
Lean Innovation
Rethinking the way companies measure innovation

Jason Moccia



© 2013 OneSpring LLC. Innovation Probability 2

One of the challenges with innovation is that it is difficult to measure. People think of innovation as 
some ambiguous phenomenon that takes place on the fringe of normal business operations.  In fact, 
innovation occurs all the time and all around us. The misunderstanding is not necessarily on the concept; 
it is on the validation and execution where challenges occur. At any given point in time, there are tens 
of thousands of people brainstorming in boardrooms, dorm rooms, and cubes around the world trying 
to develop the next groundbreaking idea. Sadly, most of these ideas will fail; however, failure is a normal 
part of evolving toward something better. But how do you know if an idea has potential or not? Is it gut 
instinct that drives innovation forward? I believe this should be the exception, not the norm. What if we 
could identify earlier if an idea has a high probability of success versus a low probability? The ability to 
quickly validate ideas is innovative in itself, is it not? 

One of the mistakes companies and individuals make is evaluating ideas in a silo. The issue is that 
the people coming up with ideas are the most biased in favor of their ideas and therefore skew the 
probability of success. Their own self-interests cloud the validation and vetting process, which is critical 
to selecting the best ideas to develop. Ideas should not be looked at through a single lens; they should 
be explored and analyzed from many different viewpoints and by many different people. In order to 
be effective, we have to be both quantitative and qualitative in our analysis of ideas. It should not be 
about who has the best presentation and sales pitch, it should be about who can support their ideas 
with substance (i.e. proven facts and figures). This article outlines a practical approach to measuring 
and validating ideas, before too many resources are wasted developing the wrong thing. The goal is to 
identify the probability of success based on accurate and timely feedback, which also reduces risk. The 
concepts presented are meant to add speed and rigor to the process while formulizing the elusiveness 
of what is truly considered innovative. 

The Importance of Innovation in the Market 

There is no question that technology has surged over the past several decades. In fact, technological 
advancements are directly tied to economic development. If you consider the Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP), which is the broadest measure of economic output for a nation, you will see a steady upward 
trend for most developed countries over the past 50 years. In fact, US GDP1 accelerated during the 80’s 
and 90’s when computers were starting to become more generally accepted and utilized to conduct 
business.

The reason economic development is tied to technology is because it makes society more productive. 
For example, think about what it took just 25 years ago for an individual in Georgia to order a product 
from a company in California. A telephone call or possibly a fax machine was needed to place the order, 
which was then most likely processed via pen and paper and manually routed to a fulfillment center. 
Someone in warehousing reviewed the order, then manually located the product. The product was 
then sent to shipping along with the order information. Think about the number of people involved in 

1 World Bank Data
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the transaction and the time consumed routing orders, manually writing and looking things up. Also, 
consider the cost and potential for human errors in the process. There are also capacity constraints to 
consider. How many orders can the firm in California realistically fulfill per day?

Jump ahead 25 years and the process has evolved significantly. Today, you would most likely go to 
the company’s website or some other third party and order the product online. The company would 
receive your order through their automated ordering system, which reduces the number of people 
involved in the ordering process. Inventory is most likely digitally managed, so the company knows 
exactly where the product is located in the warehouse and can locate and ship the package the same 
day. Additionally, most mail carriers today have fully automated systems, which make transacting large 
volumes of packages quick and efficient. Physical transportation has been improved with faster and 
more fuel-efficient aircraft. GPS is now ubiquitous which makes it faster to find and deliver packages. 
As another example, I was recently talking to a vendor about performing roofing work on my house. 
During the course of our conversation, he quickly pulled up the satellite image of my home to see where 
exactly I was having the issue. He was able to give me a rough quote based on his review of the satellite 
image. Think about how much time and expense this saves his company on an annual basis. He can 
quote more work on a daily basis and is therefore much more productive overall. The point of this 
excercise is to illustrate as technology advances over time, it expands society’s production capabilities. 
Technology helps drive worker efficiency, which means workers produce more output per hour, which 
benefits society, thus driving up GDP. This is precisely why the GDP curve increases for the US at a very 
aggressive rate as compared to other countries.  In economics, this phenomenon is known as labor-
augmenting. If a worker is twice as efficient today as he or she would have been in say 1980, then the 
efficiency of the labor market has increased without adding more people to the equation.  In other words, 
people can do more with less. This is not the only reason economies grow, but it is an important variable. 

Figure 1.0 National GDP1
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This is not a paper on economics; however, these are important points to consider, because it is innovation 
that drives technological breakthroughs. 

Most technologies evolve over time. Some ideas are 
groundbreaking while others are simple. However, a 
majority of innovations are enhancements to already 
existing problems. If a majority of innovations are 
driven by refinements to existing ideas, let us evolve the way we validate and prove the viability of ideas.  
The growth in technology lends itself to this point because you and I can sit quietly in our offices with the 
world at our fingertips.  We can download software to help draft our latest concept, or use the Internet to 
find help. We can share our computer screen with colleagues located around the world and present ideas 
to elicit feedback.  This is one of the reasons the word “innovation” has become commonplace, and in 
some cases, overused.  Technology has given individuals the ability to explore new ideas on their own with 
minimal effort. The playing field has been leveled to some degree between large, well-funded organizations 
and small, under-funded startups. What used to require a significant investment can now be performed 
by downloading and learning software.  For example, two decades ago, if you wanted to create a custom 
short video about your product or service, you would have to hire a company and potentially spend tens of 
thousands of dollars. Today, you can shoot fairly high quality video with your mobile phone, and even edit it 
on the phone and share it with millions of potential viewers within minutes through social media channels. 

This shift toward affordable and ubiquitous technology has created a swell of innovation. As ideas stream 
in at an ever growing pace, it is becoming critical that we have better processes in place for validating 
which ideas should be acted on, and more importantly, which ideas should be scrapped. The challenge 
now is in keeping pace with the latest trends in technology, while also maintaining a competitive edge. 
Those companies that can validate their ideas the fastest will have a competitive advantage in the market 
place. The speed in which innovation occurs is the new currency. Take Facebook as an example; we 
all know the story. The company was founded by several college students from Harvard in 2004 and 
now has a market cap of 59.75 billion2.  What is compelling about this example is the premise of the 
idea (i.e. give people the power to share and make the world more open and connected) and their 
ability to create enormous wealth in such a short period of time from that idea.  If you compare this with 
more established companies such as the Ford Motor Company, you start to see a very different picture 
emerge. Ford Motors was founded in 1903 and went public in 1956. It currently has a market cap of 
66.08 billion3. This equates to only a 6.33 billion dollar difference; however, these two companies have over 
100 years of history between them. Part of the explanation is based on technology. Henry Ford was one 
of the best innovators of his day. He helped pioneer the modern assembly line for the Model T in the early 
1900’s, which has been replicated and improved upon over the last century to remarkable heights. A great 
example is the Toyota Product System (TPS), which takes a Lean Manufacturing approach of reducing 

2 Facebooks Market Cap as of July 8, 2013 – Yahoo Finance
3 Ford Motors Market Cap as of July 8, 2013 – Yahoo Finance

Technology has given individuals the 
ability to explore new ideas on their 
own with minimal effort.
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waste and streamlining production.  Innovation is not just about creating new technology; it is also about 
creating new and better ways of doing things. Technology, combined with human ingenuity, accelerates 
innovation. 

Transparency of an Idea

Now that we have focused on the aggregate value and importance of innovation in the economy, let’s 
delve into the practical side of innovation. What does it take to drive innovation within a company? In 
most cases, it may be autonomous groups within the organization; however, this does not paint the 
entire picture. The flexibility to maneuver, change direction, and experiment is critical.  Intrapreneurs, 
entrepreneurs acting within an existing organization to drive change and validate ideas, become 
instrumental innovators.  However, we do not have to segregate and disengage groups within the 
organization to drive innovation.  The collective brainpower of the organization should play a key role 
in the innovation sphere. The goal is to strike a balance between idea generation and organizational 
alignment. Companies should not have to give up standardization and operational efficiency for the sake 
of innovation.  The key is creating pockets of autonomy, which can be leveraged to drive new ideas.  
More importantly, companies need to have a culture that fosters innovation through transparency of 
ideas.  For example, according to a recent article, the countries top innovative companies are located 
in Silicon Valley, or what is referred to as the Bay Area.  The article indicates that 48% of Bay Area 
companies have an innovation strategy in place versus just 19% of companies globally4.  What is it 
about the Bay Area that creates a culture of innovation?  The sharing and dissemination of ideas is an 
important factor.  Innovation is accelerated through open and transparent collaboration among groups of 
people.  Management style and organizational structure all contribute to its effectiveness. 

Although culture is an important factor, I think there is something even more important. If you consider 
the way individuals come up with and communicate ideas, the process usually varies and is beholden to 
multiple factors. For example, those individuals who have the best communication skills, organizational 
clout, budget, and management support, typically can push their ideas further down the path. This tilts 
ideas in the direction of those people who encompass these advantages and relegates those who do 
not. In other words, the focus should be on the ideas, not who can sell them the best. I call this the 
“transparency of an idea.” How transparent is your organization with sharing ideas?  Let us assume for a 
moment that you have a fantastic idea for your company. Do you know how you would promote the idea 
internally? Is there a process to follow for communicating and gaining acceptance? Those individuals 
who understand how to play the game have an advantage in the work place. This not only harms the 
individuals who want to contribute; it also devalues potentially great ideas from ever seeing the light of 
day. I realize that being able to sell an idea is important, but it should not affect the value of an idea.  For 
example, a great salesman can take a mediocre product or idea and potentially sell double the amount 
of an average salesman who has a great product or idea.  This bias is one of the reasons average ideas 
may make it through the corporate funding process only to fail in the market.  If bias is a concern, then 

4 The Culture of Innovation, What makes San Francisco Bay Area Companies Different, March 2012
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how do we level the playing field? 

The focal point of any idea centers around what I call the “consumption factor.” The consumption 
factor is the process and material by which individuals view and understand an idea. Let’s consider the 
great and average salesman again for a moment. One of the reasons the great salesman is able to sell 
more is because he is better at explaining and communicating the value of the product. He has a high 
consumption factor. If we look at the world of politics, we see the same occurrence all the time. Those 
politicians who can connect and sell their ideas and policies the best typically excel faster. The reality is 
that this is human nature.  What I am proposing does not discount the fact that some people are better 
communicators and salespeople than others; rather it focuses on the merit of an idea, while minimizing 
bias.  By leveling the playing field and providing an objective, neutral forum for communication, we 
bring all relevant ideas to the forefront to be viewed and discussed freely; therefore, we increase the 
transparency of ideas. This concept has been used in the food industry for decades. For example, 
food manufacturers perform blind taste tests to gather data on their products. The consumer gets to 
experience the product without bias. Gathering quantitative data is all about removing bias from the 
equations.  Scientists know this reasoning well.  Cross contamination or the introduction of bias into the 
results spoils the entire experiment. The key is to have a controlled environment in which experiments 
are performed.  Most ideas that circulate through an organization have some sort of bias associated with 
them, given the mechanism in which they are evaluated. 

The Consumption Factor

To level the playing field and view ideas based on merit, it requires a new process and skill set. Let’s 
start by asking a simple question. What is the easiest and most effective way for humans to absorb 
and understand a concept? If you consider how we absorb material and concepts on a daily basis, it is 
not hard to come up with several answers. We read print, watch videos, and listen to audio. If we distill 
these acts down, what we are really talking about is communication; therefore, what is the best way to 
communicate ideas? Some people prefer to read, which is fine for some things, but not necessarily the 
most effective way to communicate abtract concepts of ideas. The reasoning is linked to interpretation 
fallacies.  In other words, the way concepts are perceived may vary from person to person. If you 
consider how we all learn from a very young age, we have a predisposition to sight as a means of 
absorbing information.  This comes very naturally to human beings and is universal.  What I mean by the 
word universal is regardless of your background or upbringing, learning through sight is the same. As 
we age, we start to rely on language, which of course varies across the globe.  The act of using sight to 
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work through ideas is called “visual thinking.” Let’s do a simple but effective test to illustrate this point. 
Take a look at Figure 2 below. On the left side you will see a subset of textual instructions for putting 
together a simple Lego figure, and on the right side you will see visual instructions. If I were to ask you 
which set of instructions you would rather use (A or B), which one would you select?

Visual instructions are much easier and faster to understand. As children, we learned by viewing, 
touching, and experimenting with objects, so we naturally gravitate toward visual instructions. Humans 
have a tendency to follow the path of least resistance when it comes to figuring things out.  In terms of 
exploring new ideas, we have to use methods that reduce bias and make ideas easy to consume. In 
other words, we have to increase the consumption factor.

Exploring Visual Ideas

Let’s now explore the different ways in which ideas can be shared within an organization. Some of these 
techniques have been utilized for years; however, it is not about the techniques alone. What is important 
is that we use the techniques at the right time and iterate on the ideas quickly based on feedback.  It 
is not always enough to simply illustrate an idea and not actively use the feedback to make the idea 
stronger.  This is referred to as “iterative design.”  It is the process by which the design of an idea is 

Figure 2.0 Lego Test



© 2013 OneSpring LLC. Innovation Probability 8

fluid and becomes better as more and more people view the idea and provide input.  For example, 
storyboarding has been used in the movie industry for decades. In fact, storyboarding was first used in 
the 1930’s. However, it is now being used more and more to communicate ideas and complex concepts 
within organizations.  Figure 3 below shows a simple storyboard for a mobile device. 

The storyboard can be used to communicate a simple concept quickly. As you can see from Figure 3, 
the sketch is very simple, so you do not need to be an artist to create storyboards. What is important is 
that you are able to get your point across so everyone can understand what is being presented.

Another way to communicate ideas is through a concept called “visualization.” Visualization means 
different things to people depending on your background and expertise. For the purpose of this 
article, when I use the word visualization, I’m referring to processes and user interfaces that can be 
rapidly prototyped. Visualization can be used to prototype just about anything. For example, website 
applications, business process, mobile device, CRM, ERP, or an in-dash car entertainment system can 
all be visualized. This is different than storyboarding in that you are creating interactive models of actual 
user interfaces and systems. Visualizations allow you to embed business rules and logic so you can 
make them work like the real application, allowing you to interact and experience them. Visualizations are 
also extremely quick to modify, so it ties nicely to our iterative design concept mentioned above.

Video is another great way to communicate ideas.  Because of technology advancements, video creation 

Figure 3.0 Storyboard
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is becoming more commoditized.  For example, you can pay companies to create simple animated 
videos cheaply and quickly.  There are also companies in the market that will record professional videos 
in a studio for an affordable hourly rate.  It is also possible for anyone with a smart phone to create a 
video. Editing tools have become extremely affordable. All it takes is a little time and creativity to create 
something compelling. This is also a great outlet for employees to explore something new and creative.  
We create videos all the time within my company, and the employees love working on them. These are 
but a few options you have readily available to communicate your ideas.  There are other ways, such 
as process maps, sketches, and white boarding, which can all be used as well. However, the three 
mentioned above (storyboarding, visualization, and video) are the most valuable because they can be 
shared quickly and across many channels (web, intranet, email, blog post), and more importantly, they all 
have high consumption factors. 

Innovation Probability; Rating your Ideas

By raising the consumption factor, we are now able to quickly elicit feedback from many individuals. 
To do this, we take a quantitative approach to analyzing the viability of an idea. One of the issues with 
innovation is that it is difficult to measure and analyze, especially early in the lifecycle. For example, 
many companies attempt to validate ideas during their budgeting cycle. This is a perfect time to utilize 
these techniques to enhance the business case for an idea. Measuring success usually comes after 
ideas have been developed and launched in the market.  Our goal is to determine the probability of 
success of an idea before expending too many resources towards its development. To do this, we use 
the visual artifacts mentioned above (storyboarding, visualization, and video) to capture user feedback. 
For example, if we share an idea via a video, we can ask several simple questions, which are associated 
to probability measurements (see Table 1). In the example below, we ask the viewer three questions 
ranked 1 through 5. Each answer is associated to a probability (for more detailed probability rankings 
see Appendix 1). The number and type of questions can vary; however, it is important to utilize the same 
questions across multiple ideas so the results are not skewed in one direction.  For example, if you have 
10 ideas you are trying to gather data on, you would not want to ask different questions for each idea. 

Again, the key is the consumption of the idea.  In order to gather unbiased feedback, all viewers 
must understand the idea being presented.   If we were to present the idea in different forms (i.e. ppt 
presentation, meetings, etc.) it would skew our results.   The more individuals you can share your idea 
with, the better.  However, it is critical that the information being presented is consistent from one 
viewer to the next.  Table 2 illustrates the results from 15 employees and 15 customers.  The reason we 
separate employees from customers is we want to determine if there is any internal bias.   Internal bias 
can occur for a multitude of reasons (i.e. politics, job security, etc).  However, it is important to obtain 
employee feedback because the employees know the business the best.  We can correlate the data sets 
to determine how far apart they are.   In the sample given below, there is a 0.734 correlation between 
employees and customers, which tells us there is a high correlation between the results.  This is one 
indicator that tells us that bias may be limited.   If there were a low correlation (under 0.5), no correlation, 
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or a negative correlation, then we would question the 
results and need to do additional sampling.   Another 
reason for asking both employees and customers is that 
employees have a different perspective than customers.  
The correlation allows us to gauge if the idea resonates 
from different viewpoints.

The standard deviation (SD) is also calculated to 
determine the probability range. In our example in Table 
2, you can see we have an SD of 1.031. This gives us a 
low score of 2.77 and a high score of 4.83.  We can map 
our scores to the probability table (see Appendix 1) and 
come up with a probability range. As denoted in Table 
3 below, the example given would lead to a range from 
45% to 95%, with a mean of 70%.  In other words, the 
example project would have a probability of success of 
45% to 95%, with an average of 70%.  Ideally we would 
like to see a much tighter SD so the probability range 
is narrowed. One way to attempt this is to gather more 
data points. This may or may not affect the range. You 
may also want to rework the idea and retest to see if you 
get more refined results. For example, if the feedback 
you are receiving points to additional enhancement for 
an idea, then it would be worth modifying the idea, which 
would increase the consumption factor. This would 
possibly alter the probability range.

No, I don’t 
think so 

Possibly, but 
not likely

Indifferent 
(either way)

Possibly, very 
likely

Yes, I  would 
buy it

Answer 1 2 3 4 5
Probability 
Distribution

0% 0.25 0.5 0.75 1

Questions
Do you feel clients would buy this product? 3

Would you use this product? 4
Would you recommend this product? 4

Average 3.67

Employee Customer
2 2
3 3
5 5
4 3
5 5
4 4
3 3
4 2
4 2
4 4
4 4
5 5
5 5
3 3
4 5

Average 3.93 3.67
Standard 
Deviation

1.031

Correlation 0.734
Combined 
Average

3.8

Low 2.77
High 4.83

Table 1.0 Individual Rating

Table 2.0 Aggregate Sample Data
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The probabilities can be used in financial models to help determine Return on Investment (ROI). They 
can also be used to compare ideas amongst one another.  A company may decide to set thresholds 
for ideas in order to pass organizational review cycles. For example, most companies have a series of 
gate reviews that ideas pass through for vetting purposes.  Companies could decide to only allow ideas 
that have a probability of success of 70% or higher to proceed to the next gate.  This gives companies 
another way to validate ideas using real data. 

Conclusion

In this article, I have talked about the importance of innovation in the economy and how you can 
leverage simple techniques to create more value. As technology continues to expand and users become 
more sophisticated, more and more ideas will need to be vetted. All of us need to think about new ways 
to test our ideas and determine their value. Those individuals and companies that can validate ideas the 
fastest will have a competitive advantage in the market.  However, identifying the best ideas is only part 
of the challenge. Execution of the idea is equally as important.  The entire process, from idea generation 
through validation, continuing with development and launch are all critical steps. The key to the concepts 
and techniques presented in this article are to use the limited resources we have wisely. Why should we 
spend time and money on ideas that have a low probability of success? The answer to this question is 
what will separate winners from losers in the information age.
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Probability Range Probability

1 0%

1.1 0.025

1.2 0.050

1.3 0.075

1.4 0.100

1.5 0.125

1.6 0.150

1.7 0.175

1.8 0.200

1.9 0.225

2 0.250

2.1 0.275

2.2 0.300

2.3 0.325

2.4 0.350

2.5 0.375

2.6 0.400

2.7 0.425

2.8 0.450

2.9 0.475

3 0.500

Probability Range Probability

3.1 0.525

3.2 0.550

3.3 0.575

3.4 0.600

3.5 0.625

3.6 0.650

3.7 0.675

3.8 0.700

3.9 0.725

4 0.750

4.1 0.775

4.2 0.800

4.3 0.825

4.4 0.850

4.5 0.875

4.6 0.900

4.7 0.925

4.8 0.950

4.9 0.975

5 1.000

Appendix 1: Probability Table


