainty is an essential 

step in building an accurate map of a hard choice. Because some element of the 

situation is fundamentally unknowable – such as: 

o Measurement error. 

o Systematic error. 

o Natural variation. 

o Inherent randomness. 

o Model uncertainty. 

o Subjective judgment. 

o Linguistic uncertainty. 

o Numerical vagueness. 

o Nonnumerical vagueness. 

o Context-dependence. 

o Ambiguity. 

o Indeterminacy in theoretical terms. 

o Underspecificity. 

Challenge  

o Search for contradictory evidence – evidence that might undermine the 

interpretation around which the group was slowly coalescing – turned out, 
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in the end, to generate evidence that made that interpretation even 

stronger. Either way, the exercise forces you to see the situation with more 

clarity, to detect the whorls of the fingerprint with greater accuracy.  

o Challenging assumptions, seeking out contradictory evidence, ranking 

certainty levels – all these strategies serve the divergent stage of the 

decision process well, helping to expand the map, propose new 

explanations, and introduce new variables.  

o Amazon’s Jeff Bezos famously adheres to a ‘70% rule’ in making decisions 

that involve uncertainty: instead of waiting for total confidence in a choice 

– a confidence that may never arrive, given the nature of bounded 

rationality – Bezos pulls the trigger on decisions once he has reduced his 

uncertainty level to 30%.  

o The military has a long history of deploying what conventionally are called 

‘red teams’: a kind of systematic version of devil’s advocacy where a group 

inside the organisation is assigned the role of emulating an enemy’s 

behaviour. You can think of a red team as a kind of hybrid of war games and 

scenario plans. 

o The difference with strategies like premortems and red teams lies in the 

formal nature of the process: giving people a specific task and identity to 

role-play. It’s not enough to ask someone, “Can you think of any way this 

plan might fail?” Premortems and red teams force you to take on a new 

perspective or consider an alternate narrative, that might not easily come to 

mind in a few minutes of casual devil’s advocacy.  

Reduce options 

o If you do find yourself stuck with a single path decision, Chip and Dan 

Heath suggest an intriguing – and somewhat counterintuitive – thought 

experiment to get outside that limited perspective: deliberately reduce your 
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options. If your organisation seems to have settled into the comfortable 

assumption that Path A is the only route available to them, then imagine a 

world where Path A is roadblocked.  

Simulate 

o Simulations make us better decision-makers because simulations make us 

better at predicting future events, even when the system we are trying to 

model contains thousands or millions of variables.  

o There does seem to be genuine merit in using games to trigger new ideas 

and explore the possibility space of a particularly challenging decision.  

Numbers 

o You can apply moral algebra. Linear value modelling is employed widely in 

making astute planning decisions.  

Storytelling 

o Interestingly, one of the key tools we have had in training our minds to 

make this momentous choice has been storytelling – science fiction, to be 

precise, which turns out to play a role in some of our mass decisions 

equivalent to the role scenario planning plays in our group decisions. For at 

least a century, science fiction has served to anticipate the future. 

o But almost every decision can be productively rehearsed with another, even 

more, ancient form of escapism: storytelling. Scenario planning is a 

narrative art, first and foremost. The three-part structure turns out to be a 

common refrain in scenario planning: you build one model where things 

get better, one where they get worse, and one where they get weird. 

Scenario planning is genuinely not intended to be consulted for an accurate 

forecast of future events. Instead, it primes you to resist the “fallacy of 
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extrapolation”. It is, at heart, a kind of informed storytelling, and of course, 

storytelling is something we instinctively do anytime we are contemplating 

a big decision.  

o It is not an accident that so many of these tools and strategies that help us 

wrestle with complex decisions revolve around storytelling. Our appetite 

for fictional narrative is not just the result of cultural invention, but instead 

has deep roots in the evolutionary history of the human brain.  

o Stories exercise and rehearse that faculty for juggling different frames of 

truth, in part because they themselves occupy a complicated position on 

the map of truth and falsehood, and in part because stories often involve us 

observing other (fictional) beings going through their own juggling act.  

o Stories serve a function, not unlike the ensemble forecasts of modern 

meteorology.  

o By telling one another stories, we free ourselves from the bottleneck of an 

individual life. Stories mean we “are no longer limited by the slow and 

unreliable flow of actual experience”. Instead, we can immerse ourselves in 

the comparatively rapid flow of vicarious, orchestrated, imagined, or 

fictional experience.  

Reading 

o Psychologists and cognitive scientists refer to this ability to imagine the 

subjective life of other people as having a “theory of mind”. That empathy, 

that knack for peering into another person’s mind and imagining how some 

theoretical event might feel, is almost by definition one of the most 

important virtues in making complex decisions. This is the reason why 

reading novels turns out to enhance our decision-making skills. Many 

studies have confirmed that a lifelong habit of reading literary fiction 

correlates strongly with an enhanced theory of mind skills. But no form 
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rivals the novel’s ability to project us into the interior landscape of other 

minds.  

The future of decision making 

Perhaps it is time that we took some of the lessons we have learned from small-

group decision-making and applied them to the realm of mass decisions. That is 

not as unlikely as it sounds. After all, the rise of the Internet has enabled us to 

reinvent the way we communicate multiple times in my lifetime alone: from 

email to blogs to Facebook status updates. Why shouldn’t we take this 

opportunity to reinvent our decision-making tools as well?  

Decision-making classes 

How do you move more from system 1 thinking to system 2 thinking, or at least 

improve the quality of system 2 thinking? Decision-making as a profession 

maybe even something that should be taught at schools. The course itself would 

be a case study in the power of diverse perspectives. But beyond the 

multidisciplinary sweep, students would learn a series of techniques that they 

could then apply to their own lives and careers: how to build a full-spectrum 

map of a complex decision; how to design a scenario plan and a premortem; how 

to build a values model and bad events table. They’d learn to seek out 

undiscovered options and to avoid the tendency to fall back into narrowband 

assessments.  

The other case for bringing decision-making into the classroom is that it 

provides a valuable bridge between the sciences and the humanities. We have a 

few challenges ahead.  

!  
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Leadership is about 
predicting the future 

I think entrepreneurship and leadership are about 

predicting the future and the place of your business 

in that future. According to Lead from the Future: 

How to Turn Visionary Thinking into 

Breakthrough Growth, 75% of the people the authors 

surveyed reported that their planning and 

forecasting horizons are never more than five years out. Only 10% plan for eight 

to 10 years or more. If you are only thinking two or three years ahead, years five 

to 10 might bring you an unwelcome surprise that you haven’t planned for. 

Routine management 

At the root of the problem is the processes by which senior management 

develops its strategic choices and priorities, which are overdetermined by their 

existing ways of doing things. That is the present-forward fallacy, the seductive 

notion that an existing business can be extended out in time indefinitely by 

continuously making improvements to it. Where the job at hand is routine 

management, perhaps yes. But when markets shift, consumer preferences 

change, or new technologies emerge, leaders who solely think in a present-

forward way are often caught unawares, busily working to solve today’s 

problems but utterly unprepared for the even bigger ones that are on their way. 

If a strategy is simply extrapolated from the present forward, your existing 

processes, rules, norms, and metrics will get in your way. 
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Future-back thinking 

Instead of present-forward, the authors suggest you go future-back. Developing 

it from the future back reduces the likelihood that you will perpetuate your 

existing realities. Future-back is iterative and nonlinear. It’s the way of thinking 

that is needed when the objective is to go beyond your organisation’s established 

ways of doing things. Virtually every mature company tries to produce 

breakthrough innovations, but often what they tout as the wave of the future is 

just an incremental improvement on what they are already doing. To fully 

leverage the potential of inventions like these, you need to think in a different 

direction, from the future back. Future-back thinking and planning begin with 

exploring and envisioning – that is, actively, intensively, and imaginatively 

immersing yourself in your organisation’s likely future environment and then 

determining what you must do to not only fit into that environment but to 

actively shape it to your needs so you can thrive in. 

Three books to read 

There are many books on this topic – but here are three to read: 

o https://ronimmink.com/how-to-future-proof-your-business-be-athletic-

and-apply-citizen-development/. 

o https://ronimmink.com/strategy-is-about-creating-corporate-memories-

of-the-future/. 

o https://ronimmink.com/how-to-develop-future-scenarios-and-your-

strategy/. 

Inertia 

If Newton’s first law is the law of inertia, it is also, alas, the first law of incumbent 

organisations. When they are at rest, they tend to stay at rest. Most incumbent 

organisations are led by people who are much less future-facing than their 
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founders. The managers of big organisations tend to be administrative men and 

women by definition. Bonuses are generally based on the annual results they 

deliver; even their so-called long-term incentives seldom run any longer than 

three to five years. Getting lulled into thinking that the future must be fine 

because they’re making their quarters. Suffering from automaticity, the 

availability bias, the confirmation bias, loss aversion, the sunk cost fallacy and 

the normalcy bias. Spending time on Total Quality Management, Lean 

Management and Six Sigma honing the existing enterprise rather than evolving 

or transforming it into something new. Read Business Exposed.  

Invent the future 

Senior leaders should continually shape and reshape their vision for the future 

of their organisations. You can’t connect the dots looking forward. You can only 

connect them looking backwards. The future cannot be predicted, but futures 

can be invented. A quantum approach. That means strategic dialogues, zero-

based budgeting, jobs to be done, market research, discovery-driven planning 

and future-back vision and strategy development. 

Step 1: Paint a picture of the future environment  

Identify the potential inflexion points in your industry and focus on the 

timeframe when they are likely to occur – when new paradigms will mature to 

the point of significance, and new technologies will converge to open up both 

potential disruptions and new opportunities. Focusing on the jobs to be done for 

the future, then diverge for a bit to explore trends and then, through debate and 

discussion, converge on a core set of assumptions about the future. This 

demands a highly intuitive approach, and intuition is fed by a diversity of 

inputs. If you and your team are going to believe in your future state vision on a 

gut level – and you will have to if you are going to be able to convince others to 
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feel the same way – you will need to take the time to really soak in it and reflect 

on its implications together. This can’t be rushed.  

Step 2 Develop view-of-the-world statements  

For example, “By 2030, 50% of all new cars sold globally will be electric”.  

Develop these statements by collecting 20 or 30 key assumptions about what the 

future might hold. The goal is not to predict the future with certainty (nobody 

can) but to paint an impressionist painting of it detailed enough to build clarity 

and alignment on what will have to be done to meet its challenges and 

opportunities.  

Step 3: Identify the major implications of the future for 

your enterprise  

Are you facing a revolution or an evolution? What will your customers have to 

say about your offerings in the future state? Will they remain loyal, or will they 

look elsewhere for new sources of value? The aha moment that comes out of this 

work isn’t always a brilliant new thought or a penetrating analysis. Often it 

comes from a place of emotion, as leaders let go of their defensive denials and 

embrace a reality that they had subconsciously anticipated or feared.  

Step 4: Envision the future state of your business  

You can split that up into core, adjacent and new growth. But first, you should 

ask what your company could be in its envisioned future. Set your planning 

horizon all the way out to 2035. What role could and should it play? What would 

best serve its legacy and values? What would be deeply meaningful and inspiring 

to your employees and other stakeholders? Using your deepest aspirations as 

your touchstone.  
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o Core: Opportunities to extend or evolve your core offerings to maximise 

their relevance in the future environment.  

o Adjacencies: Distinct new products and services that can augment your 

core offerings or opportunities to take your core offerings into different 

geographies and markets, with either option (or combined options) 

leveraging the existing business model.  

o New growth: Growth initiatives that may leverage the core capabilities of 

the organisation but in new and distinct businesses, typically with new 

business models.  

Storytelling 

Ground your ideas in analysis, but don’t rely too heavily on data, as no data set 

will be accurate enough to drive your decisions. At this point, your vision should 

take a narrative form: you should be able to tell a succinct story about what the 

future will hold, what it means for you, and how your company will shape it. It 

should be exciting, galvanising, and imbued with purpose, so it will inspire your 

internal and external stakeholders, breaking down at least some of the barriers to 

long-term thinking. Strategic storytelling.  

Purpose 

Having a higher purpose is not strictly necessary for a business to succeed, but as 

countless studies have found, it can go a long way toward motivating its 

employees and stakeholders, and it helps in recruiting new talent. An analysis 

conducted by Gallup of 49,928 business units across 192 organisations in 34 

countries and 49 industries found a close correlation between missions and 

margins. In 2019, Innosight sought to identify the 20 global companies that have 

achieved the highest-impact business transformations of the decade, choosing 

candidates based on the percentage of revenue they receive from new, outside-
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the-core growth areas; how successfully they repositioned their cores; and their 

overall financial growth. The common denominator for all of them, Innosight 

found, was having a newly strengthened sense of purpose. In an era of relentless 

change, a company survives and thrives based not on its size or performance at 

any given time but on its ability to reposition itself to create a new future and to 

leverage a purpose-driven mission to that end. That is why a well-developed 

vision is crucial, but it is never enough; you also need a concrete plan to make 

that vision real. This calls for a shift in mindset, from storyteller to engineer, that 

is accomplished by delineating and systemising a set of business choices.  

The three portfolios  

If you want to understand a company’s strategy, don’t listen to what it says; look 

at where it spends its money. A future-back strategy is always about the 

allocation (and reallocation) of scarce resources. 

1. The future state portfolio is typically a financial projection of your 

enterprise at your target end date, in which your high-level assertions 

about your future businesses are translated into dollars and cents.  

2. The innovation portfolio is a set of planned projects or initiatives, 

prioritised for the next one to three years, reflecting the future state 

portfolio.  

3. The investment portfolio specifies the resources (in dollars and people) 

that will fund the innovation portfolio.  

One of the most critical aspects of the three portfolios is deciding what to slow 

down or shut down. A future state portfolio is a visual representation of your 

enterprise at its target end state. Once you have defined your future state 

portfolio, the next step is to walk it back to the present. To do this, you work 

backwards from your future state, setting milestones at roughly two- to three-

year intervals. What will your portfolio mix across core and new businesses be? 
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What new capabilities and business structures will need to be in place? How 

mature will each of your new initiatives be? It can be overwhelming to 

contemplate the implications of visionary strategies. Setting achievable near-

term goals for your efforts (for example, key talent hired, programmes launched, 

proof of concept achieved, partnerships developed, M&A deals executed) instils 

confidence, creates momentum, and ensures accountability.  

Things to do 

o Formalise the roles and responsibilities of the senior leadership team as 

champions of both the strategy and the breakthrough innovation teams set 

up to carry it out.  

o Set up an organisational model that protects breakthrough innovation 

teams from the countervailing influences of the core.  

o Manage initiatives with an explore, envision, and discover process so senior 

teams and innovation teams can learn their way to success together.   

o Design a governance system that will allow the implementation of the 

strategy as efficiently as possible, given all the competing demands on the 

senior management team’s time and attention.  

o Aim for a minimally viable bureaucracy.  

o Ensure that the breakthrough innovation teams report directly to senior 

leadership and retain autonomy from the core business.  

o Create a ‘New Growth Board’ or ‘New Growth Council’ to oversee new 

growth initiatives.  

o Create a transformation management office. 

o Ring-fence and protect funding for breakthrough initiatives.  

o Meter to manage risk, ensuring that you’re not investing too much or too 

long in any given idea before you’re confident it’s on a path to success.  
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o Your new growth innovation teams should be small at first and staffed with 

cross-functional, co-located, and fully allocated (or nearly fully allocated) 

personnel.  

o Realign performance metrics and incentives.  

o Entice top talent with an entrepreneurial bent who aren’t overly deterred 

by risk. 

o Look for people who see this as their opportunity to make a real difference, 

to build a legacy.  

o The future-back strategy should cascade down to business units and even 

product lines as each develops its own future-back position in line with the 

new vision.  

o Provide a constant activation energy to keep the programme alive, or else it 

gets swallowed up. 

o Create anchors. Anchors are moves – usually acquisitions or major 

partnerships – that in a single stroke make the strategy more real by 

bringing it heft and momentum. The best anchors also create tangible value 

for the core business, generating goodwill and helping to keep sceptics at 

bay.  

o Develop power metrics about future-year performance.  

o Read Dual Transformation and Zone to Win. 

It needs to become an organisational capability. 

!  
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Strategy is about 
creating corporate 
memories of the future 

I love strategy. I think everything is strategy. My 

favourite book is 33 Strategies of War, but I am also a 

big fan of Kenichi Ohmae (found a paperback of The 

Mind of the Strategist in my office recently), and I 

loved Thriving on Chaos by Tom Peters. 

Long term thinking is a lost art 

I think strategy is very much underestimated as a skillset in business. I believe 

we have lost the art of the long view (another cracking book). We simply do not 

have the attention span to think long-term. That is concerning. Your business is 

a race car. The faster you drive, the further you need to look ahead. Or you can 

slow down. 

Rethinking strategy 

Hence Rethinking Strategy: How to Anticipate the Future, Slow Down 

Change, and Improve Decision-making. In an increasingly uncertain 

environment, organisations must develop the sensitivity to anticipate emerging 

market shifts and turn future ambiguity into an ongoing strategic advantage. 

You need to be able to predict the future. 

Strategy is not planning 

Strategic design is about setting the organisation’s future direction and goals. It 

involves two significant creative steps: reperceiving the future business 
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environment and reconceiving the organisation’s role within these different 

futures.  

Strategic design is the organisation’s principal creative 

and learning activity 

It is the foundation of corporate entrepreneurship and innovation. And it is a 

business muscle that needs flexing constantly. That means embedding a process 

that is creative, learning-based and participatory. If company-wide strategic 

understanding, belief and ownership are low, is it any wonder that strategic 

implementation is poor?  

You need to develop the strategic muscle 

The more the decision-makers feel that they understand their environment, 

understand the dangers but also perceive potential opportunities, the more are 

they able to take riskier decisions. The learning from scenarios ‘slows down 

change’. Change still occurs at the same pace; it’s just not perceived to be 

disruptive or overwhelming because the organisation can detect and make sense 

of it earlier and is rehearsed in its response. Rehearsing the future creates 

confidence. Participatory strategy development also speeds up non-routine 

decision-making. Proficiency in strategic design is also an internal capability 

that is difficult to replicate. It takes time to develop a corporate memory of the 

future. 

Three questions 

There are three essential questions at the core of successful strategy 

development: What’s next? So what? Now what? And here it comes, central to 

this process is the art of developing scenarios and an appreciation for the 

anticipatory and transformational capacity that scenarios enable.  
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It is more than trend-watching 

The book starts with trend-watching. And gives an interesting perspective: 

o Trends are not enough. 

o Trends are akin to moths being attracted to a flame. Pretty soon, every 

player in the industry is innovating to the same reasoning, until a new 

norm is established. It is a bit like best practice. Close-knit industries can be 

especially vulnerable to strategic surprise because all the member 

companies look to each other for standards of best practice. Read Breaking 

Bad Habits. 

o Trends are deceptive.  

See beyond trends 

In periods of rapid change, strategic planning based on straight-line trend 

extrapolation is inherently treacherous. What is needed for planning is not a set 

of isolated trends, but multidimensional models that interrelate forces, 

technological, social, political, even cultural, along with economics. The purpose 

of trend watching is to deliver strategic value: It should enable decision-makers 

to perceive their future external environment. To see beyond business-as-usual 

and to anticipate future discontinuities.  

Scenario planning 

Scenario planning, then, is the process of developing strategic responses to these 

alternative futures, helping you think the unthinkable. Emotionally preparing 

you for change. Answering where the future fits? Driving strategic thinking and 

innovation. Answering how is your business performing now? What is your 

vision for where you want to take your business? What are your key strategies as 

to how you will get there? Very simple. But very difficult. Scenario planning 
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helps you understand the different contexts that will ultimately determine 

strategic success.  

Escape the present 

Scenarios will help you define perceived future environments. It will help you 

reframing strategic design. It will stop you anchoring in the present. Anchoring 

restricts the organisation to repeatedly producing incremental, ‘faster horse’ 

strategies, when a new type of thinking is required. Helping you escape from the 

overbearing context of the present. Scenarios hold the key to this perceptual 

freedom.  

Broaden your outlook 

Scenarios will give you broad contextual outlook. It will stop you missing vital 

signals that are sometimes literally under your noses. It will help you to move 

beyond the industry’s boundaries. It makes it possible to anticipate embryonic 

issues and opportunities before they emerge. It will avoid paradigm blindness 

and complacency. 

Paradigm shift indicators 

The book gives you several paradigm shift indicators. And all are playing out as 

we speak: 

o Dirty secrets: Which practices are the public unaware of, but if they were, it 

would alter their perception of who we are and what we do? 

o Cultural hypocrisies: Cultural hypocrisies are enabled by the paradigm 

blindness that results from sustained exposure to a certain set of 

conditions. 

o Unresolved tensions: What are the frustrations customers have with our 

products or services? What roadblocks do our processes or regulations put 
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in the way of the customer’s experience? What unnecessary margins can 

others target? Do we give our customers a reason to stay? Which issues are 

tolerated that are universally disliked or drive people to despair? Which 

issues have the potential to emerge as unresolved tensions in the future?  

o Systemic inequities: Who or what is marginalised or exploited by current 

policies? What events might cause these systemic inequities to reach a 

tipping point? Who outside of power is prepared to persist for their cause? 

o Slow-burning issues: What is the price being paid for today’s behaviours? 

What is being lost or becoming scarce? Or, in the language of Sorokin: What 

is the false part of the dominant paradigm?  

o Social values: Is there a hierarchy of values that individuals and societies 

move through? If so, what is it? What conditions are required to facilitate 

the movement of individuals and societies along this hierarchy? What 

themes and behaviours are individuals and societies likely to be attracted to 

at each stage of this hierarchy? What are they likely to reject?  

Setting the scenario horizon  

Push yourself to a longer time horizon. Ten years is a minimum requirement. 

Because the horizon year should naturally be greater than the lead time required 

for the business to respond and it. The horizon year should also allow enough 

time for participants to consider significant future change, to overcome any 

attachment to today’s paradigms and to creatively engage with the exercise.  

Map the corporate mental model  

You need to make the mental models to the business explicit and map the 

perceptions, assumptions and priorities of key decision-makers. What is our 

purpose? What do we think is happening? What do we think could happen? What 
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do we want to know? This articulation of the organisation’s mindset is ground 

zero for scenario-building.  

Do interviews 

Ask your stakeholders: 

o How do we position our business for sustained future success? 

o How would you define the role or purpose of your organisation? 

o Which external factors are having, or could have, a significant influence on 

your response to the strategic challenge? 

o In relation to the strategic challenge, what significant developments do you 

expect to occur in the future? 

o How might alternative expectations for the future differ from your own? 

o In relation to the strategic challenge, what are the three things you would 

most like to know about the future? 

o What does a prosperous/less than prosperous future for your organisation 

look and feel like? 

o What are the major decisions on your planning horizon? 

o What internal or external constraints present a challenge to future 

organisational change? 

o Which events from the past, either internal or external, provide important 

lessons for the future?’ 

o Are there any aspects of your business that you feel are sacred cows or 

‘untouchables’? 

o What are the unwritten rules that guide decision-making and behaviour 

within your organisation? 

o When you move on from your role, what is it you would like to leave behind 

or be remembered for?’  
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Perception pioneers 

Alternative perceptions are a great source of strategic insight. Perception 

pioneers introduce you to a new perspective. Perception pioneers point out 

things you can’t see; they introduce you to a new way of seeing. Organisations 

would do well to collate and cultivate a group of perception pioneers, integrating 

their insights into the ongoing strategic design process. 

Do an environmental scan 

Start with yourself. What do you think the futures could be? Now that you are 

aware of what you think, what counterviews exist? Awareness of initial 

perceptions should, therefore, ensure a broader, more balanced scanning 

process and output. Look at history. What were the drivers for past performance 

on technological, economic, environmental, political and industry levels? Look 

for the fault lines that cast uncertainty over the future. Look for the cracks in the 

current system that loom as potential discontinuities offering both opportunities 

and threats.  

Some other tips 

o Letting go of command and control.  

o Bringing everyone along.  

o Create diverse teams, where the variety of experience, knowledge, and 

opinion optimises the prospects for useful strategic insights. Read Rebel 

Ideas. 

o Identifying influencing factors.  

o Sort and prioritising influencing factors.  

o Define critical scenario drivers (those influencing factors considered high 

impact and highly uncertain). 
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o Develop a shared understanding of the scenario drivers. Outline the 

scenario’s top-line features. Define the scenario’s push and pull factors. 

Describe the essence of the scenario. Populate the scenario. Backcast the 

scenario. Write the scenario.  

o Define the push and pull factors. Address why this scenario would develop. 

Identifying the push and pull factors that could lead to your scenario 

outcomes grounds the scenario in the uncertainty of today’s embryonic and 

emerging drivers.  

o Ask participants to give a sense of their scenario’s look and feel. 

o Backcasting your scenarios back to the present, outlining a plausible 

pathway of events and outcomes that could contribute to the development 

of each end-state – a history of the future, if you like.  

Write 

Writing scenarios is an immersive and reflective process that facilitates the 

generation of fresh insights. Step inside different worlds and to develop an in-

depth feel for their drivers, characteristics and distinctions. Such immersion can 

be the most rewarding part of the process, drawing on the dual skills of analysis 

and creativity to uncover and express new insights in a manner that aids 

managerial judgement.  

Take your time 

Allow enough time to step inside each scenario and permit ideas and concepts to 

percolate and develop. Try to allow a minimum of six weeks between the 

scenarios workshop and the follow-up workshop on strategic positioning to give 

yourself enough time to fully understand and express the different insights 

within each scenario.  



 

 268 

Take your pick 

You then need to pick your scenarios:  

o The ‘no painers’, strategies that hold well under some scenarios and are 

indifferent in others.  

o The ‘no brainers’, strategies that hold well under all scenarios.  

o The ‘big gains/big pains’, strategies that hold well under some scenarios but 

may be adverse under others. 

o The ‘no gainers’, strategies that are ill-advised under all scenarios.  

Essential context 

Scenarios provide the essential context for anticipating the future. It is much 

easier after the event to sort the relevant from the irrelevant signals. You will 

have created memories of the future by visualising pathways forward to desired 

or anticipated outcomes. These memories of the future act as a sort of filter to 

prevent our being overwhelmed by information.  

You have created a filter 

Information is filtered according to its perceived relevance to our memories of 

the future, our expectations, goals and plans. Only by accessing our memory of 

the future can we detect and perceive meaning from amongst the constant 

volley of signals to which we are constantly exposed. We will not perceive a 

signal from the outside world unless it is relevant to an option for the future that 

we have already worked out in our imaginations.  

The message 

In times of uncertainty and turbulence, organisations should develop an 

‘arsenal’ of future memories. And given the fluidity of change, strategic outlooks 
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need to be regularly refreshed to keep managerial perceptions sharp and 

organisational strategies in harmony with the environment.  

Go book yourself a perception pioneer.  ;) 

!  
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Strategy, innovation and 
market making 

I was never a fan of Blue Ocean Strategy. In my view, 

it was a case of ‘old wine in new sacks’ (Dutch saying). 

It sounds too much as the new product/new market 

combination from the Ansoff matrix. 

Blue Ocean Shift 

Was going to give it another shot with Blue Ocean Shift. How to shift from 

competing in crowded existing markets to creating new market space. Describes 

as the systematic process to move your organisation from cutthroat markets 

with bloody competition – what we think of as red oceans full of sharks – to 

wide-open blue oceans, or new markets devoid of competition, in a way that 

brings your people along. Moving your business from market competing to 

market creating. 

Lessons 

Here are the lessons. Some are open doors. 

o Do not benchmark. Freek Vermeulen, author of Breaking Bad Habits 

would agree. 

o Expand your horizons. 

o Have a humanistic approach. Capture the hearts and minds and focus on 

emotional engagement. 

o Provide people with a clear account of the thinking that underlies the 

process and be crystal clear about the expectations, the role and the 

responsibilities. 



 

 271 

o Focus on value innovation, not on technology innovation. 

o Do not take existing industry conditions as givens. 

o Aim to make the competition irrelevant. 

o Focus on creating and capturing new demand, not fighting over existing 

customers. Create new demand by looking at non-customers. Non-

customers, not customers, provide the greatest insight into what your 

industry is doing to limit demand and how you can overcome this. 

o Simultaneously pursue differentiation and low cost. 

o Deconstruct any challenge into its basic components, or atoms, and focus 

on solving them one at a time. 

o Map the competing factors. 

o Take a DIY anthropologic approach and learn by doing direct experience 

and observation. Seeing is believing. You should never, ever outsource your 

eyes or ears. Read The Moment of Clarity. 

o Assess your product/service offerings according to how much innovative 

value they offer buyers. 

o Use a Buyer Utility Map, which maps six distinct stages, running more or 

less sequentially from purchase to delivery, use, supplements (that is, other 

products or services needed to make your work), maintenance, and 

disposal. Each stage encompasses a variety of specific experiences. 

o Identify the three to five trends that are seen as having a decisive impact on 

your industry or target industry. 

o Use simplicity, productivity, convenience, risk reduction, fun and image, 

environment, eliminate, reduce, raise, and create as development lines of 

your offering. 

o Organise a blue ocean fair. 
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Roadmap 

The book is full of great examples, from the Red Nose fundraising, ActiFry to 

CitizenM hotels. CitizenM is the same example Freek Vermeulen uses in 

Breaking Bad Habits. Which you should read. Or read The Startup Way by Eric 

Ries. The book also does give some very good models and a full roadmap to 

implement and execute on an innovation pathway. 

Other books 

However, you might also read: 

o The Science of Serendipity. 

o The Business Model Innovation Factory. 

Innovation 

It does not really matter. What matters is that you make innovation a 

fundamental part of your business model. It does not matter what model you 

pick. Movement is more important than strategy. Market making will follow. At a 

minimum it will make you more change resistant.  
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Questions 

1. If tools were 100 times as powerful and less expensive, what could you do 

that you cannot do now? 

2. If your Internet connection was 100 times as fast as it is now, what type of 

high-value services could you provide that would be impossible today? 

3. Ask yourself if you’re thinking big enough. Is there a way you can take 

something to a much higher level at a faster pace? 

4. Why is it almost impossible for large organisations to spot new and radical 

technologies quickly, and develop their potential?  

5. Why are large corporations so eager to acquire new start-ups, and why are 

they capable of messing them up so profoundly in such a record time?  

6. How is it possible that large corporations – even when they understand 

their challenges and the directions they need to take – are incapable of 

moving on their own, without external help and guidance?  

7. How can corporates accelerate their ‘Day After Tomorrow’ thinking?  

8. Why do large organisations – that understand the fundamental challenges 

coming at them, because of disruptive technologies, business models or 

concepts – seem to be too paralysed to move fast enough to respond?  

9. How can companies become agile in their ‘Day After Tomorrow’ thinking, 

and be successful in developing an approach that works? 

10. What happens when you augment people? 

11. Is jobless the same as workless? 

12. What happens when you are managed by algorithms (and you don’t 

understand the algorithm)? 

13. Are we becoming an ‘algocracy’? 

14. Whose black box do you trust? 
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15. What happens to companies when everything becomes digital? 

16. What are the combinatorial effects of new technology (without digital 

photography, would there be Amazon, eBay, Etsy, or Airbnb)? 

17. What is the impact of ‘thick marketplaces’, a critical mass of consumers 

and producers, readers and writers, or buyers and sellers? 

18. Does an online service and the organisation that produces and manages it 

need to become inseparable? 

19. Are we all inside the application? Are we all the new synapses for the 

global brain? 

20. Will the labour market become like Lyft and Uber or Walmart and 

McDonalds?  

21. Why do we regulate labour? 

22. What does history tell us about winner-take-all? (The French revolution 

might be worthwhile studying.) 

23. What if an AI was more like a multicellular organism, an evolution beyond 

our single-celled selves? 

24. What if we were not even the cells of such an organism, but its 

microbiome, the vast ecology of microorganisms that inhabits our bodies? 

25. What happens if we ban ‘thin value’ and businesses exist to serve human 

needs? 

26. Why do we treat purely financial investments as equivalent to real 

business investment (only around 15% of the money flowing from 

financial institutions actually makes its way into a business investment)? 

27. What happens as start-ups are beginning to turn away from the financial 

market casino and trying to build real businesses again? 

28. What happens if we move from measuring ourselves on shareholder value 

to metrics around job growth or income growth? 
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29. What happens if we dampen the impact of super money? 

30. Are we measuring the right things? For example, if you take down your 

clothesline and buy an electric clothes dryer, the electric consumption of 

the nation rises slightly. If you go in the other direction and remove the 

electric clothes dryer and install a clothesline, the consumption of 

electricity drops slightly, but there is no credit given anywhere on the 

charts and graphs to solar energy, which is now drying the clothes. 

31. What will be the impact of basic income on the creative economy? 

32. When technology moves far faster than the education system, what 

happens? Read Robot-proof. 

33. Should we introduce a golden share? In The Entrepreneurial State, 

Mariana Mazzucato details the role of government in funding the 

innovations that are embodied in products such as the iPhone, 

pharmaceutical and agricultural innovation, and the new private space 

race. She makes the case that start-ups commercialising government-

funded research should pay royalties into a ‘National Innovation Fund’ or 

issue a ‘golden share’ – an undilutable percentage ownership to the public 

– precisely in order to capture a portion of the value as and if created. 

34. What is the essence of the Maker movement? Making for the joy of 

exploration. Making to learn. The idea is that if we really want to have 

mastery over our tools, we have to be able to get inside them, understand 

how they work, and modify them. 

35. What is the role of social capital (contextually dependent know-how, 

which is valuable when shared by a critical mass of people)? 

36. Should you forget about disruption, and instead work on stuff that 

matters? 

37. Should you pursue something so important that, even if you fail, the world 

is better off for you having tried? 
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38. Should you create value for your communities and your customers as well 

as yourself? 

39. Should you create a self-reinforcing value loop with and for others? 

40. Who will have the money to buy tomorrow’s products in an increasingly 

automated world? 

41. Should we mitigate against the enormous economic losses from pollution? 

(China has estimated these losses to its economy as 10% of GDP.) 

42. Should we radically change our economy to cater for 9 billion people? 

43. Should we change from “we need jobs” to “we have a job to do”?  

44. What happens when ‘work’, not ‘jobs’, becomes the organising principle 

for our map of the future labour economy? 

45. Would you rather be defined by a record of your past or driven by a vision 

of your future? 

46. Can a team conceive and launch an innovation project quickly (in a few 

months or less)?   

47. Are your innovation project teams multi-disciplinary?   

48. Are people working on innovation projects excused from all the duties of 

their regular jobs?   

49. How frequently are innovation projects expected to make formal reports? 

50. How many meetings with project outsiders in each quarter must 

innovation projects attend in order to provide updates?   

51. Do innovation project teams have to go through the same procedures to 

procure equipment or services as the rest of the company does?   

52. Our innovation projects allowed us to freely collaborate with external 

parties?   

53. Are innovation projects’ members permitted to form a start-up to 

continue their work if the company decides not to pursue the idea? 
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54. Do you have formal innovation programmes and opportunities open to 

employees to realise their ideas? 

55. Do you offer employees any time during the year to work on new ideas 

they may have generated? 

56. Does your company have a digital suggestion box or internal social media-

type discussion network that is well-publicised?  

57. Does senior management read those suggestions? 

58. Do you have examples to hand out of products, features, or services whose 

origins lie beyond the product, design, and engineering teams?   

59. Do you have a formal recognition programme for great ideas or successful 

innovation projects? 

60. Do your organisation’s innovation projects get ready access to internal 

domain expertise?  

61. Does your organisation have a dedicated innovation or experimentation 

programme to ensure that the organisation holds resources in reserve to 

supply innovation efforts?   

62. Is your organisation’s brand a plus or a minus for innovation projects?   

63. What variety of people do teams on innovation projects include?   

64. How does your organisation publicly demonstrate clear support for 

innovation (excluding window dressing!)? 

65. What happens to the leads of innovation projects after they fail?  

66. How commonly do they attempt another innovation project?   

67. Do innovation projects have full access to any useful data and intelligence 

gathered by the larger company or organisation?   

68. What types of innovative marketing strategies do the innovation projects 

enjoy? 

69. What products and services do we currently have in our portfolio?  
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70. What capabilities do we have as an organisation?  

71. Which of our business models are under threat of disruption from start-

ups and competitors?  

72. Which innovation projects are we currently running, and how much 

progress are they making?  

73. What is going on in the world around us?  

74. What key trends should we be paying attention to?  

75. Are there emerging technologies we should be concerned about?  

76. Are there fledgling start-ups or competitors that could disrupt our 

business?  

77. Is our current portfolio of products, services and capabilities adaptive to 

its business environment?  

78. Where are the gaps in our portfolio?  

79. How are we going to use innovation to respond?  

80. Which key trends should we be exploring?  

81. Which moves are we going to make in order to improve our portfolio of 

products, services and capabilities?  

82. Which new business models and value propositions are we going to invest 

in?  

83. Where are all the corporate traps and bureaucracy?  

84. Which stakeholders are the most difficult?  

85. Which ones are most supportive?  

86. Are there any other early adopters of innovation within the company 

whom you might target and work with?  

87. What innovation programmes are running at the moment? 

88. Why were the programmes set up?  
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89. What are they trying to achieve?  

90. Are these programmes focused on creating new growth, transforming the 

company or both?  

91. How much impact are they actually having on either creating new growth 

or transforming the company?  

92. What challenges are they facing?  

93. What are the main enablers and blockers within the company?  

94. How do we create the space for experiments with appropriate constraints?  

95. How do we fund projects without knowing the return on investment in 

advance?  

96. How do we create appropriate milestones for innovation teams that are 

working autonomously?  

97. How do we provide professional development and coaching to help people 

get better at entrepreneurship?  

98. How do we create cross-functional teams with the right people in them?  

99. How do we create the right incentives and advancement systems?  

100. How do we manage and transition successful start-up teams?  

101. Is anybody in the real world who cares about the product or service we are 

thinking of creating? 

102. What problems are we solving, and for which customer segment?  

103. Is there a real customer need out there?  

104. How do we reach these customers?  

105. What are the technical risks? 

106. Can this be done profitably?  

107. Where will we create and deliver value?  
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108. How will we reach customers to tell them about our product and/or 

deliver it to them?  

109. How much will it cost us to create and deliver value? How much will 

customers pay?  

110. How will we break even or get to profitability?  

111. When should this be done?   

112. To what extent does your product depend on the successful 

commercialisation of other companies’ innovations? What is the problem 

that you are trying to solve? 

113. What kind of problem is this? 

114. Have you seen this kind of problem before? 

115. What information do you have or need to find? 

116. What kinds of people do you need in order to solve the problem: 

Disruptors, Researchers, Trendspotters, Mavericks and Rebels, or 

Connectors? 

117. Do you have any initial ideas on how you might solve the problem? 

118. Have you solved similar situations in the past? What worked? What could 

you have done better? 

119. Who are your stakeholders? 

120. Are there any market trends that may impact the solution? 

121. What are the changes in customer behaviour or market conditions that 

may impact the problem statement? 

122. What is influencing changes or changing behaviour in your customers?  

123. Has the context in which your customer exists or operates changed? 

124. What is the customer experience?  

125. Have customer expectations changed?  
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126. How are customers interacting with your company, products, and 

services?  

127. How have your customers’ needs evolved? 

128.  How can you take all this information and incorporate it into your 

thinking and ideation? 

129. Which ideas would help you address the problem and anticipate changes 

in the industry? 

130. How do project teams develop outcome-oriented ideas? 

131. Does the idea make sense? 

132. Is the idea simple and easy to implement? 

133. What is the change that you are going to make? 

134. What areas of the business do you need in order to implement the 

solution? 

135. How will the achievement of the project team’s goal impact other groups 

and teams?  

136. And, most importantly, how will it affect customers? 

137. What is the new design, process, or programme that you are proposing? 

138. How will you communicate the change? 

139. What is the timeline to implement the change? 

140. What is the critical path? 

141. What are the milestones? 

142. What are the potential roadblocks that will hinder the success of the 

project? 

143. How do you segregate disruptive innovation incubating or scaling new 

products or business opportunities from sustaining innovation, making 

improvements to existing entities? 
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144. How do you separate revenue performance and financial commitments 

from the more established parts of the business that are funding and 

resourcing new product and businesses opportunities? 

145. Are there complementary technologies that need to be developed for the 

threat to be realised? 

146. What can we really glean about customer behaviour and tastes? 

147. How much improvement potential is left in existing technologies? 

148. Does everyone understand the company’s insurgent mission?  

149. Are we focused on empowering/supporting the front line?  

150. Do we think and act like owners? 

151. Can we learn from competitors, especially newly-emerging insurgents, 

who embody the founder’s mentality better?  

152. Is the company as much of a meritocracy as it was in its younger days? 

153. How do answers to these questions change our business priorities? 

154. What do your customers want? 

155. Who are your competitors? 

156. What are the risk profiles of your staff? 

157. If you selected an employee of the company at random, from any level or 

function or region, and that employee had an absolutely brilliant idea that 

would unlock a dramatic new source of growth for the company, how 

would he or she get it implemented? 

158. Does the company have an automatic process for testing a new idea, to see 

if it is actually any good? 

159. Does the company have the management tools necessary to scale this idea 

up to maximum impact, even if it doesn’t align with any of the company’s 

current lines of business? 
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160. Does the company harness the creativity and talent of every single one of 

its employees? 

161. Who in your organisation is in charge of grappling with uncertainty, 

unlocking unexpected and dramatic new forms of growth and impact, 

translating research insights into viable products, and harnessing the 

forces of disruption in the organisation? 

162. Who is overseeing high-potential growth initiatives that could one day 

become new divisions of the company? 

163. Who is infusing everyday work across the organisation with an 

entrepreneurial, experimental, iterative mindset? 

164. Who is managing success (because that is when the real fun starts)? 

165. Do you have a dedicated function with its own career-path of corporate 

entrepreneurs, and also as a source of widespread basic knowledge, 

responsible for spreading entrepreneurial methods throughout your 

organisation? 

166. Are you creating ‘islands of freedom’? 

167. Does your technology infrastructure support low-friction interaction 

between units?  

168. Does the culture of the business encourage entrepreneurial leadership in 

the units?  

169. Do you have the personnel to take ownership of each unit and operate 

them on a semi-autonomous basis?  

170. How long does it take your organisation to make decisions? 

171. What frustrates you most at work?  

172. What stops you doing your best work each day?  

173. What are your colleagues’ biggest gripes and concerns?  

174. What are your customers’ biggest complaints?  
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175. What do you think keeps the chief executive up at night?  

176. What are the biggest issues in the media that cover your sector?  

177. What’s wrong with your supply chain that also affects your peers?  

178. What downstream issues affect you and your peers?  

179. What keeps your investors/stakeholders up at night? 

180. How fast is your expenses processing, order handling, budget approval 

and new employee onboarding? 

181. How rich are the data that support your decision-making?  

182. How long did the relevant information take to collate and present?  

183. How confident are you in the quality and transparency of the data?  

184. Do you get the right information to decide, fast and untainted?  

185. How far does information have to travel through your organisation before 

it reaches a decision-maker?  

186. How much is the data interfered with as they make their journey?  

187. How much work is required to extract meaning from the data?  

188. Is the ultimate decision taken in a timely fashion? Why have people 

historically bought from us?  

189. What do we provide that they really care about?  

190. What is the disruptive shift in our market?  

191. What used to matter to them but doesn’t really anymore?  

192. What do they wish we could do that we don’t? 

193. What did we do that we can now outsource?  

194. What did we use to outsource that we should do?  

195. Can we go direct?  

196. Use a different distribution channel? 

197. Can our customers support themselves? 
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198. Can we wrap services around our product?  

199. Can we wrap products around our service? 

200. Could a ‘freemium’ offering drive usage?  

201. Can we shift from a one-time purchase to a subscription model? 

202. How frequently should we charge for our offering?  

203. How should we charge? 

204. Which disruptive trends have the potential to change our competitive 

landscape?  

205. What is the new way we will compete in today’s core?  

206. What old metrics are no longer relevant?  

207. Which new ones are?  

208. What are the most exciting growth opportunities that are now options for 

us?  

209. Who will be our new competitors?  

210. What unique capabilities will allow us to win?  

211. How will we sharpen current capabilities and build new ones?  

212. If we successfully execute, who will we become?  

213. What will be different?  

214. What will be the same?  

215. What organisational changes will maximise our chances of success?  

216. Is the ‘What?’ compelling?  

217. How important and unsolved is the problem you are targeting? 

218. Is the ‘Who?’ sufficient? 

219. How many people face the problem? 

220. Is the ‘How?’ believable? 

221. To what degree is a solution imaginable without any miracles? 
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222. Is the ‘Why?’ convincing? 

223. To what degree does it fit your capability set and market trends? 

224. What’s next?  

225. So what?  

226. Now what? 

227. Which practices are the public unaware of, but if they were, it would alter 

their perception of who we are and what we do? 

228. What are the frustrations customers have with our products or services?  

229. What roadblocks do our processes or regulations put in the way of the 

customer’s experience?  

230. What unnecessary margins can others target?  

231. Do we give our customers a reason to stay?  

232. Which issues are tolerated that are universally disliked or drive people to 

despair?  

233. Which issues have the potential to emerge as unresolved tensions in the 

future?  

234. Who or what is marginalised or exploited by current policies?  

235. What events might cause these systemic inequities to reach a tipping 

point?  

236. Who outside of power is prepared to persist for their cause? 

237. What is the price being paid for today’s behaviours?  

238. What is being lost or becoming scarce?  

239. What is the false part of the dominant paradigm?  

240. Is there a hierarchy of values that individuals and societies move through? 

If so, what is it? 
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241. What conditions are required to facilitate the movement of individuals 

and societies along this hierarchy?  

242. What themes and behaviours are individuals and societies likely to be 

attracted to at each stage of this hierarchy?  

243. What are they likely to reject?  

244. How do we position our business for sustained future success? 

245. How would you define the role or purpose of your organisation? 

246. Which external factors are having, or could have, a significant influence 

on your response to the strategic challenge? 

247. In relation to the strategic challenge, what significant developments do 

you expect to occur in the future? 

248. How might alternative expectations for the future differ from your own? 

249. In relation to the strategic challenge, what are the three things you would 

most like to know about the future? 

250. What does a prosperous/less than prosperous future for your organisation 

look and feel like? 

251. What are the major decisions on your planning horizon? 

252. What internal or external constraints present a challenge to future 

organisational change? 

253. Which events from the past, either internal or external, provide important 

lessons for the future? 

254. Are there any aspects of your business that you feel are sacred cows or 

‘untouchables’? 

255. What are the unwritten rules that guide decision making and behaviour 

within your organisation? 

256. When you move on from your role, what is it you would like to leave 

behind or be remembered for?’  
!  
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Test 

You can test your level of intrapreneurship here https://intrapreneurial-

index.com/ and pick up some tools to improve. 
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Further Information 

Ron Immink 

Thought-leader, intrapreneur, sense-maker, 

perception pioneer. Best-selling author and writer. 

Professional speaker. 

I help companies and individuals to develop compelling stories, which create 

better business models, higher productivity, more profit and a higher valuation. 

I believe in thought leadership and self-expression. The best forms of self-

expression are running your own business and writing (books) or both. Good 

entrepreneurship and good books have a positive impact on the individual and 

the world. 

Entrepreneurship, innovation and strategy 

Ron is a Dutch/Irish entrepreneur with extensive experience in the areas of 

(social) entrepreneurship, intrapreneurship, strategy, innovation and SME 

engagement. He is an entrepreneur and is probably one of the best-read 

entrepreneurs in Europe. He has read over 10,000 books. 

Winning 

He is a best-selling author (one of his books sold 125,000 copies). His 15 books 

(some are about other books) cover topics such as business planning, strategy, 

future trends, social media, innovation, resilience and sense-making. Through 

his speaking engagements, his guest lectures, his facilitation, his workshops, his 

advisory and coaching roles, he has developed a clear set of proven winning 

models for his clients. 
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Unique wide perspective 

Ron has worked with universities such as Teeside University, Arizona State 

University, Dublin City University, Trinity College and University College 

Dublin, membership organisations such as the PMI, CPA, CIMA, British Irish 

Chamber of Commerce, corporate clients such as FTI, ICM, KPMG, Deloitte, AIG, 

PM Group, Bank of Ireland, Ulster Bank and RBS, government departments such 

Social Welfare and Trade and Enterprise, public agencies such as FAS, 

Enterprise Ireland, OECD, ILO and EBRD. He has also worked with thousands of 

businesses across Europe. It gives him a unique spectrum of perspectives on 

innovation and entrepreneurship in highly complex environments. 

Speaking and writing 

He speaks and writes regularly about climate change as a business opportunity, 

innovation, leadership, future trends and intrapreneurship. You can find his 

blogs on his website, where you can also subscribe to his newsletter. See 

https://www.ronimmink.com/. 

Perception pioneer 

Alternative perceptions are a great source of strategic insight. Perception 

pioneers introduce you to new perspectives. Perception pioneers introduce you 

to a new way of seeing. Organisations would do well to collate and cultivate a 

group of perception pioneers, integrating their insights into the ongoing 

strategic design process.  

Based on the thousands of business books he has read and his extensive business 

experience, Ron is available as the in-company thinker. Giving you his wanted 

and unwanted advice, sending you the books and articles you should read, 

asking the (awkward) questions and share his insights, perspective and 

knowledge. Guaranteed to keep you sharp and up to date. 
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Book in 8 days 

As a best-selling author, writer, blogger and his past as a publisher, Ron helps 

clients to write a unique and compelling book in 4 X 2 days, increasing their 

profile, reputation and earning capacity.  

Intrapreneur in residence 

Ron is the intrapreneur in residence for Sustainable Nation in Ireland. He runs 

Ideaspad, a green intrapreneurship, innovation and reinvention programme for 

SMEs and MNCs and is an advisor to the Climate-KIC accelerator. His next 

project is an intrapreneurship accelerator tackling climate change. 

Strategy Crowd 

Ron founded BookBuzz (business book-based concept, working with MNCs on 

innovation, strategy and leadership), which has now become part of 

StrategyCrowd. Strategy Crowd helps companies to scale and grow. 

SME engagement 

He was one of the founders and creators of an innovative concept, branded 

Smallbusinesscan (SME engagement, co-creation, content, social media and 

banking), which he managed for 10 years. Smallbusinesscan became the biggest 

online SME network in Ireland with 25,000 members, financed by RBS and 

Ulster Bank. 

LinkedIn 

You can find his LinkedIn profile here: 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/ronimmink/ 

Feel free to connect. 
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Love to hear from you 

E: ron@ronimmink.com 

T: +353851006307 

W: https://www.ronimmink.com/ 

Tw: https://twitter.com/ronimmink  
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OAK TREE PRESS 

Oak Tree Press develops and delivers information, advice and resources for 
entrepreneurs and managers. It is Ireland’s leading business book 
publisher, with an unrivalled reputation for quality titles across business, 
management, human resources, law, marketing and enterprise topics.  

In addition, Oak Tree Press occupies a unique position in start-up and small 
business support in Ireland through its standard-setting titles, as well as 
training courses, mentoring and advisory services.  

Oak Tree Press is comfortable across a range of communication media – 
print, web and training, focusing always on the effective communication of 
business information. 

 

Oak Tree Press, Cork T12 EVT0, Ireland. 

T: + 353 86 244 1633  

E: info@oaktreepress.com W: www.oaktreepress.com. 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 


