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DOES CORPORATE 
INNOVATION NEED 
A METHODOLOGY?  

/placeholder/ Do companies need an innovation framework – 
a structured approach to drive innovation? (please explain the rea-
soning). Which innovation methodologies would you consider as 
‘must have’ for a modern corporate environment? How would you 
encourage people to participate in the innovation process? How 
would you ensure you get business value out of innovation activi-
ties and their outputs (e.g., ideas, prototypes, artefacts)?  
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efficiently. Lately, innovation methodologies based on the principles of 
behavior design also show great results. 

Depending on the organizational culture innovation frameworks 
can be formal or informal. They can’t be too ‘heavy’. It is a bit like balanc-
ing on a tightrope: innovation methodologies structure, simplify and ac-
celerate innovation. But when they become too complex and too rigid, all 
those advantages melt away and innovation slows down. A lot of com-
panies are so in love with methodologies that they get lost in them. Tick-
ing box after box after box clashes with true innovation. 

A lot of companies are so in love 
with methodologies that they 
get lost in them. 
- Vincent Pirenne 

Contrary to popular belief, innovation is not a science. Methodologies 
and frameworks facilitate innovation, but there is no such thing as a wa-
terproof, foolproof method. 

Vincent Pirenne is a serial entrepreneur who founded Board of Innovation in NY. As a 
part of Board of Innovation he has advised some of the biggest global companies 
around the globe and solved some of their biggest challenges through meaningful in-
novation. 

RICH TURRIN 
Best Selling Author • Fintech, AI and Innovation Consultant 
Using a methodology to spur innovation in your company sounds like a 
great idea, but the concept that your innovation program should fit into 
prescribed “rules” is misguided. Innovation comes in many shapes and 
sizes and generally abhors a rules-based environment which seeks to 
constrain or force it into a particular form or shape.  

I’ve had the privilege of running an innovation lab that was 
uniquely positioned to do two things: sell technology to other labs and 

Richard Turrin
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act as a “developer for hire” to create fintech for financial service clients. 
This meant innovation labs and innovators were both my clients and my 
colleagues. This gave me a unique point of view that has allowed me to 
analyze first-hand their failures and successes. Running IBM’s innova-
tion efforts in fintech within their “cognitive studio” I’ve seen what corpo-
rate innovation practices work and which clearly do not. What became 
abundantly clear is that no single lab or program is a perfect model for 
success (or failure).  

Promote people’s relationship 
to technology rather than pro-
moting the technology itself. 
- Rich Turrin 

Out of this environment, I started to consider what series or group of 
practices could be used to foster innovation in the corporate environ-
ment. This stemmed from an analysis of what conditions led to success, 
and which led to failure. From this, I devised a list of best practices – 
essentially rules of conduct – that facilitate the adoption of innovation. 
Instead of taking an approach that is prescriptive in a cookie-cutter way 
(do this, do that), these practices help foster innovation in an ever-chang-
ing and inherently unpredictable set of circumstances. Which ones we 
adopt or reject specifically isn’t as important as recognizing that these 
practices in sum and in part help foster a holistic, company-wide innova-
tion mindset.  

The list of best practices represents remedies for a host of symp-
toms that may plague labs and corporate innovation programs -- even 
those with the best-intentioned management and staff. Each of these 
best practices is merely a suggestion to be considered and adopted as 
needed. The best practices I promote for innovation labs and by exten-
sion to larger-scale innovation programs are as follows: 

1. Be highly visible: The innovation lab must be highly visible to the busi-
ness units it supports. The free flow of ideas between these groups 
is critical to bringing digital innovation to the company. 
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2. Calculate return on investment (ROI): Innovation labs should demon-
strate an understanding of the ROI of the projects they propose in 
hard dollars, with soft dollars only if absolutely necessary. The disci-
pline of calculating return gives the lab common ground with man-
agement and increases credibility.  

3. Focus on people, not tech: The focus of the lab must be on promoting 
people’s relationship to technology rather than promoting the tech-
nology itself. Implementing technology is most successful when it 
has the backing of the people who use it. Technology unto itself 
doesn’t transform your company, people using it will.  

4. Say no to carte blanche: Labs need freedom to innovate, but moderate 
boundaries help them perform better because all parties have clearer 
expectations on outcomes. Labs should never have carte blanche to 
freely innovate.  

5. Balance staffing: Finding balance between staff with domain experi-
ence and digital innovators who by nature lack this experience is crit-
ical and a constant challenge. Most labs tilt toward having a majority 
of new digital employees who must be trained to understand your 
business.  

6. Avoid the “big plan:” Labs should recalibrate their desire for a “big 
plan” with large ambitions to smaller, more achievable projects that 
show consistent progress. 

7. Buy, don’t build: In most cases, labs should not be building their own 
technology but instead be buying tech from the open market. This 
reduces time to market, lowers costs, and ensures that the best solu-
tions are implemented. 

8. Use disciplined project management: Acknowledge that project man-
agement with innovation is difficult. It requires flexibility and tough-
ness in equal measure. Many project goals are challenging to attain. 
Killing off projects that have failed or stalled is humane and con-
serves tight resources.  

9. Flip your hackathon: Hackathons for staff greatly promote internal in-
novation. Hackathons for students are yesterday’s solution and do 
little to bring innovation to your lab or for that matter reach promising 
students. 

10. Transform, not disrupt: Your lab’s goal should be transformation, not 
disruption. This helps to help foster an environment of inclusion 
among your staff and avoids the fear and confrontation that can oc-
cur when lab staff attempt to undercut processes or procedures. 
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11. The CINO vs the CIO: A Chief Innovation Officer is necessary as a focal 
point for promoting innovation to senior management. It may seem 
expedient to hand innovation to your CIO or CTO, but both may view 
innovation as a secondary objective. 

12. Avoid inflated expectations: Inflated expectations for labs are com-
mon, and building a lab unto itself is not sufficient to bring innovation 
to your company. The interplay between your lab, business units, and 
internal control functions like IT and compliance all need to be exam-
ined for success. 

Each of the above conditions comes from direct observation of labs and 
programs that were successes and failures. Note that I’ve visited far 
more labs that struck me as failing than those that appeared successful. 
A factor here may be that given a sympathetic ear, lab personnel will gripe 
that no one gets what they want to do, but overriding this is the fact that 
labs and innovation programs are frequently still in the experimental 
stages. The rules for management haven’t been standardized and all 
companies are feeling their way through this new resource as best as 
they can. No one starts innovating with the intent of failure but through 
benign neglect or displaced good intentions many innovation labs and 
programs simply aren’t living up to expectations. 

Rich Turrin is the international best-selling author of ‘Innovation Lab Excellence’ and 
‘Cashless: China’s Digital Currency Revolution’. He is an award-winning executive pre-
viously heading fintech teams at IBM, following a twenty-year career heading innova-
tion teams at global investment banks. Living in Shanghai for the last decade, Rich 
experienced China going cashless first-hand and has a unique combination of banking 
and technology skills. Rich is an independent consultant whose views on China’s 
fintech developments are widely sought by international media and private clients. 

ANTHONY MILLS 
Founder & CEO, Executive Director  
LEGACY INNOVATION GROUP & GLOBAL INNOVATION INSTITUTE 

If you ask people about their perceptions of their organization’s corporate 
innovation program, you will find yourself getting very polarized answers.  
On the one hand, some will swear it is the most wonderful thing their or-
ganization has ever done; on the other hand, others will swear it is an 
utter waste of time and a complete failure. Either way, people tend to be 
very passionate about their answers. This polarization stems from the 
fact that members of the organization – often including its own leaders 


