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In November 2016 the Global Innovation Forum, chaired by Brand 
Genetics, brought together speakers and attendees from some of 

the world’s most innovative businesses. 
Over the course of two days we shared innovation experiences, 

challenges, anecdotes and learnings. From this wealth of learning 
Brand Genetics has distilled five key insights and resulting 

lessons to help you deliver future innovation success
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THE PACE OF CHANGE WILL 
NEVER BE THIS SLOW AGAIN

We’re living life at warp speed – walking and talking 
quicker, adopting (and discarding) ideas faster. 

Technology and globalisation are driving the spread 
of new ideas across categories, markets, and 

demographies at a continually accelerating pace.

Successful businesses are already addressing this. 
Unilever is “stepping up the scale and pace” of its 

innovations, speeding up product launches globally. 
While Alibaba shared how it enables customers to 

personalise ‘store fronts’ with a few clicks of a 
button to drive sales. 

Lesson #1: Speed is now a critical innovation factor: 
ignore it at your peril. This requires a fundamental 

rethink of your approach to innovation - ensuring it is 
built for speed and delivers the agility, flexibility and 

pace you need to innovate at warp speed
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THE BIGGEST OBSTACLE TO 
INNOVATION IS YOUR OWN BUSINESS

By definition, innovation deals with change and risk -
and this is inherently challenging for businesses 

designed to be ever more predictive and efficient. So the 
biggest challenge to real innovation is usually internal. 

As Ikea put it “innovation and operational excellence are 
different skills” – and most people are focused on 

delivering operational excellence. This doesn’t mean 
you should ‘rebel’ against the business, instead 

recognise the constraints organisations face (as Merck 
pointed out, the best innovations often spring from 

constraints) and find senior sponsorship to give you the 
licence to take a new approach to tackling problems.

Lesson #2: To solve the big challenges that keep your 
CEO awake at night, innovation needs a different 

mindset to the core business. So look to the business to 
help identify & define the issues to address, but then 
recognise you’ll need a fresh, outside perspective to 

solve those challenges. 
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CREATE THE FREEDOM TO PLAY 
AND EXPERIMENT

To push the boundaries, innovators need to create safe 
spaces where they are free from corporate constraints. 
As FirstBuild (part of GE) framed it “when you excel at 
mass production, innovation can have massive risks”. 

So FirstBuild gives GE freedom to create low volume, 
high potential, iterative innovation, using crowdfunding 

to validate ideas and help fund some of the costs 
(thereby enhancing their freedom). And Dreamworks
showed how ‘scrappy innovation’ – a small, under the 
radar team free to think differently – helped seed trolls 
into the center of pop culture in a way mass marketing 

never could.

Lesson #3: It is crucial to create safe innovation 
‘spaces’ where you can play, experiment and fail in ways 

that won’t damage your business. Because the more 
free you are to play, the more creative you will be and 

more value you can ultimately deliver. 



10

DON’T START UP, 
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THEN SCALE UP
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THINK OF YOURSELF AS 
TINDER FOR INNOVATION

The best ideas are to be found outside your business –
the role of innovation is to find the ones that address 
your challenges and play match-maker. As Unilever 

CEO Paul Polman recently stated “An innovative 
company has to go outside as much as inside”.

J&J showed how external innovation has contributed to 
the long term growth of their Medical Device businesses. 
From the other perspective, MassChallenge pointed to 
the significant barriers these hungry, creative start-ups 
often face in trying to work with corporates. Mastercard
shared how they set up the Labs division to help them 
engage and find ways to facilitate these partnerships. 

Lesson #4: The main sources of future innovation are 
more likely to be outside your company than inside –
so take time to explore the eco-system of potential 
partners and – when you find a match – make sure 

the corporate machine doesn’t get in the way 
of a beautiful relationship.
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IF YOU DON’T FEEL 
A BIT OUT OF 
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IF IT WAS EASY EVERYONE 
WOULD BE DOING IT!

In today’s world, where incremental advantage can 
evaporate overnight, how are you going to do something 

truly different? True innovators dare to be different – it 
will feel uncomfortable, too hard, and messy – but if it 
doesn’t, you’re not pushing hard enough. Like a racing 

driver, you should always feel a little out of control. 

Whether it was Virgin Galactic taking on the challenge of 
commercial space travel in the face of huge obstacles. 

Or J&J innovators challenging the corporate status quo -
being fired (& rehired) three times. Or Edinburgh Food 
Studio changing the model of what a restaurant is. We 
learned true innovation always pushes beyond ‘easy’. 

LESSON #5: To innovate you must be willing to break a 
few rules, ask forgiveness not permission, and leave 

behind some of the things that made you successful... 
Because ultimately true innovation requires the 

courage to think differently and challenge the status quo.
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To succeed moving forward, businesses must focus on what 
success will look like tomorrow, not just today. We must 

anticipate the future, be willing to take risks and accelerate 
speed to market. 

Brand Genetics is a global insight & innovation agency that 
applies forward thinking to keep brands and companies ahead of 

the game. We identify next-generation opportunities; we have 
new ideas about where to look for new ideas; and we create 

solutions fit for the future but ready to launch today.

BRAND GENETICS: FORWARD THINKING / FUTURE EDGE
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If you want to talk about uncovering your company’s 
next innovation success please get in touch: 

Tom Ellis 
tom.ellis@brandgenetics.com

+44 (0) 7815 896 098 

Andrew Christophers
andrew.christophers@brandgenetics.com

+44 (0) 7967 175 623

www.brandgenetics.com


