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Many innovation leaders are feeling “hung out to dry.” It’s not for the lack of desire to 
innovate, nor is it a lack of processes. One of the most noted challenges is that the 
current innovation processes themselves are not always conducive to driving innovation 
to commercial success. All too often, there are too many competing interests and not 
enough definition with purpose, mission, and vision building a compelling justification 
for ongoing funding. This can be observed when:

• Innovation efforts hit the balance sheet and potentially impact profits
• Organizational teams fear the unknown and lack of involvement, which hinders their 

level of support
• Some innovation leaders alienate team members by pushing too hard and too fast
• Leaders fail to involve regulatory bodies early in the effort of development, when early 

feedback and involvement could improve outcomes, success and speed up the pace 
of approvals

• Priorities of the day simply get in the way of doing new things as has been the case 
during the last few months – “we must first focus on surviving before we can focus on 
thriving”

Innovation is not a buzzword. Innovating and delivering new products to market also is 
not easy. Simply put, innovating is not for the faint of heart!  Hyper-disruption and 
uncertainty are defining our “new normal” world. Things are hanging at exponential 
speeds. CEO’s from over 100 of our interviews share that keeping pace with change and 
trends is increasingly daunting. “I fear making bad or wrong decisions!” is a common 
statement from our recent interviews. Moving forward to plan for  future growth takes 
concentrated effort with very little tolerance for complacency. Innovating your path 
forward is critical. The choices for innovation are many: new business models, new 
products, leveraging new technologies, being disruptive or reinventing a new way of 
doing something can all be inventing, innovative, and possibly disruptive.

Are your innovation 
efforts dangling?



“Disruption is not a necessary outcome of all 
successful innovations!“

How can CEO’s, Chief Innovation Officers and executive leaders improve the success rate 
of your company’s innovation efforts? Here are few tips to consider that make the effort 
to innovate just a bit easier on the organization:

1. Build your innovation team’s sandbox and give them freedom to work within these 
constraints. Innovation is not permission to roam freely and haphazardly. Under a 
defined set of guidelines with a defined budget and set of resources, the innovation 
team can be quite effective.

2. Remove barriers to approvals under the above guidelines. Allow the innovation 
team to introduce departments and company leaders to new ways of thinking by 
hosting events or information sessions to the teams. By doing so, it begins to remove 
fear of the unknown and the mystery around the effort. Open communication and 
systems can be a very positive outcome.

3. Don’t be afraid to approach innovation from outside. There are numerous ways to 
do this, but you will need a strong leader inside to lead the way and manage the 
inside-out and the outside-in process.

4. Recognize that new innovations do not always fit nicely in the current company 
structure, processes, and culture. Consider spinning it out and investing in new 
ventures as their own entities. 

5. Engage influencers early!

6. Ensure each innovation project has a mission/vision and tell a compelling story of 
WHY and HOW your innovation will solve a critical need. 

7. Understand and fill any skills gaps that would be required to ensure a successful 
long-term success. Fill those gaps with key talent early in the process.

8. Create a strong communication strategy to engage a phased approached to 
educating key stakeholders and department heads. If you’ve determined the 
innovation is not to involve the organization (so they continue to focus on the day-to-
day), define the team needed and begin a search early on. Plazabridge Group often 
acts as this early team to ensure successful commercialization of new products and 
innovations. Using outside firms could help mitigate go-to market disasters.



9. Build the financial plans and justifications early on and adjust as you go, keeping 
the decision makers for funding in the loop. This is often a missing component. The 
proof points for investments are not always strong or compelling.

10. Don’t fear using outside resources! Plazabridge Group’s average tenure in our 
client companies is 3.2 years.  We get engaged with our clients at various stages from 
ideation, to go-to market, to finding the first customers, to building strategic 
partnerships as well as licensing opportunities to outside funding and acquisition 
opportunities. Outside resources can provide rolling-up-the-sleeves actions and take 
a great deal of pressure off the process.

At the end of the day, you need strong people with a tenacity to pursue outside the world 
of the known. This does not always feel comfortable to the organization. Just don’t leave 
the innovation team “hanging without their safety gear!”

Define your organization’s innovation mission and vision.

What is holding your organization back from realizing its innovation potential?

Which of the above ideas would you like to implement in your organization? 



Six Critical Principles When Engaging Thought Leaders On 
Your Innovation

The direct, early engagement with key thought leaders delivers dividends throughout 
the commercialization process and brings unforeseen opportunities rapidly. However, it 
is not for the faint of heart. Your innovation is your baby and thought leaders will 
inevitably tell you that your baby is ugly; but this is the moment of truth: can you defend 
your innovation’s value proposition? Can you demonstrate that the innovation can stand 
up to simpler substitution products or services? And can you easily and succinctly 
articulate the vision you have for changing markets?  You can choose to listen and 
internalize the information or reject it as irrelevant to your quest. Do the latter at your 
peril. Here are some things to help guide you and reinforce your strength against the 
onslaught of challenge:

1. First, map the key thought leaders in your market and strategize on how you 
will engage each one. Some are open to conversation. Some require only a 
response to their online presence. Some you only need challenge at a conference. 
There are many ways to get your innovation in the discussion other than a simple 
email. Get into the community and become a voice. Jot down your notes below…



2. Prep your “diffusion” strategy with a solid messaging plan. Have your elevator 
pitch down pat. Build several versions to match the interests and concerns of the 
thought leader. Know what words are impactful and which words cause confusion. 
Often, success is found in a single word. Most importantly, change the words if they 
don’t work! We see too many people hanging on to messages that don’t resonate, 
only to repeat and expect a different outcome. Jot down your notes below…

3. Go quick and go hard. Gain early review of your innovation value proposition no 
matter what it takes. Get it out there in the open. We see so many early innovation 
diffusion efforts tip toe around their innovation’s value in the hopes that confusion 
will ward off negative feedback. Charge in directly. Here is where many engineers use 
techno-babble to project a larger picture than is warranted. Don’t let this happen. 
The more complicated your technology explanation, the more confusion you create 
and the longer it takes to get to the real value of what you are trying to do.

4. Always follow-up on suggestions, objections, or new ideas learned from your 
engagement with a thought leader. The gold is in the adaptation of your 
innovation’s value to the perceptions of the thought leaders. Adapt and be agile in 
how you work with these people. It takes effort to place your innovation within 
context of the existing market noise and it takes time to internalize any new 
information.

5. Work with thought leaders to expand on boundary information; this is the 
information that influences perceptions but may not directly relate to your 
innovation. Keep your radar aperture wide open to take in this influencing 
information. Often this is where the value reinforcement messaging is found. Keep 
your discussions open to tangents that relate to your innovation.

6. Know the downstream impact of your thought leader association. Create a 
stakeholder relationship map. Who will the thought leader influence? Who will listen 
to their opinions that you can then go to later and investigate the propagation of 
your messaging?

One final note: Seek thought leaders from a diverse set of industries, public policy, 
academia and social media. This diversity will ensure a comprehensive picture of the 
changes and challenges your innovation will produce.



Plazabridge Group Model for AI-Driven Digital 
Transformation: Decision Framework

Digital transformation for most companies is still a vision unrealized. With so much hype 
around AI and Machine Learning, primarily driven by software vendors, company CEO’s 
are often at a loss on where to start in seeking competitive advantage through a digital 
strategy.  The effort to dazzle the marketplace with acronyms and technical jargon does 
little to clarify the advantages. Digital transformation efforts can yield real value in 
improving processes, discovering market advantages not discovered by competitors, 
and bringing clarity to decision making where confusion prevailed. This is only possible 
if CEO’s understand the basic approach to turning data into gold.



AI is irrelevant without data.

RECOMMENDATION #1: Institute a concentrated effort to inventory all internal and 
external data sources even remotely applicable to your business.

Find public datasets from your industry or reflective of your operations. Seek out private 
datasets that can provide value to your efforts. Private datasets must be worth the cost 
and should be purchased when the question or problem is clearly identified. Mine the 
internal data sources wherever you can find them. No internal data source is too small or 
irrelevant. The amazing thing about data is that it can always be used in digital efforts.

RECOMMENDATION #2: Build a digital mining team to organize the data in preparation 
for analysis.

Use historical data and even data from other companies that may correlate to your 
operations. The volume of data can be equally as important as the relevancy of the data.

RECOMMENDATION #3: Treat the data miners different than the statisticians.

Their skills are often quite different. Great IT professionals understand how to discover 
data sources lurking in the many operational systems. Algorithm developers learned on 
clean data sets and may have few skills on how to organize raw data for analysis.

What data is available to you? Think of both internal and external sources.

What is your strategy for mining this data? What resources are available?



Business challenges drive the need for AI.

Every MBA at your company should have had a fair amount of study in statistics and 
operations research. These are the people who could unleash insight into transforming 
business problems into their statistical equivalent.

RECOMMENDATION #1: Find and cultivate the employees who see the math behind 
business processes.

Business process improvement techniques are the cousin to business AI. The difference 
is that the statistical learning algorithms are more sophisticated these days and venture 
well beyond the basics of Queuing Theory and Calculus.

RECOMMENDATION #2: Challenge each business function to develop ways to employ AI 
tools to improve results.

Every function can learn from their data in new, sophisticated ways. Challenging 
employees to apply these tools is the first place to begin any digital transformation 
program. From customer behavior analysis to predictive sales patterns that yield greater 
results; from timing of supply chain management decisions to predictive maintenance 
processes on the factory floor; and from improving hiring practices from old school 
methods to determining through analytical means the best leaders in the company; all 
are available to mine for accelerating results.

RECOMMENDATION #3: Remember that gold is often found in seemingly unrelated 
business challenges.

The power of AI comes from extracting insight into areas that humans may overlook. 
Processes that may seem to be completely unrelated may in fact have a distant 
relationship that, if understood, can bring innovation to your company. What does the 
behavior of your inside sales team have to do with logistics planning other than 
anticipating future demand? Insights might be found in predicting regional buying 
behavior, in positioning warehouse inventory for “beat the competition” delivery times 
or in uncovering the role of inbound call behavior to dangers of disrupting logistics 
efficiency (e.g., buying changes due to regional illness).

How can your business benefit from AI?



AI is advanced algorithms put to practice.

Machine Learning, as a subset of AI, enables the continuous training of algorithms with 
new or real-time data streams. The power of AI is in the ever-improving accuracy of the 
probabilities.

RECOMMENDATION #1: Combine your data streams with business challenges to set up a 
continuous learning environment to achieve all that AI has to offer.

Supplementing static data with dynamic data to improve AI probabilities is critical for 
companies interested in competing on the time dimension. All streaming data feeds 
should be optimized for speed and accuracy. This often puts pressure on IT resources, 
especially if they are not used to integrating cross-functional information and interacting 
with diverse organizational teams.

RECOMMENDATION #2: Implement unsupervised learning systems to create a 
comprehensive analysis program for your company.

Unsupervised learning uncovers patterns in raw data that makes for interesting insights. 
This is the part of AI that gets so much media attention because the insights seem 
strange when mathematically realized. Your sales cycles could be correlated with how 
often you walk the dog! Not relevant, but illustrative of the connects that may prove 
useful to stretching your organization’s efficiency.

RECOMMENDATION #3: Let the analytical folks be creative in their approach to your 
company’s data.

They are the experts in analytics. They are the subject matter experts in how to apply 
increasingly sophisticated techniques to both structured and unstructured data. From 
NLP to QML, they are at the forefront of how business will be done in the 21st century. 
Let them run free!

Plazabridge Group are experts in implementing digital transformation strategies across 
business functions. Our experience is especially useful to CEO’s who need to understand 
the implications of AI and Machine Learning in business and how the trends will impact 
the operations of their own firms.

Additional Notes:
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