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action needs to be informed by theory to avoid
wasted effort.
• Theory without action leads nowhere – you can’t sell
a theory. You need to take action and test your ideas
to find out whether you can turn them into a product.

CHAPTER
FROM THE
BOOK
CYCLES

CHAPTER 3:
THE POWER OF THEORY:
IF YOU WANT YOUR INNOVATION
TO FLY, THEORY IS THE WIND
BENEATH YOUR WINGS

Don’t just do it.

Flying into the Future.
Orville adjusted his goggles and settled himself more securely on the lower wing
of the fragile biplane. The small engine popped and banged next to him, there
was a strong smell of hot oil, and the twin propellers churned the air behind. He
had done this more than a thousand times, yet each time there was a renewed
flutter of nervous excitement. Perhaps, finally, this time, it would be different.
Perhaps this time he really would fly over the low, sandy hills of North Carolina!
The theory of flight already had a long history, but no-one had been able to
create a heavier-than-air craft capable of powered flight until that moment. The
theory said that it should be possible, but most people assumed they would
need a large and powerful engine. Instead, the airplane designers on the launch
ramp in North Carolina had calculated that a lightweight engine producing only
modest power coupled to efficient wings was the most likely solution to the
problem of flight.
Orville Wright nodded to his brother Wilbur who released the weight which
propelled the aircraft down the short launching ramp. It took off but began
to settle towards the ground, just as it had done so many times before. Then,
incredibly, the propellers bit into the chilly air, and the airplane lifted above the
sandy earth and briefly pointed its nose upward. This time, it was different. This
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time the Wright Flyer really did fly. On a December morning in 1903, innovation changed the world when the Wright brothers became the first humans to
achieve sustained, powered flight.
What is especially notable about one of the most significant innovations in
human history is that the Wright Brothers’ work involved no leaps of intuition
or sudden inspiration. Starting with an existing theory, the brothers systematically tested every aspect of it with their flying machine and then methodically
refined and improved it.
The story of the Wright Flyer neatly encapsulates the power of theory. Theory
can lead us in entirely new directions. Still, to become a practical reality, it must
be harnessed to a process designed to test and improve to deliver tangible
results.

Theory Is the Foundation for Active Learning.
The previous chapter explained how to avoid the three main innovation myths.
This chapter sets out how you can begin the process of making innovation
work for you. Like the last chapter, this is not just an idea; it is practical advice
based on my experience and the outcome of a great deal of research. Avoiding
the wrong route is important but identifying the right route for you is critical.
For this reason, the theory is important in successful innovation.
When you are beginning something new, one of the problems is identifying
where to start. I strongly believe, and the evidence of successful entrepreneurs
agree that the right place to start is with a hunch. A hunch comes from your
knowledge and experience, and hunches are essentially mini-theories.
However, theory alone will not build a new product. To do that, you need to
test, develop, and refine your theory through action. A theory that is never
tested through action is just a daydream. Action is what makes things happen
and what helps us learn, but at the same time, action without the guidance of
theory will most likely produce little more than wasted effort. Theory applied
in business is not abstract and academic; theory is the essential starting point
for productive action.
Successful innovation begins with a theory and then implements and tests this
practically. It leads to active learning, where knowledge gained is used to move
the process to the next stage.
There may be several available theories, and testing will establish which is most
appropriate. In the Wright Brothers case, their work rejected the theory that a
successful flying machine would require flapping wings. The brothers focused
on one theory of flight and used experimentation and testing to refine their
machine based on this theory. The Wright Flyer is the embodiment of active
learning – at each stage of testing, they learned a little more about flight, the
control of an airplane, and each new prototype featured improvements produced by this active learning.
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It translates directly to business innovation. Use theory to predict what may
happen if you follow a particular course of action, and this is how you test
theories over time. Some may be rejected as a result of this testing. Others
will be proven to be viable, and through prototyping, you develop a practical
application of the theory. This process can be described in the following way:

When I do X, Y will happen.
Result of testing:
• Confirmation - theory strengthened.
• Partially true - look for revisions.
• Not true - look for new theories.
A good theory provides direction and opportunities to learn. Learning is the
foundation of almost all innovation.

Don’t Just Do It!
Many businesses, keen to ship a new product, do not want to spend time thinking about and developing theories first. Instead, they want to move straight
to offering something novel as quickly as possible. I call this the “Just Do It!”
school of entrepreneurship after Nike’s famous slogan.
Any organization that says, “let’s just ship a product and see what happens,”
will quickly discover that this approach has some inherent flaws. Most notably,
if the project’s objective is only to see what happens, something will always
happen! However, because the project will lack the underpinning foundation of
theory, it will not deliver what Eric Ries, author of The Lean Startup, calls validated learning. Following the Just Do It! approach might deliver sales success,
but you will not learn why this happened or how you can improve or refine for
future success.
Speed is certainly an essential element of successful innovation but adopting
the Just Do It! approach turns innovation into a lottery – you may be lucky or
may not, but what you will not do is learn why you failed or succeeded.
Learning is the true measure of progress in any organization interested in
innovation. Learning means that you understand what happens and why it
happens, which is a key element in successful innovation.

What Is a Theory?
Before we go too much further, it is probably a good idea to pause for a moment to describe precisely what we mean by theory.
In simple terms, a theory says, If I do “X,” I believe that “Y” will happen. It is a
way of predicting the outcome of planned actions even when these are new
and untried. All theories can be proved (or disproved) by testing and experimentation.
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The primary characteristics of a theory are:
• Theories are conceptual, based on prediction using mental concepts.
• Theories are based on models, using available data to support predictions.
• Theories provide a robust way to understand planned changes’ effect and
impact, even where actual data is limited.
• Theories are as simple as possible.
Theory is essential in business, as all management and innovation practices are
based on predicting the future. Managers must develop and test theories in the
same way that scientists do. By building on historical theories, we can create
new, improved theories for the future.
Let us now discuss a few main characteristics of theory.
Theory provides a structure on which to build. Imagine an empty plot. Imagine that you must build a house on that plot, but you do not have a detailed
plan.
In these circumstances, the completed house is unlikely to be satisfactory.
Building the basement without understanding what the ground floor should
look like is sure to present a whole set of unforeseen problems that will result
in extra work.
Trying to implement innovation without an underpinning theory is like trying
to build that house without a plan. Theory provides the unifying foundation,
which ensures that you do not waste effort on research, that is not directly
related to your intended end-result. Theory helps to direct your efforts and
resources to ensure that you deliver the innovation you need as effectively as
possible.
A good theory is the “first-principles” truth you can build on.
Theory helps us to predict what may happen in the future. Reliable prediction is an essential element of effective management. Theories help to accurately predict what may happen if we implement changes to business processes, products, or systems. Theories help us evaluate potential innovation. In the
words of my favorite author on innovation:

“The best way to make accurate sense
of the present, and the best way
to look into the future, is through
the lens of theory.”
CLAYTON CHRISTENSEN, SEEING WHAT’S NEXT

Theory allows us to move beyond current data and observations and to explore
the potential consequences of innovation.
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However, a theory must not be treated as dogma, fixed, and unchanging. The
ability of a theory to provide reliable prediction must be subject to ongoing,
systematic empirical testing. If the theory provides accurate prediction, it may
be refined and improved. If it does not, the theory must be revised or even
discarded entirely.
Knowledge and understanding come from the learning involved in the development and testing of theories. It may involve an appreciation of what will
work or perhaps a recognition of what will not. Both are equally valuable, and
successful innovation comes directly from the learning which emerges from
the practical application of tested and refined theories.

The Power of Theory Lets You Invent Like
Edison.
Many people associate innovation with genius and leaps of intuitive reasoning
made by people of extraordinary natural ability. Albert Einstein and Leonardo Da Vinci are often cited as examples of individuals who appear capable
of making such great leaps of knowledge; however, true genius is extremely
rare. Most innovation comes not from a single major paradigm shift but as the
culmination of several smaller, iterative improvements.
Neither Orville nor Wilbur Wright woke up one morning and suddenly said,
“Hey, I think I know how to build an airplane!” Instead, they methodically refined
and improved a basic design based on an existing theory over several years.
That is how most successful innovation works.
Fortunately, an effective innovator does not have to be a genius. One of the
most consistently successful innovators was an American inventor named
Thomas Alva Edison. Edison submitted more than one thousand original
patents in the United States and more than five hundred worldwide. How did
he do that?
The answer is that he created the world’s first industrial research laboratory
where a team of researchers relentlessly investigated theories by testing and
experimentation. The establishment of what became known as the “invention
factory” in Menlo Park, New Jersey, led to Edison’s name becoming popularly
known as “The Wizard of Menlo Park”.
However, the truth is that there wasn’t any magic involved in the facility, which
generated a new patent, on average, every twenty days. Edison employed top
scientists at Menlo Park continually developing new theories and testing existing ones that were either refined or discarded. Prototypes were created, tested,
and improved. Innovation emerged from this process not by happenstance but
as a planned output from this unique and first of its kind facility.
Many modern research and development facilities follow the lead established
by Edison at Menlo Park. However, even if your organization does not have
dedicated R&D facilities, by effectively using the facilities and resources available, you, too, can harness the power of theory to turn your business into an
innovation factory.
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Understanding Theory Is About Learning How
To Think, Not Being Told What To Think.
Theories tend to be unique to organizations and the circumstances of the
period in which they operate. For this reason, you cannot take a theory that
works for one company at a particular time and expect it to work in another
company at a different time.
Instead, theories provide a way of understanding problems and framing possible solutions by predicting what may happen in the future. No theory is right
or wrong; it either provides an accurate prediction, or it does not. No theory
lasts forever; customer expectations, competition, and available technology all
change over time; therefore, theories must change too or become obsolete and
ineffective.
In terms of innovation, there are no one-size-fits-all theories that work for every
organization. However, some general approaches consistently produce good
results, and we will talk about these later in this chapter. Instead, successful
innovators must understand how to develop and test theories that are specific
and unique to their organization and circumstances.

How To Build a Theory.
There are three steps to building a theory:
1. Make a hypothesis.
2. Test it.
3. Check if it produces the expected results.
Every theory begins with a hypothesis, a supposition made based on available
evidence as a starting point for further testing. It will take the form of “If we do
X, then Y will happen.”
Next, the theory is tested. When X is done, is the result Y as expected? Testing
is essential in confirming that the original theory was correct and checking
whether the underlying assumptions are also correct.
Any theory is based not just upon what happens but also on why it happens.
You cannot reliably make your predictions if you do not understand why
things happen. When testing a theory, sometimes the outcome is not entirely
as predicted. These must be investigated to determine whether the original
theory or the assumptions on which it was based, are incorrect or incomplete.
In this way, organizations use theories to learn about what may happen in
the future and their existing systems and processes. Learning organizations
can adapt to changing circumstances that are profoundly beneficial in today’s
rapidly changing business environment.
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Theories for Innovation.
How can you create theories that will facilitate innovation in your organization?
You will find no shortage of experts to tell you what to do, but the sheer number of different approaches is bewildering. At the last count, there were more
than seventy thousand books on innovation on Amazon alone. On LinkedIn,
there are over one million “innovation consultants”.
Of course, you could read all the available literature and scholarly articles to
decide what works for you, but there is another way. I have tested different
theories with over four hundred organizations over a period of several years.
I reviewed hundreds of academic articles (you will find a list in this book’s
Further Reading section). I also conducted person-to-person interviews to validate questions and to test our hypotheses.
That work provides the foundation for this book. Nothing here is presented
without backed-up evidence supported by years of experience. One of the most
important things we have discovered is that four theories are consistently providing the best innovation results within a wide range of companies. These are:
What you need to know

The theory

Big ideas are grown.

If you want to end up with big ideas, you must begin
by growing small ideas.

Winning companies have
improvement habits.

If you can embed improvement habits in your
organization, you will be able to grow bigger and
better ideas.

Effective speed and effect make
a world of difference.

If you cultivate a sense of urgency and a culture
of speed, you will grow ideas faster and more
effectively.

The ABCS are the fundamentals of
innovation.

If you want to succeed at innovation, you need
a proven method to follow. The ABCS provide a
powerful, proven, step-by-step method to ensure
successful innovation.

Let’s look at these in order and see why these theories consistently deliver
positive results.
Big ideas are grown. As discussed in the last chapter, one of the three most
believed myths about innovation is that it is about big ideas that emerge overnight. The reality is that the most successful innovations are grown over time
by developing theories and their methodical testing and ongoing learning.
For example, America’s most beloved chocolate, Hershey’s, resulted from a collaboration between three companies and the outcome of years of experimentation and learning about market needs. Until 1903, chocolate was a luxury
only the rich could afford. However, all changed when Milton Hershey set up
his Experimental Plant in the town of Hershey, PA. After years of experimenting with milk, sugar, and the cacao bean, Milton Hershey finally succeeded in
making chocolate affordable for all.
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Before establishing Hershey’s, Milton Hershey had already failed at a candy
shop in Philadelphia and a caramel business in New York. His success came
after thirteen consistent years of failure. However, along the way, Hershey
learned about what did and did not work in the field of chocolates and used
this learning to finally produce a hugely popular product.
It is just one example that shows how the notion of overnight success held by
so many people is entirely wrong. Big ideas are rarely born in an instant; they
are almost always grown over time. Theory is an essential part of growing ideas
and learning from that process.
Winning companies have improvement habits. Dr. Edward Deming created
a famous list of the fourteen points every management system should strive
for, and the first point, and perhaps the most crucial, was the constancy of
purpose.
As Deming put it, “Create constancy of purpose toward improvement of product
and service, with the aim to become competitive and to stay in business, and
to provide jobs.” It is a prerequisite to building and maintaining an innovation
system.
The constancy of purpose refers to looking towards the future with the full
expectation of and preparation for success. Management looks after its
employees, while it is the employees’ responsibility to improve the products
being offered to consumers. Everyone in the company has the same purpose;
make a profit and maintain an advantage in the market through improvement.
James Dyson built exactly 5,127 prototypes before building an effective vacuum
cleaner that did not clog and did not need a bag. Each prototype was incrementally better than the last. It takes long-term improvement habits and mindset to create a revolutionary product. Dyson used this approach to innovate a
new product and successfully compete with the market leaders at that time;
Hoover and Electrolux.
Successful companies make improvement and innovation part of the everyday ethos of their business.
Effective speed and effort make a world of difference. Theory provides the
essential underpinning to innovation, but that does not mean that you should
spend unlimited time developing theories. Speed and agility are also crucial
aspects of any successful innovation system. There is no point in spending
months developing and testing theories only to discover that your competitor
got there first. Likewise, if something entirely new becomes apparent during
testing a theory, you must be ready and able to change direction quickly.
Research done by Siegfried Streufert and others proves that a sense of urgency
is linked to better managerial performance in companies. Our own experience
backs this as our research classified companies by their level of innovation success ranking by percentiles. On average, large companies (>1,000 employees)
focused on speed scored in the 72nd percentile while companies with speed
issues scored in the 24th percentile.
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Zara is one of the most well-known retail clothing stores in the world. It provides affordable clothing that looks as though it is straight off the runway at
a fashion show. The reason for this is that it usually is straight off the runway.
Zara employs a business model that prioritizes speed, which is why their time
from runway to store is very short. They also use a “Just in time production”
strategy to avoid overproduction and a tight synergy between business strategy and operational processes.
For Zara, part of the secret to their success is the speed at which they bring
new and innovative products to the market. For most organizations, speed is
an essential element of successful innovation.
The ABCS are the fundamentals of innovation and this book is based around
the ABCS of innovation. It is an approach that will help you build ideas into
theories and theories into real-life products. We will cover the ABCS in more
detail later, but for the moment, I want to introduce the overall approach:
• A is for Alignment. If innovation is to succeed, everyone in the company
must be thinking and working together towards a common goal.
• B is for Build. Ideas are built, and these can be ideas for new products, processes, or systems.
• C is for Communicate and Check. If you are going to grow your ideas successfully, you must communicate what you are trying to do and why. When
you are testing theories, you will constantly check that you are achieving
what you have set out to do.
• S is for Systematically Improve. Successful innovation is not random or
subject to chance. It is the result of a methodical process of identifying,
evaluating, implementing, and testing. This process of systematic improvement must become embedded in every level of the company’s ethos and
operations.

Innovation Is the Product of the
Parts 1*1*1*0 = 0.
In the systems chapter of this book, we’ll explain that a system is the product
of its parts. If a systems’ results were the sum of its parts, getting three out of
four things right would be fine. But, the reality in most systems (including innovation s ystems), the success of a system is driven by its weakest link, meaning
if you get one thing wrong, the whole system can fail.
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X

✓

X
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X
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The ABCS is the logical, sequential parts of a process. An innovation leader’s
job is to identify which stage the organization has reached and either improve
the work done or move to the next stage quickly and efficiently.
By systematically and methodically following the process defined by the ABCS,
you optimize your chances of innovation success.

Developing Innovation Theories that Work for
You.
You should now understand why theory is an essential element in any successful innovation system. You should also understand the four general approaches
that will enable you to make innovation work within your organization.
You may feel that it is now time to turn to a consultant to find your organization’s perfect theory. However, please be aware that there is a significant
difference between general approaches and specific theories for your company.
As covered in the last chapter, innovation is a lot like cooking. The same ingredients can create a good or bad dish, and the same recipe will never turn out
exactly the same for everyone.
Innovation success comes not from slavishly following someone else’s recipe
but from understanding what ingredients are available to you (and which may
be missing) and how each reacts within your organization. Successful innovation is about using an innovation culture to generate good ideas and then
learn from this to translate these into theories and practical solutions in your
organization. In this book, we will show you how.
Now let’s get started...

Key Take-Aways
•	
Theory provides a direction and focus for action – the
only way to move forward is to take action, but action
needs to be informed by theory to avoid wasted effort.
•	
Theory without action leads nowhere – you can’t sell a theory. You
need to take action and test your ideas to find out whether you can turn
them into a product.

Next Up: In the next section, we will look at one of the fundamental parts of the ABCS of innovation; Alignment. For innovation
to succeed consistently, everyone must understand not just what to
do but why they are doing it.
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