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Five levels of innovation

Innovation through knowledge networks
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Managers and policy makers are increasingly recognizing
that the ‘linear model’ of innovation, i.e. an orderly progres-
sion from R&D to development to market exploitation, is over-
simplistic. In today’s complex and changing business envi-
ronment successful innovation is much more iterative and
interactive, involving many people and processes. In short,
commercial success depends on effective innovation net-
works.

Effective innovation networks bring the following benefits:

Faster development of new products and services;
Better optimization of R&D investment;

Closer alignment with market needs;

More successful product introductions;

Better anticipation of customer needs; and
Competitor differentiation.

Making them work

1. Understand the levels of innovation

Innovation evolves through several levels:

e level 1: Technology Transfer - tangible output is trans-
ferred;

e Level 2. Knowledge Exchange - people are a transfer
mechanism;

o Level 3: Knowledge Collaboration - joint innovation, e.g.
with customers;

e Level 4: Knowledge Innovation - systemic management of
processes

e Level 5: Innovation Networks - a dynamic network of knowl-
edge flows.

2. Develop collaborative, sharing cultures

Innovation needs sharing, collaborative cultures that reward
experimentation and learning. Above all, support your cham-
pions - it is they who will drive innovation to a successful
conclusion. We can provide insights on the cultural dimen-
sion.

3. Recognize knowledge and information as important
assets

Methods need to be developed to value and assess these
assets and their exploitation. These methods do not need to
be as detailed as skills data-bases or information audits, but
something tailored to their effective management and growth
as valued assets. We can provide check-lists and tools to help
this process.

4. Use appropriate performance measures and evalua-
tion methods

Some of the most successful innovations would never have

got past the starting post with financially oriented cost-benefit

analyses. We can suggest other, more appropriate grids and

checklists for evaluating opportunities.
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5. Develop networking structures and bridging mechanisms
Innovation networks operate across department and organi-
zation boundaries. Traditional hierarchical structures and rules
must be modified to allow innovation to flourish. We can iden-
tify appropriate bridging mechanisms and provide guidelines
for managing in a networked organization.

6. Apply computer technology to augment knowledge pro-
cessing

Various groupware and conceptual mapping tools can signif-

icantly enhance creativity and the effectiveness of knowledge

development for innovation. We can advise on appropriate

socio-technologies for know-how and intelligence sharing.

Framework of levels of innovation

This framework has been developed by Debra Amidon of
Entovation International. Debra was formerly the Global Inno-
vation Strategist at Digital Equipment Corporation.

Level 1 - Technology transfer

Discrete movement of something from one place to another -
technology push or demand pull. Something moves from lab
to production, from university to industry. Most typically, infor-
mation (e.g. reports) or knowledge ‘embedded’ in prototype
product.

Level 2 - Knowledge exchange

Recognizes the role of people as a transfer medium and of
knowledge as information in a context. Ideas flow between
researchers and users. Each informs the other. More of a two-
way dialogue, though, since it often starts late in the innova-
tion cycle, much knowledge exchange has a one-way em-
phasis.

Level 3 - Knowledge collaboration

Ideas are developed jointly. There is less certainty at the out-
set of ‘what’ will be developed. People from multiple disci-
plines work together to solve a problem, as in concurrent en-
gineering processes. New ideas and insight are gained as a
result of the interaction.

Level 4 - Knowledge innovation systems

There is too much at stake to be left to serendipity. Manage-
ment issues come to the fore. A more systematic and systemic
approach is adopted. Socio-technical and business systems
are aligned; priorities are continually reviewed in light of the
progress of the innovation and the developments in the mar-
ketplace. The innovation system is a learning system.

Level 5 - Knowledge innovation networks

Innovation is dynamic. Different strategic business partners
are needed as the innovation moves into business develop-
ment. Several strategic business networks (SBNs) intertwine,
each with a different focus and purpose, though with many
common partners. Networks ebb and flow. ‘Knowledge flow'
becomes the source of collaborative advantage. O
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