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Foreword

HOWARD S. BECKER

Managers like to — well, manage. They like to know that if they do X,
they will get Y result. And if all that can be expressed in hard numbers,
so much the better. Not surprisingly, they find it harder to do than they
would like. And no wonder. The inputs to the equations that might be
thought to give the solutions to such problems are difficult to construct,
and the actual numbers that would replace the Xs and Ys in them prove
themselves difficult to come by. Nowhere is this more evident than in the
problem of creativity and the corollary problem of innovation, where
definition of the key terms and the discovery of viable metrics have long
eluded all the interested parties.

This should not be surprising. Anyone who has actually watched the
processes that we like to encapsulate in words like ‘innovation’ and
‘creativity’ knows that the people involved in doing these things and
managing their being done have great difficulty settling on what the
words mean and what indices might be used to measure their presence.
The chapters in this volume report the results of close investigation of
these slippery variables. The researchers went to organizations which
consciously sought to create new and different results, to find innovative
ways of producing heretofore unseen products which would appear to
the ultimate users. They watched the people who spent their time pro-
ducing these innovative results and then watched what happened when
the rest of the organization had the opportunity to respond to what the
innovators had innovated. They followed innovations through the
entrails of the organizations in which they occurred and met their fate.

I won’t try to summarize the results of this remarkable set of inves-
tigations here. The results — no surprise — varied considerably. The
industries and organizations involved in creating these hubs of innova-
tion varied in all sorts of ways — size, kind of product, forms of author-
ity, and all the other things students of organizations know so well.
Because serious investigation of such processes in depth takes a lot of
time and many investigators to do properly, these studies could not

x1ii
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produce the numbers of cases standard forms of statistical analysis
require. So the results presented here are, in the best sense, exploratory,
designed to alert researchers and managers to some, at least, of the
things that need to be taken into account when we try to understand
how and when new ideas take shape and make their way through a
complex business organization.

I take a few lessons from the case studies in this volume. The first is
that the crucial thing to understand is that innovation and creativity are
not things but rather processes. They don’t happen all at once, as the
result of the coming together of an appropriate mix of the right ingre-
dients in the right proportions: so much careful selection of properly
trained personnel, so much managerial input, so much in the way of
resources of money and time, etc. Innovation is not a ‘thing’ that comes
out of a machine fed the right ingredients. Instead, innovation is a
shorthand term for a long story.

The story includes a lot of twists and turns and byways, all explored in
the chapters that follow. The story line includes things such as ‘new
ideas,” ‘managerial initiatives,” and ‘assessments of marketability.” It is
punctuated by events like ‘managerial careers’ and their stages and steps,
‘invocations of company policy,” ‘invocations of “the brand,”” ‘meet-
ings,” and ‘reviews of results.” The story concludes with the outcome with
which managerial science generally concerns itself: ‘decisions.’

The chapters in this book focus, in large measure, on practices of
evaluation. They ask who evaluated the proposed innovations at every
step of their progress through an organization, and what the conse-
quences of those evaluations were for the proposed product, for the
organization, and for the careers of those involved.

The story-like character of innovation means, most crucially, that
appropriate mixtures of inputs never guarantee desired outputs. Each
step of a story has several possible next steps, each one leading to a
somewhat different outcome, perhaps involving different people. As the
number of steps multiplies, the number of possible outcomes multiplies
as well. In the end, we can account for the outcome only by telling the
story of how it came out that way: who took what steps and then what
happened, which possibilities opened up as a result, and which disap-
peared from view. The chapters in this volume propose — implicitly for
the most part, but the implication is there — that the equations for
estimating the likelihood of innovation and creativity in organizations
lie a long way down the road.
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I take a second lesson from these chapters. It takes a lot of people to
create ‘innovation’ and ‘creativity.” I put the words in quotation marks
because one of the key events in the process we’re concerned with here
occurs when someone in an organization who is empowered to make
that sort of judgment decides that a particular product or idea is, after
all, innovative and creative and therefore just what our organization
needs or, conversely, that it is not after all either of those things and
instead is something that, after all, doesn’t ‘fit with the image of our
brand’ or will ‘disrupt the way our organization works’ or any of the
many other things that might lead to a negative evaluation.

The key term is ‘someone in an organization who is empowered to
make that sort of judgment.’ If we make a list of all the people whose
inputs to the process affect the result, people who fit that description
have perhaps the most influence. They sit at the end of the production
line, doing what we might call quality control, and make the final
judgment that sends the idea on to full implementation or instead
throws it into the bin of rejects. Who sits in that position may well be
the CEO or some other highly placed person in the organization chart,
but that isn’t sure. Only close-up investigation of the organization as it
goes about its daily work can reveal who actually makes such decisions.
It’s never sure who is the crucial decider until you can follow what
happens as it happens.

The generalization of that observation says that every person in the
organization (and others outside it) has a potential effect on what the
organization does. We won’t know how innovative and creative acts
and results occur until we know what everyone involved (reckoned
broadly, I’d better repeat) has done or not done to make things happen
just as they finally did happen.

The more easily understood cases in this book describe situations of
conflict, in which one party — a designer, perhaps, or the members of a
‘creative team’ — produces something ‘innovative’ and another party
says ‘No.” Saying ‘No’ doesn’t always result from a judgment that the
new idea is not a good one but because it runs afoul of something else
already in place in the organization: a brand’s image, someone’s pre-
rogatives which will be infringed on by the consequences of the new
idea, perhaps the judgments (real or anticipated) of someone else farther
down the line — customers, dealers, etc.

The more complicated stories involve complicated interactions among
several categories of people, each group or perhaps each individual
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pursuing their own interests and not worried that much about the
interests of others.

If we combine the possibilities of stages in the story and the possibil-
ities of the conflicting interests of the many groups and individuals who
take part or are implicated in all these stories, logic tells us that the
number of combinations is very large and the possibility of planning for
the desired outcome will be correspondingly difficult, and may be in any
practical sense not possible.

A final thought. All the cases in this book started out with the
knowing and willing cooperation of the management of the organiza-
tions involved. What would they look like if they had been done in some
different way that didn’t require that cooperation? Would the investi-
gators have seen other things? Would they have glimpsed a different
approach to these phenomena which didn’t take as given the problem
that management presented them with? There’s no way to know that
until such approaches are tried.
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