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This document contains an initid exploration of the literature on innovation. The
intention isto look & the organizationd learning implications of this concept, aswell as
a the factors that motivate innovation.

The exploration is chalenging for severa reasons. Firg, the literature on innovation is
enormous, necessitating a very selective trestment of the subject. Second, thereis a great
ded of conceptua ambiguity associated with the term “innovation.” Therefore, an
overview of the concept has been included in this paper. Third, not dl of the relevant
literature and case Sudy materid isidentified with the term innovation. This paper is
limited to those materids identified explicitly as relating to the notion of innovation.

The paper is divided into two main sections. The first section addresses the conceptud
aspects of innovation and discusses the research complications associated with the
notion. The second section outlines aligt of factors said to contribute to innovetion
within organizations.

What Is Innovation?

Range of Definitions — One of the key chdlenges of analyzing innovation isthe lack of
consensus about what the term means. Glor (1997, 3) provides an overview of the
various meanings attributed to the term:

The academic literature contains a number of definitions of innovetion,
each revealing important aspects of it. Severd authors emphasize
newness, including anything perceived to be new by the people doing it
(Rogers and Kim 1985) or innovation as something different for each
organization into which it isintroduced (Downs and Mohr 1976), or as
the generation, acceptance, and implementation of new ideas, processes,
products or services (Thompson 1965-66) in an applied setting (Mohr
1969). Some see it as early adoption of anew idea (Rogersand Kim
1985), others as synonymous with creativity (Jacques and Ryan 1978),
dtill others as the same thing as improvements (Ellwein 1985), and afina
group as substantive but not revolutionary changes (Merritt 1985;
Deutsch 1985).

Relationship to Invention and Creativity — Debra Amidon, who compiled about 40
definitions on the subject, suggests that there is a cleavage within the literature between
two meanings of the term. On the one hand, there are those who think that invention (or
credtivity) and innovation are digtinct, since the former is the ingpiration and the second
isthe application. On the other, there are those who think the two notions are
inseparable, snce innovation is an artful process that requires considerable credivity.



Innovation and Innovativeness — Brodtrick (1999) makes a further distinction between
innovation as process or characteristic of a process (“innovativeness’) and innovation as
product (i.e., the result of a process). Much of the writing on the subject tends to conflate
the two notions.

Components of Innovation — Given the differing views on innovation and the variety of
definitions available, it is necessary to dipulate aworking definition. This definition is

an atempt at a synthesis of the literature and contains a series of components that must
necessarily exist for innovation to exist. These components are as follows:.

Subject of Innovation — Innovation relates to something thet is changed, which
may include a product, service, activity, initiative, structure, program, or policy.
Many private sector definitions limit innovation to commercia products or
services. That notion is overly narrow and sector-specific.

New |deas — Innovation involves the generation of new idess. This suggests two
things. Fird, that innovation involves using credtivity to develop idess. Second,
that the ideas must be “new” insofar as they are either an improvement on
something that exigs, the invention of something that is fundamentally new, or

the gpplication of existing ideas to a new context.

Application — Crestive ideas do not, in themsalves, congtitute an innovation.
The new idea or invention must be gpplied (exploited, deployed, leveraged, put
to work, diffused) to some organizationd activity. Thus, innovation involvesthe
practica implementation of new ideas (otherwise, one is smply left with an
unused invention). Thisimplementation may aso involve artfulness, creivity,
and skill to secure acceptance.

Sgnificant Change — The change thet is brought about must be “sgnificant”
and pogtive; that is, it must go beyond minor incrementa tinkering, yet does not
necessaxrily have to be arevolutionary departure. Significance, in this sense,
means that it must relate to some improvement that is deemed to be important.
For example, it must advance society, provide technologica or economic
progress, or provide an organization with some capability or advantage.

A shorthand definition would thus read something like this: Innovation is the creative
generation and application of new ideas that achieve a significant improvement in a
product, service, activity, initiative, structure, program, or policy.

Broader Contextual Factors— The literature aso makes extensive reference to the
context that is most conducive to innovation. The contextud factors differ, depending on
the academic discipline. Some important terms associated with these factorsinclude:

Teams and Projects— Much of the private management literature discusses the
virtues of teams, special R& D laboratories (“ skunkworks'), and short-term
projects in promoting innovation.



Knowl edge Ecologies — Thaose who analyze innovation within industries often
speek of pecia indudtrid didtricts (such as Silicon Vdley) as promoting
innovation within afirm. Such a concentration of firms provides cross-thatching
networks that promote aliances and information sharing, as well as heated
competition between market adversaries. These didtricts are often caled
“knowledge ecologies.”

Innovation Systems— Thereis an extensve literature that looks at the role of
underlying techno-economic infrastructure, overarching government policy
regimes, and the Sate of loca marketsin promoting innovation within an
economy. This environment istypicaly referred to as anationd or regiona
“innovation system” (Anderson et a. 1998).

What Are Cited Asthe Maor Causes of Innovation?

The following factors have been cited as mgor causes or motivators of innovation. They
are often grouped in avariety of ways.

Stages of Innovation — Severa researchers portray innovation as taking placein
a stepwise manner; that is, taking place in a(more or less) linear set of steps.

Loops of Innovation — It isaso fairly common to depict innovativeness as an
iterative process, whereby innovators often have to go through many loops of
trial and error to achieve their god.

Dynamic Models of Innovation — Other researchers portray the innovation
processin aless linear fashion, as a more dynamic modd composed of various
loops, tangents, and stages.

Innovation Inventories — Many researchers downplay the tempord dimensions
of innovation and, instead, smply list the necessary and sufficient factors that
must be in place before innovation can take place.

Contextual Factors — While some researchers provide lists of factors that must
be present within the innovation process, others focus on the externd (or
contextud or environmenta) factors that must be present before innovation

happens.

This paper will not provide an account of innovationpromoting factors that incorporate
the complexity of many innovation modes and dynamics. The paper will smply list
many of the most commonly cited factors.



The following ligt is organized into two broad categories: (1.) factorsintringc to the
innovation process that spur creativity and enable the implementation of new idess; and
(2.) contextua factors such as the support structures that facilitate progress.

Intrinsic Factors

Risk Management Strategies — It is said that applying new idess effectively requires the
ability to engage in prudent risk-taking behaviours while avoiding knee-jerk risk

averdon and reckless gambling. Implementing sgnificantly new idess involves the

ability to manage risk, including the ability to minimize harmful consequences while
maximizing opportunities

Employee Empower ment — Unless employees have autonomy and authority over their
immediate work, it is often not possible to effect change, even if new ideas are present.
Empowerment, therefore, is commonly considered a prerequisite for innovation. It dso
encourages the salf-rdliance and active problem solving that spur individua innovetion.
Thisincludes the dimination (or minimization) of overly redrictive rules and red tape.

Leadership kills and Change Management Strategies — Often, the factors that
determine successful innovation lie outside an individud’ simmediate control. For this
reason, leadership skills and change management strategies are important in mohilizing
needed resources and securing the cooperation of others.

Personal Characteristics— According to empirica research conducted by Amabile
(1998), saverd persond traits encourage innovation, including willingness to engage in
risk, self (or intringc) motivation, cregtivity (latera or out-of-the-box thinking), socid
skills, responsveness, flexibility, certain cognitive ahilities, a diverse experience, and
open-mindedness (awillingness to sugpend assumptions). Individuas who rely on
habitua behaviour and routines, show few sgns of flexibility, and only respond to
externa motivation gpparently are consderably less likely to engage in innovation.

Capacity — Without required resources, either to generate new ideas or implement
those ideas, innovation can not take place. For the generation of idess, thisincludes the
expertise and knowledge required to devel op new approaches. For the implementation of
idess, this includes access to materia resources (e.g. finances), personnd, and
knowledge to bring idess to fruition.

Contextual Factors

Cultural Characteristics — An organization’s culture can promote or discourage
innovation. The literature mentions a variety of cultura dispogtions that are more
conducive to innovation, including “results-oriented” culture, cultures that encourage
“continuous improvement,” cultures that promote “excellence” or high standards, and
cultures with high leves of trudt.



Political Incentives— An organization's incentive systlem can either encourage or
discourage innovation. Factors that can influence the potentia include the nature of the
accountability arrangements that govern organizational conduct. Arrangements that are
blame- oriented, confusing, highly redtrictive and myopic often breed palitica
behaviours that are counterproductive to innovation. Conversaly, well-designed
accountability systems that reward persond initiative tend to promote innovetion.

Organizational Structure — Innovetion is said to be more likely to teke placein certain
organizationa settings, notably teams, projects, and specid laboratories and think-tanks.
These organizationd forms tend to lack the inertia that often undermines innovation,

they provide an environment more conducive to the generation of new idess (e.g.,
braingtorming). Cross-functiond teams composed of individuas with different skill sets
often complement each other and, in so doing, are able to bring diverse bodies of
knowledge and expertise to bear on a particular problem.

Infrastructure — The support structure that is in place — whether within an
organization or a broader economy — issaid to be crucid in promoting innovation. This
includes access to indtitutiona partnerships (e.g., with educationd inditutions), a
technologica infragtructure (e.g., information and communications technologies), and a
large knowledge and research base (both genera and applied research).

Policy Regime— The extent to which governing officids (either within an organization
or asociety) vaue innovaion is said to be afactor, particularly in its effect on concrete
policy decisons. Such decisons include the amount of investments in human resource
development, and research and development (R & D) activities.

References

Amabile, TeresaM. 1988. A Model of Crestivity and Innovation in Organizations.
Research in Organizational Behavior 10:123-67.

Amidon, Debra 1998. Collaborative Innovation and the Knowledge Economy.
Vancouver: The Society of Management Accountants of Canada.

Anderson, Robert, Theodore Cohn, Chad Day, Michad Howlett, and Catherine Murray.
1998. Innovation Systemsin a Global Context: The North American Experience.
Montred: McGill-Queen's University Press.

Broditrick, Otto. 1999. Some Thoughts on Definitions of Innovation. The Innovation
Journal Nov. 20.

Downs, G. W., and L. B. Mohr. 1976. Conceptua Issuesin the Study of Innovation.
Administrative Science Quarterly 21:700-14.

Glor, Eleanor, ed. 1997. Policy Innovation in the Saskatchewan Public Sector, 1971-82.
Toronto: Captus Press,

Jacques, J., and E. J. Ryan. 1978. Does management by objectives stifle organizationa
innovation in the public sector? Canadian Public Administration 21:17-25.



Merritt, R. L. 1985. Innovation in the Public Sector: An Introduction. In Innovation in the
Public Sector, ed. Richard L. Merritt and Anna J. Merritt, 9-16. Beverley Hills
Sage Publications.

Mohr, L. B. 1969. Determinants of Innovation in Organizations. The American Political
Review 63:111-26.

Rogers E. M., and J. I. Kim. 1985. Diffusion of Innovations in Public Organizations. In
Innovation in the Public Sector, ed. Richard L. Merritt and Anna J. Merritt, 85-108.
Beverley Hills Sage Publications.

Thompson, Victor A. 1965. Bureaucracy and Innovation. Administrative Science
Quarterly 10:1-20.



