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Empowering Innovation by Balancing Creativity and[image: image1.emf]Product 
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When I examine myself and my methods of thought, I come to the conclusion that the gift of fantasy has meant more to me than my talent for absorbing positive knowledge. Albert Einstein

Before the airplane flew people drew pictures of all kinds of airplanes. After it flew, most airplanes looked the same. If the system is to work, it will inevitably have to look a lot like the other systems that already work. Silas Fisher

[image: image2.wmf]How do we rectify these two pieces of advice? As we pursue innovation should we emphasize capturing learning from past efforts and transforming it into repeatable processes? Or should we emphasize personal creativity and fantasy? Organizations looking to truly empower innovation need to strike a balance of both qualities.

The diagram at the right depicts these qualities as a set of orthogonal vectors. The horizontal axis represents increasing discipline-- as defined by processes which exist as “pathways” or “fences”. The vertical axis indicates increasing freedom and creativity.
Each quadrant represents a maturation state of product innovation competency within an organization. Where would you place your product organization?

Quadrant 1 (Lower left -- low pathways, low freedom)

This state is like being bare foot in a dense forest without roads, transportation, compass or so much as a machete to clear a path. You have no idea what is out there – so you aren’t particularly motivated to move. Product development wanders aimlessly at a very slow pace. Every project is a new adventure, you’re tired of slow progress and you become timid and confused.

Many companies have product development systems which languor in this quadrant… delivering neither speed not differentiation.

Quadrant 2 (Upper left -- low fences, high freedom)

This state is like being in a forest with no roads but with high motivation and all matter of tools and aids to make personal progress and remove barriers: machete, earthmoving vehicles, steel toed boots; compass and protection from the environment. 

You can make progress but every movement is pioneering and requires creating your own approach to everything.

Our experience is that many product professionals, particularly software developers, prefer this quadrant. They are inspired by the freedom to innovate and eschew excessive process. This sounds –- and is -- fun for awhile. It gives the opportunity to hit home runs. But, since few organizations have enough Einstein’s the fantasizing gets out of control and the flow of value to the marketplace is often unpredictable and inconsistent.

Quadrant 3 (Lower right -- Low freedom; high fences) 

This state is somewhat the opposite of Quadrant 2. It’s like being on an expressway with a fast car … but no off ramps. You can get to a limited set of places really well – and reasonably predictably. But you don’t have the ability (authority) to get to other nearby “places” that can be more effective end points for your journey.

You feel trapped by these limited, ultra-disciplined pathways.

This state can work well for certain organizations but often the excessive constraints imposed by process fences keep the enterprise from truly hitting the mark with the customer’s needs.

Quadrant 4 (Upper Right -- high freedom; high fences/pathways) 
This state is like being in a very fast car on a transportation network of expressways, ramps, surface streets and sidewalks – and hiking boots. You are comforted by the fact that most places can be arrived at quickly and with confidence since others have preceded you and you are building upon what they’ve done. Yet, when the predetermined paths just don’t seem to be delivering the desired solution you can use your compass to control your departure from the sidewalks and to go into uncharted territory. When you get off the path you know right away you are leaving a world of predetermined risk and you are cognizant that you need to ‘be careful’ as you search passionately for an even better solution.
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