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Innovation has been a mantra for Government, industry and public sector organisations for the past few decades, yet realising it has proved elusive and expensive. The reasons for this are rooted in the way organisations view and act on innovation:

· Innovation as outcome – a black box, usually R&D, is given the responsibility for producing a string of new products/services, but this strategy of hope ignores the critical interdisciplinary nature of innovation and its dependence on multifunctional teams, and is therefore less productive than it might be.

· Innovation as process – an organised method for creating a string of new products/services, which can be effective, provided the process does not become a substitute for creativity and challenge. 

· Innovation as culture – a belief that creativity will conquer all and that all management processes stifle creativity: another hit and miss strategy, this time of ideology.

· Innovation as culture and process – this is best practice of innovation, but it is difficult to sustain for a young and growing organisation, or to introduce in an established one. In practice, it is less effective for breakthrough innovations simply because it lacks a critical piece.

This missing piece is entrepreneurship.

· Innovation as culture, process AND entrepreneurship – explanation: entrepreneurship has a wide, business remit, whereas innovation has a product/service remit; entrepreneurs are opportunity seeking, innovators are problem solvers (better, faster, cheaper); entrepreneurs overcome ‘resource realities’ by actively recruiting through networking and selling the vision; they are comfortable with ambiguity and uncertainty, and are ready to change tack as more information comes to hand (generally from the market), corporate managers, even of innovation teams, dislike ambiguity and uncertainty, minimise risk to the company and its shareholders and are often guided by the (unwritten) rule that saying ‘No’ to fuzzy new ideas is never career-threatening, whilst saying ‘Yes’ and failing, can be. In short, entrepreneurs make things happen and fight against ‘the system’, even at the risk of their careers, rather than resign to it. They can be opportunities for the organisation, but are more often seen as threats.

So, how should an organisation go about realising breakthrough innovation projects? In summary:

1. Treat them as new business opportunities rather than as innovation projects. 

2. Create an entrepreneurial business team, rather than an R&D-driven project team. Since entrepreneurs depend on innovators (and vice versa, if only they knew it!) the latter is a key part of the team.

3. Can entrepreneurs and suitable teams be identified? Yes, beyond gut feel and prejudices!

4. Can we organise to handle breakthrough projects? Yes, by creating a Business Laboratory, analogous to an R&D Laboratory. Create a Breakthroughs Board, with the right members, that is responsible to the CEO for the laboratory, and is chartered to focus on high impact projects.

