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FOR a long time innovation has been consid-
ered a matter of luck, something that mag-

ically happens when the right creative minds
meet. I do not share that belief.

What is innovation, anyway? I consider it to
be something new that creates value. 1 That would
mean that:

Newness without value is invention.

Value without newness is improvement.

Newness and value together are innova-
tion.

Now that we have the same understanding
of innovation, we can discuss how organisations
can innovate profitably.

The Profitable Innovation Trinity

I argue that the key to profitable innovation
lies at the intersection of the following three
elements:2

doing innovation efficiently,

managing innovation effectively, and

changing organisation appropriately.

Above three elements are not separated with
some imaginary hard boundary between them,
but are rather interwoven and codependent. It
would be more accurate to think about it as if
the whole is present in each part and each part
is distributed throughout the whole. 3

In other words, all three elements are equally
important and mutually reinforcing. An apt vi-
sualisation would be a cross-section of a rope or
woven cable (see Figure 1).

Doing innovation

Doing innovation is much more than brain-
storming ideas and capturing them on colourful

post it notes. That’s the easiest and most trivial
part! Executing them is the real challenge.

Discerning thoughts from ideas, uncover-
ing assumptions, continuously learning about
them and systematically reducing risk, itera-
tively transforming idea into a product, service,
or business, taking it to market and scaling it...

How you do all of the above has direct im-
plication on how efficient your innovation pro-
cesses are.

Managing innovation

Managing innovation is about creating clear
directions and making investment decisions.
It is also about having appropriate meeting
places, decision arenas, measurements and con-
trol mechanisms.

Coherent innovation strategy and portfolio
approach are paramount to reduce the risk of in-
vesting poorly. Funding and measuring innova-
tive initiatives require a different set of metrics—
for example amount of validated learning and
reusable knowledge created to date.

Effective governance should result in the
best possible investments with whatever re-
sources and knowledge you had at the time of
making an investment decision.

Figure 1: The Profitable Innovation Trinity
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Distinguishing between doing and
managing innovation

A simplified distinction is that doing innovation
is primarily concerned with creating value for
the customer, while managing innovation is all
about creating value for your organisation.4

While the former is all about how to trans-
form an idea into capital, the latter is all about how
to align, focus, and control innovation projects,
teams, and initiatives throughout the organisa-
tion.5 Figure 2 offers simple visualisations to
help you differentiate between the two.

Figure 2: Doing and managing innovation

Changing appropriately

By solely focusing on doing and managing inno-
vation you are running a high risk of creating
an impressive amount of waste. If the organi-
sation itself is not adapting appropriately6 then

the initiatives that are becoming ready for scal-
ing might be organically rejected. Although it
might seem counter intuitive, improving a little
across multiple fronts is more sustainable than
improving a lot on a single front.

Conclusion

In martial arts there is a concept called striking-
three-points-at-once. When going in for a throw,
three points need to be forced out of balance at
the same time. If you apply excessive or inade-
quate force to any of these three points, then the
throw will either fail or won’t be as strong as it
can be.

The same concept can be applied here—if or-
ganisation wants to improve the profitability of
their innovation efforts, then they must orches-
trate and improve across all three dimensions
of the Profitable Innovation Trinity at once, one
step at a time.

Notes

1. Value creation must be two fold: (i) external, help-
ing the customer do something better, and (ii) inter-
nal, making a positive contribution to the bottom
line.

2. Notice the verb–noun–adverb structure of all three
elements. They aren’t here just for stylistic reasons.

3. To read more on hermeneutic circle, authentic and
counterfeit wholes, I recommend Bortoft, H. (2012).
Taking appearance seriously: The dynamic way of seeing
in Goethe and European thought. Floris.

4. I cover this in detail in the Corporate innovation
101: advice for intrapreneurs and innovation man-
agers webinar. You can access the recording
at www.pesec.no/corporate-innovation-101-advice-for-
intrapreneurs-and-innovation-managers

5. Innovation is rife with uncertainty and ambigu-
ity. No outcome is guaranteed. What’s completely
within our control is how much money and time
we spend pursuing it. Controls have to be carefully
selected to avoid accidentally stifling creativity.

6. Appropriately does not necessarily imply uni-
formly since different parts of the organisation
might operate at a different pace.
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