
Future trends - By roger gudoBBa

Innovate or Die
Many organizations acknowledge that innovation is important to their growth 
and success.

I admit that ‘Innovate or Die’ may be a bit melodramatic, but in reality innovation is just a novel 
solution to a new problem. A common definition of innovation is an improvement to something 
already existing. For an improvement to take place it is necessary for people to change the way 

they make decisions or make choices outside of their norm. It is the creation of better or more effective 
products, processes, services, technologies or ideas that are accepted by the market. 

Innovations can be divided into two categories. First there are evolutionary innovations brought 
about by incremental advances in technology or process. Second there are revolutionary innovations 
(also called discontinuous innovations) that disrupt a routine and may require new behavior and in-
creased risk as they create new market opportunities.

Simplicity is one of the keys to successful innovation. But it’s not the same as a simple idea. It’s 
about taking sophisticated ideas and designs and being able to reduce them down to a simple ex-
planation. For example, look at Sperlonga, one of the 2011 Innovation Award winners. They built a 
simple, but ingenious, solution to build a bridge between the mortgage servicers and the Homeown-
ers Associations to identify delinquent HOA dues and quickly resolve issues before foreclosures. 

Or look at GreenBar, another winner this year 
that developed a unique approach to the point-
of-sale from a consumer viewpoint. They both 
thought ‘outside the box.’ The word “innova-
tion” is often synonymous with the output of 
the process.

In the business world you are told to be proactive rather than reactive. But being proactive is the 
same thing as being reactive. The only difference is you do the reacting ahead of time.

A well planned, proactive solution is more likely to succeed and less likely to create stress. With 
contingencies already in place, a problem is more easily addressed than if reactionary contingencies 
have to be developed as problems occur. Being proactive is a skill that takes time and effort to perfect. 
Considering all the long term benefits, you have to wonder why all organizations don’t have this as a 
crucial part of their strategy.

Let’s examine why lenders seem to be slow to change or adapt new technology. By its very nature, 
mortgage lending is a risk-adverse industry. Lenders feel comfortable with the status quo. If it’s not 
broke, don’t fix it. Status quo is ultimately about playing it safe, protecting egos and fighting inevitable 
change. It is the general conception ‘that is how things are done around here.’ Status quo can be your 
worst nightmare.

As the late CK Prahalad and Gary Hamel wrote in ‘Competing for the Future,’ “All of us are pris-
oners, to one degree or another, of our experience.” Organizations tend to do business as usual and fail 
to imagine better ways to tackle challenges and everyday activities. But the lenders realize that some 
change is inevitable and that a better alternative solution may emerge over time. So let’s look at one 
approach a lender may take in determining what they need to address and the overall impact on their 
organization.

‘Flipping Orthodoxies: Overcoming Insidious Obstacles to Innovation’ was a recent article in the 

What are you doing to make sure the status 
quo doesn’t paralyze your company?
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Fall 2011 issue of Rotman Magazine that discussed a plan to 
challenge and overcome ingrained orthodoxies. Following are 
some excerpts from that article. Orthodoxies are tightly-held be-
liefs that guide a company’s decisions. Orthodoxies range from 
seemingly-innocuous biases or conventions to, at their most ex-
treme, something that approaches religious-like devotion to a 
specific set of ideals. Oftentimes they are easy to see, but more 
often they are not explicitly recognized. They are unstated as-
sumptions that go unquestioned. 

Internal orthodoxies are often embedded in a company’s cul-
ture, so finding them is a major challenge. Management has to 
be ready to openly question practices that at one point may have 
defined a company’s success. External Orthodoxies are indus-
tries and markets that can be just as beholden to the way things 
are done as companies are. Outsiders 
so often seem to disrupt an entire in-
dustry, simply by having a fresh way 
of looking at things. That’s why Clay-
ton Christensen’s theories of disrup-
tive innovation retain such resonance, 
years after they were first published.

Economist Daniel Kahnwman 
wrote in the June 2011 issue of Har-
vard Business Review, “Knowing you 
have biases is not enough to help you 
overcome them.” Overcoming ortho-
doxies rarely happens in isolation. They are generally far too 
pervasive and deeply rooted to simply overturn. 

Following is a 5 step plan to make sure you don’t let ortho-
doxies block your innovation agenda.

 <<< Be ruthless about finding them. Leaders need to be ex-
tremely open-minded when it comes to confronting truths that 
might make them feel uncomfortable. 

<<< Ask ‘why not?’ on a regular basis. This is one way to 
challenge preconceived ideas to ensure you are not missing im-
portant opportunities. Focus on the solution, not the problem.

<<<  Widen your field of vision. These days it’s no longer 
enough just to consider the potential orthodoxies of existing in-
dustries. The ‘bottom of the pyramid’ is an excellent place to 
look for inspiration. This environment is teeming with fast-mov-
ing ideas, born of necessity that is flipping orthodoxies to create 
new business models.

<<< Be a credible heretic. You have to acknowledge the or-

thodoxy and the good reason it existed in the first place, and then 
you have to be willing in an open, positive, sometimes playful 
way to challenge that. To challenge orthodoxies effectively, it’s 
important to understand the potential ramifications of change.

<<< Recognizing those who dare to flip orthodoxies can send 
a powerful signal to the rest of your organization. By opening up 
a challenge to a wider group that might participate internally, or-
ganizations are often able to challenge the industry orthodoxies 
that plague the incumbents.

Lenders everywhere need to imagine a different future that 
encompasses more than just business as usual. If the process of 
overturning orthodoxies is not deliberately adopted by senior 
management, old patterns are certain to re-emerge.

None of this is easy. There is a fine line between a winning 
formula and hardwired assumptions 
that constrain a business. But through 
careful assessment and conscious 
choices, you can discern between 
self-imposed limitations and the true 
cornerstones of you organization.

In a 2010 McKinsey survey of over 
2,000 corporate executives, 84% said 
that innovation was very or extremely 
important to their company’s future 
growth. However, 40% claimed that 
they select their new ideas on an ad hoc 

basis. Further, 57% agreed that while they will execute against the 
few new ideas that they had ... They needed more big ideas.

Incremental innovation seeks to improve the systems that 
already exist, making them better, faster, cheaper. This is some-
times called “Market Pull” Innovation. Radical innovation is 
more focused on new technologies, new business models and 
breakthrough businesses. This is sometimes called “Technology 
Push” Innovation.

Innovation can certainly be considered a segment of being 
proactive. Innovation differs from invention in that innovation 
refers to the use of a new idea or method, whereas invention 
refers more directly to the creation of the idea or method itself. 
Innovation can be viewed from a technological point of view. 
Each new technology enables us to see beyond what existed be-
fore. New behaviors develop and new insights are gained. There 
is no way to predict where this process leads.

Business as usual is a thing of the past. ❖
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Innovation is 
companies creating 

value by 
implementing new 

ideas. So, 
get started.
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