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In February 2020, The Inovo Group hosted 15 innovation executives in Cleveland, Ohio to discuss approaches to 
strategic vs sustaining innovation. This roundtable included discussion on the topics of innovation roadblocks – what 
makes strategic innovation difficult – and approaches that have been adopted or need to be adopted to create a strong 
innovation system. Industry peers shared what was working, what wasn’t, and how they gauge their organization’s overall 
innovation maturity level.

What follows are some of the themes and insights emerging from a day of interactive dialogue and collaborative problem 
solving.

STRATEGIC  VS  SUSTA IN ING  INNOVAT ION  
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LARGE  ORGANIZAT IONS  ARE  BECOMING  SYSTEMATIC  ABOUT  INNOVAT ION ,
BUT  THOSE  SYSTEMS  ST I L L  HAVE  AREAS  THAT  DEMAND  ATTENTION
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THINK ING  STRATEGICALLY  ABOUT  THE  FUTURE  AND  CREAT ING  NEW 
OPPORTUNIT IES  IN  A  SYSTEMATIC  WAY  HAS  MANY  SUPPORTING  ELEMENTS

Elements of a strategic innovation capability

People – What leadership and practitioner competencies 
must be developed? How do we recruit and hire people with 

the right competencies?  How do we develop these 

competencies?

Operation – What are the business processes, procedural 
methods and software tools needed to build an effective 

innovation system? What are the governance mechanisms 

and decision rights for deploying resources?

Organization – What are the necessary formal and informal 
structures, including inter- and intra-company networks? What 

are the necessary resource levels? Who will fund these 

resources?
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SUSTA IN ING ,  STRATEGIC  AND  SPECULAT IVE

SpeculativeSustaining
is incremental and close to the core. It is necessary to 
stay competitive in  the short term

Strategic
stretches the company’s boundaries and has the 
potential to create new capabilities. It is necessary to 
stay competitive in  the long term.

Speculative
takes high risk “moonshots” that could have vast 
potential. It is optional for companies with a high 
capacity for risk and a long-term vision
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TH INK  UNCERTA INTY  (NOT  R ISK )

• Sustaining opportunities have little uncertainty (they may still be risky).

• Strategic opportunities have much higher levels of uncertainty

• Speculative opportunities have extreme levels of uncertainty

Risk

We don’t know what is going to happen 
next, but we do know what the distribution 
looks like.

Uncertainty

We don’t know what is going to happen 
next, and we do not know what the 
possible distribution looks like.

Strategic OpportunitiesSustaining Opportunities

Accelerated growth
→ Uncertainty dominates risk

Baseline growth
→ Risk dominates uncertainty
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SEPARAT ING  INNOVAT ION  FROM STAGE  GATE

One of the largest challenges is separating an 
innovation system from the stage gate process. 
Many leaders are tempted to use the same 
process for both, but innovation requires a system 
that allows for more unknowns. 

There should be separate pipelines and separate 
budgets. Issues can arise when there is a lack of 
an explicitly defined innovation strategy and 
system. Different business units can begin fighting 
over ownership of opportunities and commitments 
to fund their development. 

A solution: make innovation its own “business 
unit” – a Central Innovation Group (CIG) - with 
its own clearly defined strategy.
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INNOVAT ION  STARTS  (AND  STOPS ) WITH IN  THE  TOP

Leadership mindset is critical. Many leadership teams 
create a deep focus on near future timelines (1 to 3 years 
out). This shifts the culture and incentive system to 
prioritize sustaining innovations and making incremental 
improvements to current products. Innovation groups need 
to be supported to explore further out timelines (7 to 10 
years out). This is the timeline for strategic innovation.

It is also important to create a culture where it is okay to 
experiment, learn, and even “fail.” Budgets should account 
for learning opportunities. 
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NEED  FOR  AN  INNOVAT ION  SYSTEM

Much of an employee’s time is spent on sustaining 
projects and little is spent focused on strategic 
innovation. Not every employee should be part of the 
innovation team but many companies with ill-defined 
innovation processes double-dip their employees and 
teams. The lack of distinct innovation teams without 
their own budgets hinders the innovation capabilities 
of a company. Many business units fight over which 
unit owns the rights to pursue the innovations that 
emerge out of the team or if there are no innovation 
opportunities that emerge, it is usually due to there 
being a lack of funding and incentives.
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NOT  EVERYONE  I S  COMFORTABLE  WITH  THE  INNOVAT ION  M INDSET

Some companies experience high turnover rates in staff 
when engineering or marketing team members are forced 
to become the company’s “innovation team.” For an 
innovation group to be successful there needs to be the 
right people and personalities on an innovation team. When 
the team members do not feel comfortable with the 
uncertainty involved in innovation or are pulled in many 
different directions at once. The result is a poor innovation 
system. Team members should exhibit certain 
characteristics in order to build a successful innovation team 
(eight characteristics listed on the following page).

Areas to probe when selecting 
innovation staff

✓ Their uncertainty tolerance

✓ Their resilience

✓ Their methods for overcoming barriers

✓ Their process for learning

✓ Are they curious?

Ask

✓ “What didn't you omit from your resume because you are 
not so proud of it?”

✓ What have you created?

✓ What do you work on in your spare time?
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2. Actionable Empathy

The ability to imagine and 
experience motivations

3. Broad Aptitude

Breadth and depth
of knowledge

1. Outreach Discovery

Building and finding
knowledge networks

4. Mental Duality

Keeping the whole and parts in mind 
simultaneously

6. Qualitative Synthesis

Thinking & reasoning with 
ambiguous information

7. Clarifying Storytelling

Crafting compelling narratives to 
convey a future

5. Experimental Imagination

Coming up with unique, new, and 
compelling concepts

8. Options Decision Making

Making decisions in the face of 
ambiguity

From Section A - Innovation People and 
Proficiencies

The Inovo Group’s Strategic Innovation Playbook 
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UT IL IZ ING  OPPORTUNITY  MANAGEMENT  SYSTEMS

Some companies collect ideas from within the company 
in the form of a portal or informal survey/process. It 
becomes very difficult to determine how to sort out the 
good ideas from the bad. Then it is time consuming to 
provide feedback to all of the internal participants. 
Intrapreneurship can be a powerful thing for companies 
to harness, but what is the best process for gathering 
and triaging opportunity ideas? 

Possible solutions:
• Idea Canvas 
• Inovo Opportunity Management System
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INCENT IVE  SYSTEMS  COUNTERACT ING  INNOVAT ION

Managers are mainly fighting to hit sales and 
production numbers and due to the incentive 
structure of most companies, they do not have long 
term job security if they are unable to meet their 
sales/production goals. These short-term goals and 
incentives drive many of the decisions that are made 
for teams within the company. This skews the effort 
towards sustaining innovations. The challenge is on 
the management level to understand sustaining vs. 
strategic innovation and see the importance of 
incentivizing both while providing a sustainable 
system to do so. 
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CREATE  A  CULTURE  OF  REALLOCAT ING  RESOURCES  FROM WEAK
TO  STRONG OPPORTUNIT IES

Do not put any more time and attention on ideas that fail to
suggest a narrative of potential. Instead celebrate the efficient 
choice to let go of opportunities that can’t muster a vision. 
This frees up resources that can then be allocated to other 
opportunities. It is also important to create an opportunity 
triage system as a way to keep track of ideas and archive 
others. Saying “no” to an opportunity can mean “not now”. An 
opportunity management system allows you to keep a log of 
opportunities without having to continually invest in every one. 
This also helps teams not to repeat efforts in the future for 
ideas if they are resurrected. An opportunity management 
system allows you to not lose the learnings and prior work, 
which is common if team member change and the 
files/systems get lost in the transition.
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“DO YOU USE A TERM FOR “BEYOND SUSTAINING INNOVATION? IF SO, WHAT IS IT?”
YOU  SA ID…
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“WHAT IS YOUR GREATEST CHALLENGE IN BEING SUCCESSFUL WITH THAT TYPE OF 
INNOVATION?”  YOU  SA ID…
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The New to the World axis has 5 key attributes

Transformation represents how much an aspect of the world or 
industry will be changed by introducing the opportunity of 
interest (OoI)

Technological/Design Novelty

How new and transformative is the technology and designs enabled?

Market Disruption

How different is the market or segment from what currently exists?

New Capability or Experience

What new types of experiences are introduced that change behaviors?

Altered Value Network

How do relationships in supply chains and channels change?

Economic Transformation

What new means of deriving and partitioning value are being introduced?

*A score of 1 means little or no transformation takes place, and a 
score of 5 means significant transformation takes place
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The New to the Company axis has 5 attributes

Expansion represents how much a company needs to expand in 
a certain way given the opportunity of interest.

Technology/Design Risk

How compatible with current technological and design experience?

Market/Customer Novelty

What new markets, segments and customers are being targeted?

Develop & Supply Chain Transformation

What new means of designing and producing are needed?

Strategy & Customer Relationship Change

What new distribution and customer relationships are needed?

Strategy & Business Stretch

What new strategic or business elements are needed?
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*A score of 1 means little or no expansion takes place, and a 
score of 5 means significant expansion takes place
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The end-scores (1 and 5) should be pegged to 
an example from the company’s history
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Beyond the Idea: How to Execute Innovation in 
Any Organization 

Vijay Govindarajan and Chris Trimble

Beyond the Core

Chris Zook

Grabbing Lightning

Gina O’Connor, Richard Leifer, Albert S. Paulson, Louis S. 
Peters

Creative Construction

Gary Pisano

Strategic Innovation: If It Feels Comfortable, 
You’re Not Doing it Right

Larry Schmitt

Sustaining and Strategic: Definition and 
Comparison

The Inovo Group

Inside the Green Box

Larry Schmitt

Systems Thinking and 
System Dynamics Modeling

Thinking in Systems

Donella Meadows

Business Dynamics 

John Sterman

Strategic Modeling and Business Dynamics

John Morecroft

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B00CQY7QNC/
https://www.amazon.com/Beyond-Core-Expand-Without-Abandoning/dp/1578519519/
https://amazon.com/Grabbing-Lightning-Capability-Breakthrough-Innovation/dp/0787996645/
https://www.amazon.com/Creative-Construction-DNA-Sustained-Innovation/dp/1610398777/
https://www.theinovogroup.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/12/Inovo_Strategic_Innovation_White_Paper-1.pdf
https://www.theinovogroup.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/12/Inovo_Strategic_Innovation_White_Paper-1.pdf
https://www.theinovogroup.com/sustaining-and-strategic/
https://www.theinovogroup.com/inside-the-green-box/
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B005VSRFEA/
https://www.amazon.com/Business-Dynamics-John-D-Sterman/dp/0071068120/ref=sr_1_1
https://www.amazon.com/Strategic-Modelling-Business-Dynamics-Website/dp/1118844688/
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B00CQY7QNC/
https://www.amazon.com/Beyond-Core-Expand-Without-Abandoning/dp/1578519519/
https://amazon.com/Grabbing-Lightning-Capability-Breakthrough-Innovation/dp/0787996645/
https://www.amazon.com/Creative-Construction-DNA-Sustained-Innovation/dp/1610398777/
https://www.theinovogroup.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/12/Inovo_Strategic_Innovation_White_Paper-1.pdf
https://www.theinovogroup.com/sustaining-and-strategic/
https://www.theinovogroup.com/inside-the-green-box/
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B005VSRFEA/
https://www.amazon.com/Business-Dynamics-John-D-Sterman/dp/0071068120/
https://www.amazon.com/Strategic-Modelling-Business-Dynamics-Website/dp/1118844688/


Innovation Answered by Innovation Leader

a16z Podcast with Andreessen Horowitz 
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Zone to Win by Geoffrey Moore

Remembering Clayton Christensen by Larry Schmitt (part of the Inovo monthly Qi Newsletter series)

The Innovator’s Dilemma by Clayton Christensen

CLICK ICONS FOR LINKS
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S U G G E S T E D  P O D C A S T S CLICK ICONS TO LISTEN

https://www.innovationleader.com/resources/podcast-innovation-answered
https://soundcloud.com/a16z
https://www.innovationleader.com/resources/podcast-innovation-answered
https://soundcloud.com/a16z
https://www.amazon.com/Zone-Win-Organizing-Compete-Disruption-ebook/dp/B016R3G2GY
https://www.theinovogroup.com/remembering-clayton-christensen/
https://www.amazon.com/Innovators-Dilemma-Revolutionary-Change-Business/dp/0062060244
https://www.amazon.com/Zone-Win-Organizing-Compete-Disruption-ebook/dp/B016R3G2GY
https://www.theinovogroup.com/remembering-clayton-christensen/
https://www.amazon.com/Innovators-Dilemma-Revolutionary-Change-Business/dp/0062060244


Making strategic choices about 
how and where to grow

Developing strategic 
opportunities for growth

Designing and building 
strategic innovation capability
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For more information, check out Inovo’s website
or drop us a line…

With Inovo as collaboration 
partner and guide, organizations 
transform their innovation 
offerings, cultures & capabilities.

Steve Schwartz
Managing Partner and Co-founder
The Inovo Group, LLC
Ann Arbor, Michigan 48104
USA
P: +1 (734) 717-6224
E: sschwartz@TheInovoGroup.com
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https://www.theinovogroup.com/
mailto:sschwartz@TheInovoGroup.com
https://www.linkedin.com/in/sschwartzatinovo/

