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The prime source of the innovation 
power in any firm lies in the mind of 
its employees. When they are mentally 
prepared for discovering and realising 
new opportunities, the organisation 
will possess an enduring capacity to in-
novate.  Below, Jeff Gaspersz highlights 
the small initiatives managers can take 
with a profound impact on developing 
an innovation mindset.

How Paul Discovers Opportunities
I have a ninety-year-old colleague, Paul, 
still teaching at our university with a vibrant 
energy. After earning his PhD at the age of 
seventy-nine, he took flying lessons, fol-
lowed many courses, wrote ten books and 
numerous articles. He established a new 
magazine and writes a weekly blog. Paul 
belongs to a group of extraordinary people 
with a mindset aimed at continuously dis-
covering and realising new possibilities.

When I asked Paul for his secret, he 
revealed that it consisted of two daily 
questions that prepared him for discov-
ery. He has asked himself these questions 
for most of his life. His first question is: 
what have I learned today? His second 
question is: what can I improve tomor-
row? Each evening he writes his answers 
to both questions in a small notebook.

This daily ritual changed his percep-
tion. Paul wants to continue to learn and 
improve until the very end of his life. 
With these two questions, he has devel-
oped a way of approaching everyday life 
as a meaningful universe where possibili-
ties and opportunities for learning and im-
proving abound. It is the same phenom-
enon that occurs when we have bought 
a car of a certain brand, in the colour of 
our choice. Suddenly we begin to notice 
exactly the same car on many roads.

A Monthly Question
We can apply Paul’s mindset to a busi-
ness context to spot innovation opportu-
nities. Suppose a manager of a sales team 
asks his employees monthly: what issues 
or topics have arisen during your con-
versations with customers that might in-
dicate an opportunity?  The effect of this 
repeated question is that team members 
will become more attentive, and when 
visiting customers, will listen more care-
fully.  Each month they are asked to share 
what is worthwhile, so when speaking 
with clients they will notice opportuni-
ties, unarticulated needs or complaints. 
As with our earlier example of a new car, 

the team will then begin to identify pos-
sibilities everywhere. 

Questions are thus a simple and ef-
fective way to build a state of mind open 
to change and innovation. When we ask 
team members, “what can be the hidden 
opportunity in this customer complaint?”, 
we invite them to explore it further with 
an open mind. It is then crucial that man-
agement allow the necessary time to 
reflect, and to act upon the answers.

What else can we do to create the desired 
attitude in a company with an appetite for 
innovation?  Of course, a mindset in an or-
ganisation cannot be changed overnight. 
But we can arrange the right incentives and 
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atmosphere to gradually shape a mindset 
focused on innovation. We will mention 
three important lines of action below. 

Bringing in Outsiders with Solutions
An organisation with a desire to innovate 
has to bring in new voices from outside.  
These could be managers or professionals 
from other companies that may have found 
solutions to comparable problems with 
which our own organisation is struggling. 

Using this method, the Rotterdam Eye 
Hospital in the Netherlands learned about 
the reservation system used by the Royal 
Dutch Airlines (KLM). KLM logistic 
experts then worked with professionals 
from the hospital to improve their patient 
planning and booking system, leading to 
a reduction in patient waiting times from 
an average of twelve to four weeks.1 

We can expect a double harvest from 
innovation-oriented dialogues with indi-
viduals from other sectors. Firstly, we are 
introduced to new, unexpected ideas and 
ways of thinking that can be applied in our 
own company setting. The second harvest 
might be even more profound: dialogue 
with external creative talents challeng-
es our employees and exposes the limita-
tions of their own experience and thought 
patterns. The broadening of their views 
can then be fruitful in many areas.

Encouraging Collaboration and Creative 
Tension
Let us suppose that a manager gives a 
small notebook to all team members 
with instructions to carry it at all times in 
order to record ideas as they occur. Each 
week the team is invited to share their re-
corded ideas relating to improvement and 
innovation. When a good idea is brought 
forward, a small ad hoc project group is 

Questions are a simple 
and effective way to build 
a state of mind open to 
change and innovation. 

reinforcing effect on the willingness of 
employees to participate in future innova-
tion projects.

Repeated cooperation and co-creation 
across units in innovation projects, pos-
sibly with the involvement of customers, 
has a profound impact upon the innova-
tion mindset. Employees enjoy the expe-
rience of being part of an exciting and in-
spiring community. This is exactly why 
organisations like Google are idea fac-
tories. They have taken away the barri-
ers to innovation-focused collaboration. 
Chairman Eric Schmidt explains in an 
interview: “One of the things that we’ve 
tried very hard to avoid at Google is the 
sort of divisional structure and the busi-
ness unit structure that prevents collabo-
ration between teams.”2 

It is the core task of leadership to 
eliminate the barriers that might prevent 
collaboration and then ignite the desire to 
connect and cross-fertilise ideas.

Stimulating Creative Habits
In many firms there is a deep need for 
creative thinking. Not only to develop 
new products or services but also to dis-
cover new sources of revenue. We know 
that in order to find smart solutions we 
have to think differently — both from our 
competitors and from what previous ex-
periences have often taught us. What 
made us successful in the past will not 
necessarily do so in the future, and this 
realisation triggers us to think creatively 
and focus on innovation.

When searching for ways to enhance 
creative thinking we often rely on brain-
storming or lateral thinking techniques. 
These are, of course, important in helping 
to break old patterns and guide us to 
new avenues of thinking. However, the 
problem with these techniques is that 
they hardly influence our daily thinking 
patterns. They remain techniques we oc-
casionally use but they do not become 
part of our second creative nature.

Studies of highly creative people 
show that these talents use hardly any 

set up for further investigation of the idea. 
This group is deliberately composed of 
a mixture of individuals from the man-
ager’s own team together with members 
of other teams or departments and they 
are to consider the chosen idea along-
side their regular work tasks. After two 
months, the project group will present 
their results to the management.

Many positive outcomes can arise 
from this simple action. Managers fre-
quently advocate the importance of in-
novation, yet fail to integrate it into the 
work agenda. By taking action on good 
ideas, the leadership shows its appreci-
ation of employee participation and the 
matter of innovation becomes a priori-
ty. Moreover, respect for the creativity of 
employees stimulates a feeling of com-
munity and helps make the company a 
more attractive place to work.

An additional effect is that inno-
vation-oriented collaboration across 
units is encouraged. People learn from 
one another and connect their insights. 
Informal networks are formed, creat-
ing even more opportunities for future 
collaborations. Furthermore, we intro-
duce creative tension that is crucial for 
companies striving to innovate. Project 
groups will work hard to enhance their 
original idea and meet the deadline, while 
gaining a chance for recognition of their 
creative work. There may be some con-
flicting opinions as a result of diverse 
backgrounds and experience within the 
group, but that contributes to the creative 
tension necessary to increase alertness 
and productivity and to improve an idea.

Finally, the most valuable and long-
lasting effect is that we have focused 
the minds of employees on innovation 
and showed them that they can contrib-
ute either on an individual basis, or by 
working together with colleagues from 
other departments - or even from other 
companies - in an open and informal way. 
Giving people time to explore new oppor-
tunities, sharing the results and celebrat-
ing the successes then creates a positive 
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artificial techniques to boost their cre-
ativity.3  The secrets behind their cre-
ative genius are certain habits they have 
acquired. We will discuss some of these 
habits.

When the great physicist Albert 
Einstein was asked how he differed from 
the average person, he gave a surprising 
answer. He said that when people were 
asked to find a needle in a haystack, most 
people were glad when they found the 
needle and immediately stopped search-
ing. “But I,” said Einstein, “I always 
wonder if there might be more needles 
hidden in the haystack and keep on 
seeking for them.” Einstein was point-
ing to a golden creativity-boosting habit: 
stay curious and never stop the search 
for new insights, perspectives, and solu-
tions. Or in other words: fight mental la-
ziness and the inclination to habitually 
stick to old and familiar solutions.

A manager I recently met shared 
with me his solution to resist such a lazy 
mental attitude in his team. When his 
employees come to him with a problem, 
he will only listen if they bring two so-
lutions they have thought up themselves. 
That creates the right habit!

Also, posing artificial barriers can 
stimulate the right habits for creativity. 
When an employee proposes a good idea, 
we can create such a hurdle by saying: 
we will only take it into consideration 
if you redesign your idea and come up 
with a forty per cent cheaper version. By 
constantly challenging the inventive-
ness of our personnel, we build the right 
mindset, prepared for innovation.

Another creative habit to acquire 
is to examine problems from differ-
ent angles. Looking at current prod-
ucts and services from the eye of the 
customer can bring new ideas for im-
provements. A CEO asked his employ-
ees: what would you do differently if you 
could lead this company? This invitation 
to look at problems from the perspective 
of the boardroom brought not only new 
answers but also a deeper understanding 

of the leadership decisions in that or-
ganisation. We often forget that when 
we ask people to change, we also ask 
them to change perceptions and see the 
possibilities of the transformation. We 
can build an organisation ready for any 
change when we encourage employ-
ees, when faced with problems, to chal-
lenge their assumptions and shift their 
perspectives.

Challenges for the Leadership
In some companies I have worked with 
as a consultant, I noticed that the real 
hurdle for innovation was not the mindset 
of employees but that of the managers. 
People on the work floor had many ideas 
but they noticed that the leaders hardly 
listened to them or that their ideas were 
crushed in the first instance with the 
simple argument that there was no time 
for them at this moment.

If managers really want to culti-
vate an innovation mindset within the 
company, they have to welcome new 
ideas and reward the innovation-ori-
ented behaviour they would like to see, 
even if this does not lead to the desired 
results. A company where people like 
to contribute with their creative think-
ing is always a place with a tolerance 
for failure. When management dem-
onstrates that a failure in innovation is 
just a valuable feedback to learning, the 
company becomes a safe place to ex-
periment.  Soichiro Honda, the founder 
of the Japanese Honda Motor Company, 
phrased it as follows: “Success can only 
be achieved through repeated failure and 
introspection. Success represents the 
one per cent of your work that results 
from the ninety-nine per cent that is 
called failure.”4 

With innovation rising on the board-
room agenda, the ultimate challenge of 
leadership is to create a mindset and a 
culture in the company where inno-
vation is not seen as something ex-
traordinary that can only occasionally 
occur. The desired culture is where all 

members of the organisation embrace 
innovation and consider it their task to 
contribute with their connected creativ-
ity and entrepreneurship in the search 
for new possibilities. Possibilities to 
improve, to find new revenue models, to 
speed up the commercialisation of se-
lected ideas.  With a collective mindset 
that is ready for these challenges, the or-
ganisation will possess a daily sustain-
able innovation strength with which it 
can effectively respond to any changes 
in a pro-active way.

In this article I have outlined ways in 
which to ignite an innovation mindset in 
a company, and these should be taken as 
pointers in the search for one’s own ini-
tiatives. Building an innovation mindset 
is always a gradual and tailor-made 
process; but when we succeed we will 
have a workforce capable of generating 
a sustainable competitive power through 
innovation! 

About the Author
Prof. Dr. Jeff Gaspersz 
is Professor of Innovation 
at Nyenrode Business 
Universiteit and an advisor, 
speaker and entrepreneur in 

the field of innovation management and 
business creativity. He previously worked 
for KPMG. His research fields are inno-
vation leadership and the thinking behind 
innovation. His books, articles and blogs 
focus on shaping organisations where our 
individual and collective creation power is 
stimulated and used. For more information 
please visit: www.jeffgaspersz.com

References
1. D. F. de Korne, “Divergent sight: studies on the ap-
plication of industrial quality and safety improve-
ment methods in eye hospitals”, Dissertation, Faculty 
Medicine, University of Amsterdam, 2011.
2. James Manyika, “Google’s view on the future of 
business: An interview with CEO Eric Schmidt”, The 
McKinsey Quarterly, September 2008.
3. Andrew Robinson, Sudden Genius? The Gradual Path 
to Creative Breakthroughs, Oxford University Press, 2010.
4. Paul Sloane, “Create a Culture of Experimentation: 
Successfully Fail”, The TRIZ Journal, 2013.

Innovation


