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Innovation is about creating value, whether it is bringing
an idea to market or transforming a listless company
into a vibrant organisation that enriches the bottomline.
An innovative organisation is one that boldly develops
and executes great ideas while taking informed risks.
Furthermore, the ability to innovate is inherent in a
company that possesses a culture and a mindset that
recognises the need for change.

Innovation is very much within the reach of many
Asia-based companies. Nevertheless, these companies
should refrain from simply adopting, copying or bench-
marking against Western innovation models. Borrowing
Western ideals is, of course, more boon than bane. But
our culture, talent pool, size of capital, technological
and market accessibility limits our ability to emulate
Western style of innovation.

The key to Asian innovation is to take from the best
and blend with the rest. Asian companies must accept
the realities of their operating environment — and its
packaged constraints — then develop an approach to
innovation that is most native to their culture, values
and modus operandi.

While we have identified several tenets in the Catalyst
For Change Philosophy, when finding the most appropriate
approach to innovation, the principle of Embracing Con-
straints is, by far, the most prevalent underlying tenet
throughout the innovation cycle.

When faced with attacks or constraints, we may fight,
flee or freeze. Similarly, companies may face five barriers
to innovation, which include culture, cash, capacity,
capability and customers.
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For this we turn to the ancient Japanese martial art of Aikido.
The Aikidoka defends him or herself against dynamic attacks
and overcomes constraints from various angles — without
injuring the attacker. His or her immediate response to an attack
would be to receive an opponent’s blow and re-divert its force in
one continuous flow of movement.

Companies need to accept the constraints and focus on their
power to change and manipulate the situation — using as little
resources as possible — instead of being overwhelmed by the
obstacles.

Furthermore, innovation isn’t the work of a lone visionary, it
is instead the sum of many parts. More than often,
management must ensure that its nuts and bolts —
among them the organisation’s culture, structure, finances
and people — are aligned before they even think about
innovation.

For those reasons, companies should empower and influence
leaders to mobilise the troops. It is an efficient and powerful
strategy aided by Asia’s patriarchal traditions that have
resulted in organisations that thrive on top-down management
styles. Leaders must also exercise or embed eight crucial elements,
that we have identified such as concentration, coordination and
creativity, in efforts to realise innovation.

A company may maintain a healthy profit margin and enjoy
continued success without innovation, by maintaining status
quo — focusing on quality, cutting costs and customer
relationship. This is especially true if the company is
unexposed or immune to competition, and more so if its
customers demand little choice.

However, few companies operate in such a utopia. For the rest
of the corporate and commercial world, there are several rea-
sons why companies should embrace innovation. While there
is no right time for innovation, companies need to con-
sider the aforementioned factors and decide if innovation
should be on the agenda.



If not for the cul-de-sac of banal industrial offices that
nestles DiGi.com Bhd’s stately glass and steel headquarters,
you would think that D’House, as it is called, in Shah Alam,
belongs in the dales of the Sillicon Valley rather than the
Klang Valley.

The interiors of D’House further defies the conventional
office space. Its walkways and stairways are respectively
lined with test tubes of fresh flowers and graffiti drawn by
its employees’ children. The building was also designed so
that DiGi’s T-shirt and jeans-clad employees are not con-
fined to permanent stations. Instead they are encouraged to
move around the large open office furnished with clusters of
clutter-free desks and ergonomic Herman Miller chairs.

If DiGi’s employees require privacy, they have the option of
settling in the many “chill-out” pods that occupy the glass
hallways of D’House or the benches by the waterfall in the
courtyard.

Launched in January 2007, the headquarters in Subang Hi-
Tech Industrial Park is a physical manifestation of DiGi’s
company values, says DiGi’s former CEO Morten Lundal.

“D’ House represents us and all our aspirations. It show-
cases the DiGi spirit of living the brand values of innovation,
simplicity and best values. There is full alignment between
everything you see and the way we are,” he said in a press
release.

But DiGi wasn’t always like this. It was once just another
struggling Asian telco, which came into existence when
Telenor acquired 61% stake in the former Mutiara Swiss-
com Bhd in 2001. When Morten Lundal took the helm as
CEO at DiGi in July 2004, DiGi’s share price lingered at RM5
— with no prospect of increase.
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Like most other Asia-based organisations, its former office was
a less than inspring space, occupied by warrens of conversation-
proof cubicles. Instead of an office awash with natural light that
you would see today, DiGi’s previous office was hidden behind
window blinds and flooded with stark fluorescent lights.

Senior managers were ensconced behind closed doors,
if they weren’t set apart by bureaucratic red tape.

But in 2005, DiGi’s top managers took an innovative stand
and restructured the company and realised their vision of
a company that they want to would work for. DiGi’s entire
organisational hierarchy was streamlined from 16 to only
four levels. This ensured that everyone, from the CEO to the
janitor largely enjoyed the same company benefits, down
to the fact that no one had a reserved parking space. But
more than just physical re-structuring, the re-shuffle
gave rise to an increased sense of work ownership and
empowerment.

Since DiGi’s rebirth, its stock has shot past RM25 and the
telco was ranked the best return on investment in its divi-
sion in Asia. DiGi is one of the few companies, even though
partly owned by a Norwegian entity, has managed to tap
on the strength of its employees in Malaysia and created
a company culture that thrives on innovative products,
services and business practices.

DiGi is a paragon of innovation in Malaysia, exemplifying

the fact that innovation is very much within the reach of
many Asia-based companies. camm——
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Global

Global surveys show that a
majority of CEOs agree that
innovation is crucial for
competitiveness and sustainable
growth. Business Week and

Boston Consulting Group partnered in
2008 to determine top 25 innovative
companies in the world and ranked
Apple, Google and Toyota as top 3.
It is no surprise that innovation darlings
Apple and Google dominated the top
two spots as in previous surveys. But
interestingly, more Asian
companies, such as TATA Group

(No 6), Nintendo (no 7), Honda

(No 16) and Reliance Industries

(No 19), emerged on the list.

Examples

sidebar i

Fast Company’s March 2008

list of the world’s 50 most
innovative companies ranked
AirAsia at number 43. The
Malaysian low cost, low frills
airline beat BMW and TATA group
for being the world’s fastest
growing and most profitable carrier.
The airline’s subsidiary AirAsia X
became the first budget airline to
offer long haul flights to Australia,
China, and in 2009, London. These
sterling Asian achievements show
that innovation is no longer the
domain of Western companies.




One of the challenges of innovation is attempting to define
it. Innovation is fluid and it manifests in different forms.
Companies that appear to take high risks are seen to be
innovative. Organisations that apply different and original
methods toward improvement are considered innovative. The
definition that we are most familiar with today comes from
the Latin root ‘nova’ meaning ‘new’.

If Business Week and Boston Consulting Group’s annual
global survey serves as any guide, then innovation can be
broken down into both process and business model innova-
tion. Vijay Govindarajan and Chris Trimble in the ‘Ten Rules
for Strategic Innovators’ say innovation is a continuous
process of improvement, process revolution, product/
service innovation and finally strategic innovation.

In our view, innovation is about creating value, whether it
is bring an idea to market or transforming a listless company
into a vibrant organisation that enriches the bottomline.
An innovative organisation is one that boldly develops
and executes great ideas while taking informed risks. The
ability to innovate is inherent in a company that possesses
a culture and a mindset that recognises the need for
change.

There are no sure methods of embarking on innovation.
And oftentimes, companies are limited to a 270° view of
how innovation is implemented.
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But surely, Asia-based organisations need not assume DiGi’s
persona to be innovative. If truth be told, DiGi’s exemplary
company culture may sit inharmoniously with a percentage
of Asia’s workforce. Some of DiGi’s employees actually left
the organisation when it rebranded. Even so, DiGi, which
always took pride in being a small telco, persevered and
surfaced triumphantly.

The key to Asian innovation is to take from the best and blend
with the rest. Borrowing Western ideals is, of course, more
boon than bane. Asian countries have shown their commitment
to innovation by allocating billion of dollars for infrastructure
and R&D centres in an effort to be the next Silicon Valley.
But our culture, talent pool, size of capital, technological and
market accessibility limits our ability to emulate Western
style of innovation. Furthermore, billions alone cannot
create a risk taking, failure-averse culture that is fueling
the Googles of the world.

To innovate is to redesign whole cultures. Asia’s cultural matrix
may not bode well with the innovation-friendly culture
envisioned by the West. Western models of innovation does
little to accommodate Asia’s cultural nuances. And rightfully
so, since these models were created to correspond with the
Western mindset. In Asia, these incongruous ideals may
become barriers to innovation.

So how can more Asian companies start shifting gears and
become innovation power houses? cx———
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forChange®:
Philosophy
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Discover the core

Understand your purpose, your values
and principles. Some may call it the
essence or the focus of your company.
Then make clear tradeoffs of what your
company will and will not do.

Embrace Constraints

There are two levels to this; one is to
accept the constraints and work with
what is possible and the other is to
create your own constraints so that

you are much more focused.

Go with the Flow

Be prepared to go into the unknown
by having faith in the process, just
like going down the rapids or on a
journey of exploration. You can’t
predict everything but be ready to

manage the emerging dynamics.

€

© 2008/09

Irimi + Tenkan

This is a Japanese term, adopted from
Aikido which literally means to enter
and turn. In this context, it is about
truly understanding and empathizing
with a situation before we attempt to
change it. Comprehend the views,
history and aspirations, other than

our own. And consider the alternatives.
Only then can we decide what needs

to change.

Blend! Blend! Blend!

Blend views, opinions, ideas and
perspectives. And adopt and adapt those
ideas. Much like Malaysia’s famed dish,
the “Rojak”, mix many different entities
and voila! You may just find a new
solution to innovation that is right for

your organisation.

Go Visual

Use different tools to understand,
communicate and create meaning.
Factual data is not enough.Visualize,
imagine, use stories to engage
metaphors, draw to make things

visible to all. Let the pictures talk.

Play

Experiment, build to think and
understand. Have fun doing new
things, exploring new ideas and

taking risks.

Pause

Let the information sink in and allow
ideas to emerge naturally. Sometimes
we get so caught up with the motion
that we lose track of our purpose.



Despite Asia’s long history of invention and intellectualism,
the reality is the West have taken massive strides in the
fields of innovation. Simply adopting, copying or bench-
marking against Western innovation models cannot
guarantee Asia’s lead in the global innovation front.

Asian companies must accept the realities of their operating
environment —and its packaged constraints — then develop
an approach to innovation that is most native to their
culture, values and modus operandi.

In short, we need to innovate the way we innovate.

Our Catalyst for Change® Philosophy (see sidebar ii.)
attempts to capture several approaches, in hopes of
helping companies enrich their perspectives, develop
new ideas on innovation strategies. It should serve as a
guide to manage the four stages of innovation that we
have identified — conception, creation, conversion and
connection. (see sidebar iii).

However, Embracing Constraints is, by far, the most prevalent
underlying tenet throughout the innovation cycle. For this
we turn to the ancient Japanese martial art of Aikido.

A synthesis of martial arts and the philosophy of universal
peace and reconciliation, Aikido is often described as “the
way of unifying with Llife’s energy” or “the way of harmonious
spirit.” Unlike other forms of martial art, Aikido is an art of defense
rather than offense.
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When faced with attacks or constraints, we may fight, flee
or freeze. The Aikidoka, however, defends him or herself
against dynamic attacks, to overcome constraints from
various angles—without injuring the attacker. The Aikidoka’s
immediate response to an attack would be to receive an
opponent’s blow and re-divert its force in one continuous
flow of movement.

To flow in the context of innovation is to embrace
constraints. Much like a cornered street fight, our ideas,
decisions, initiatives and business models will face attacks
and obstacles. By adopting the principles of Aikido, we
should flow into the attack, instead of running or resisting
it.We need to accept the constraints and focus on our power
to change and manipulate the situation — using as little
resources as possible — instead of being overwhelmed by
the obstacles.

All those who have embarked on innovation will surely
agree that the journey is littered with constraints, be it
internally or externally.

In our many interactions with managers and executives in
Malaysia and Singapore, we discovered five core inhibitors
of innovation prevalent in many Asia-based companies.
They are; culture, cash, capacity, capability and customers.




In Asia’s risk-averse culture that demonises mistakes and
failure, new insights and ideas are easily dismissed. And as
a result, innovative ideas rarely take off. Similarly, unless
a project is safe, low-risk and promises immediate returns
on investment, it is rarely given an adequate budget or any
funds. More than often other short-term endeavours take
priority over promising but unconventional ones. This leads
to the second barrier to innovation, cash, which is prevalent
in many Asian companies.

Even when a company takes a chance on innovation,
several inhibitors come into play. Companies may not
have the leaders, partner and talent with capability,
technological ability or know-how to innovate. Do leaders
trust and empower his or her employees to innovate? The
trouble is, middle managers and executives continue to
hold onto linear mindsets, which some say is the result
of rote learning and conformity promoted in the education
system. This prevents their organisations from moving into
the innovation front. Many are unwilling to explore new
frontiers in innovation simply because failure is often
dealt with severely.

But also, leaders may find themselves swamped with the
traditional aspects of management, leaving them very little
capacity to lead the innovation process. Companies should
not be surprised to find that some of their most talented,
capable and passionate employees are buried in routine
tasks and internal fire-fighting.
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While customers are always looking to improvement in the
products and services offered to them, there are always
those who shun change and improvement and would much
rather stick to the tried and true.

But companies need not fear these constraints as it can act
as a force to spur innovation. In some cases, companies are
forced to innovate when they’ve lost market share, stricken
with an outdated business model or faced with a daring new
competitor, only to bounce back bigger and better than be-
fore.

DiGi faced a predicament when it failed to secure a 3G
license in 2006, but it managed to make lemonade out
of lemons, as the old adage goes. Due to this constraint,
the company innovated on new ways of gaining business.
And as a result, managed to capture a larger slice
of the mobile market share. Through innovation,
DiGi generated constraints for itself and became the telco
with the lowest operating cost in town, thus giving a greater
return on investment (ROI). Furthermore, it redefined how
telcos spent on brand awareness by embarking on strategic,
effective but low cost advertising. E——
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C1: Conception

Gather all stakeholders and uncover
their needs and frustrations. Then
develop a universal purpose and
identify the desired outcome. But
also cover all bases by assessing the
risks and the possibilities of that
outcome. To the best of your ability,
define the possible constraints that
may crop up along the way, so you
can redivert it or even leverage on
it. The Catalyst for Change® innova-
tion philosophy principles ‘Discover
the core’ and ‘lIrimi + Tenkan’ is very
relevant at this stage.

C2: Creation

Create a portfolio of possibilities.
Try ways to unleash creativity in
your organisation to harness new,
novel ideas and insights. The
principles ‘Play’, ‘Go Visual’,
‘Pause’ and ‘Blend! Blend! Blend!’
are helpful.
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C3: Conversion

Evaluate your portfolio of ideas and
select the best of the lot, as you’re
about to make it happen. Upon
evaluation, pick an idea that will
not only lead to the desired out-
come but also resonates with the
aforementioned universal purpose.
Weigh the impact and the ease of
execution. Once again, you would
Identify the constraints. But also,
assess the risk involved by taking
into account your organisation’s risk
threshold. It would be helpful to
‘Embrace the Constraints’ and ‘Go
with the Flow’.

C4: Connection

Diffuse the innovation to the
marketplace — whether it’s bringing it
to market or getting employee buy-in
— so that it adds value. At this stage
it is still important torevisit the core
to ensure that the solution is aligned
to the initial need. Again there will be
barriers which emerge and we can use
‘Embrace Constraints’, ‘Go with the
Flow’.
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Innovation isn’t the work of a lone visionary, it is instead
the sum of many parts. More than often, management must
ensure that its nuts and bolts—among them the oraganisation’s
culture, structure, finances and people — are aligned before
they even think about innovation.

Nevertheless, influencing 400 instead of 40 employees to
innovate is a mammoth task that lavishes on more time
and resources than necessary. Companies should, instead,
empower and influence leaders to mobilise the troops. It is
an efficient and powerful strategy aided by Asia’s patriarchal
traditions that have resulted in organisations that thrive under
top-down management styles.

Once an organisation has its leaders sold on the idea of
innovation, it’s time to turn the Kenduri-sized affair that is
the process of innovation into a manageable and seamless
soiree. To cover all bases, leaders must embed eight crucial
elements in their organisation:

Concentration: Have a clear sense of purpose. Embark on
an internal and external branding campaingn to ensure that
the message to innovate is clear and consistent within the
company.

Coordination: Design a formalised innovation process
that includes risk and project management mechanisms.
This will allow leaders to tap into the flow of insights and
ideas from the employees. Set up a resource allocation sys-
tem to realise those ideas.

Context: Tune in and map out. Get a feel for the vibe
that resonates in your organisation. Walk the hallways
and cafeterias of your headquarters and find the answers
to these questions: how do your employees feel about in-
novation? What are the issues they face? Be aware of the
changes that are happening in and around your company.
Extrapolate the environment in which your organisation
operates in. Operating in isolation exposes you to the
risk of being dated. Furthermore, stagnance will only kill
your bottomline and your company culture.
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Communication: Extensive communications across the
board is essential. Here, companies should not hesitate to use
new technology to communicate and share information.

Collaboration: Encourage people with diverse views and
background to make extensive collaborations — formal
or open — within your organisation and with your partners,
clients and competitors. External collaborations can also
serve as short term solutions to overcome internal capability.

Creativity: This is a crucial, but not the sole, element
necessary to generate fresh or novel ideas to innovate
upon. Remember that creativity is outsourceable. Leaders can’t
undo three decades of what an educations system does to a
person in three days of creativity training. But be ready to
accept the new radical ideas if it emerges.

Base Knowledge: Innovation doesn’t happen in void. People
need a large assortment of tacit and explicit knowledge as
well as technical, operational and financial competencies.
The cross pollination of ideas will also give rise to new
knowledge, better ideas and insights.

Energy: As with any other task, managing one’s energy
is extremely important. Leaders must be cognizant of
employee engagement. Challenge employees to step
out of their comfort zone but keep stress under control.
Concentrate on building relationships and a sense of
solidarity, which is typical in Asian societies. Small acts
could have a significant impact. co——
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A company may maintain a healthy profit margin and enjoy
continued success without innovation, by maintaining
status quo — focusing on quality, cutting costs and cus-
tomer relationship. This is especially true if the company
is unexposed or immune to competition, and more so if its
customers demand little choice.

However, few companies operate in such a utopia. For the rest
of the corporate and commercial world, there are several
reasons companies should embrace innovation.

Malaysian based companies need to innovate as competition
rises globally and our customers become more discerning.
As the consumer’s lifestyle evolve to reflect their level of
affluence, they will demand for better, more innovative
products and services.

In addition to that, the current global financial crisis is sign
of the times when doing more of the same is not enough to
generate adequate shareholder value.

The world economy is shifting fast from agriculture and
low-cost manufacturing, as local labour costs skyrocket
at a far greater rate than countries like China, Indonesia,
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Thailand and Vietnam. But Malaysia has, thankfully, moved
up the value chain by investing heavily in the services and
knowledge-based sectors such as the ICT industry, bio-
technology, engineering and design services, hospitality,
outsourcing and financial services. But even within this
realm, Malaysia has to face even greater competition
against Singapore and India.

Thus, if a company’s competitors does not drive it to in-
novate, its shareholders’ demands for greater return on
investment, certainly would. And increasingly, companies
will feel the pressure of demands from its stakeholders
— from its partners to suppliers — to advance into, if not
catch up, with innovation.

While there is not right time for innovation, companies
need to consider the aforementioned factors and decide if
innovation should be on the agenda. e




