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Problem of practice:

Do you consider yourself an innovator within your
organisation, i.e., an intrapreneur? Do you see a solution
for a challenge your organisation is facing but aren't sure
how to get your idea implemented? It is said employees are
always the best people to find and solve intra-
organisational issues. However, the process of evolving an
idea from ideation to successful final conclusion is often
foggy. But new research by Ter Wal and team suggests using
an inside-out approach to develop and refine an idea is the
key to ensure that the idea doesn’t languish at the pitch
stage'

'Featured in the April 2023 issue of the Academy of Management Journal; authors Anne Ter Wal, Paola Criscuolo, and Ammon Salter in
their article: “Inside-Out, Outside-In, or All-in-One? The Role of Network Sequencing in the Elaboration of Ideas”, identified that
innovators who engage close social ties to develop an idea from infancy, before presenting it to broader audiences, are more likely to

bringtheirinnovation tomarket
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Innovate To Stay On Top

Iftherapid evolution ofartificial intelligence (AI) has taught
usanything, itisthatcompaniesneed to constantlyinnovate
to adapt to changing market conditions. Many giants like
McDonald’s are able to stay on top due to constant
innovation and adaption of newideas.! Inthe recent years,
theyhaveinstalled digital menusin their drive-throughsand
placed digital ordering stations at their outlets. They are
even started Al-enabled automated voice order-taking,
creating phone-based digital menu systems that make
recommendations to customers and piloting mostly non-
human-run outlets. This is the definition of leveraging
technologies of the future throughinnovation.>

When companies don’t embrace innovation, they will lose
their market advantage. Zoom’s massive success could have
been Cisco’s,ifin 2011, theyhad accepted their WebEx VP of
Engineering Eric Yuan’s pitch for a new, smartphone-
friendlyvideo conferencing system. Instead, their rejection
ofhisidealed Yuan toleave Cisco with nearly 40 co-workers
who believed in hisidea to start Zoom, which has gone on to
take the world by storm.3 You may be wanting to know what
transpired between Yuan and Cisco’s management? Could
Yuan have done something different to have his idea
accepted at Cisco? Could the management have taken a
differentapproach? Butwe willnever know.

Hence, there is a need for an organisation to ensure that
ideas are not thrown away without proper consideration.
Through analysis of survey data and archival innovation
performance records of over 300 stakeholders in a large
multinational firm, the research found that the best way to
ensure idea acceptance by management is for the
intrapreneur to first expose their idea to people who work
mostcloselywith them, get their feedback and buy-in, refine
the idea and then approach the decision makers with their
pitch. Thisis called the ‘inside-out’approach.

Whatis anintrapreneur?

e« An intrapreneur can be defined as an
employee who develops an innovative idea
or project within a company

e« They have access to the resources and
capabilities of the organisation

e Intrapreneurs are highly motivated
individuals who have specific skill sets along
with leadership abilities and innovative
vision

Making AnIdeaTangible

Many wonder whether sharing an idea with their close
counterparts can work. There are many instances of success
with thisapproach. The famous McDonald’s Happy Mealisa
time-tested illustration of using the inside-out approach to
test an idea. Yolanda Ferndndez de Cofifio, who operated a
McDonald’s franchise in Guatemala, realised that the
portions on their menu were too big for young children.*
Soonafter,shecreated akids’meal,then dubbedthe ‘Ronald
Menu’, and tested it with a regular base of mothers and
children who visited the restaurant. This allowed her to
refinetheideaand giveitaproper structure, which helpedin
theideabeingperceived as effective byupper management.

Having gathered strong proof of her idea’s advantages and
the support of management officials at the McDonald’s she
worked at, Cofifio presented heridea at the World Franchise
Convention in 1977. Within just a few years, of that, the
McDonald’s Happy Meal was found in menus across the
United States and other countries. And the idea is still
runningstrongtoday.

Yolanda’s inner circle was a subset of her customer bases
due to the bond they shared and their belief of the need for
thisidea (see Figure1). This is typical of an innovator’s inner
circle, which could comprise anyone with overlapping
knowledge bases and contextual information. Inner circle
stakeholders are more likely to understand the pros and
cons of implementing the idea and any pitfalls that may
impede the smooth development. They will also be more
invested in sharpening the idea to maturity. In turn,
innovators are also more receptive to feedback from their
inner circleduetotheir closebonds.
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Figure 1: Model of the inside-out approach as applied to Yolanda Fernandez de Cofiiio.
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Source: Developed by the author based on original vesearch article by Ter Wal, Anne L. J., Paola Criscuolo, and Ammon Salter and newspaper article
“Guatemalan Woman Credited for Inventing the McDonald’s Happy Meal Diesat 87”

But not every intrapreneur can have the freedom to
experiment with their idea the way Cofifio did. So, there isa
need for companies to create an environment for the inside-
outapproachtoflourish.

The right approach

The best way to ensure idea acceptance by
management is for the intrapreneur to first
expose their idea to people who work most
closely with them, get their feedback and buy-
in, approach the slightly outer circle which can
find loopholes in the idea, refine the idea and
then approach the decision makers with their
pitch. Thisis called the ‘inside-out’ approach

IdeasNeed To Thrive

Most of the top brands are able to maintain their position
due to constant innovation for their products and services.
These companies cultivate an environment that is
conducive to intraprenuers. Amazon’s commercial success
is often attributed toits strong culture of innovation, which
encourages employees to experiment with new ideas in
small teams, to ensure no idea with innovation potential
fallsthroughthe cracks.®

Toyota has long followed the system of ‘quality circles’,
where they encourage small but continuous improvements
to modify factory floor protocols. This has not only
improved productivity and quality standards but has
become a cornerstone for resource-efficient quality
improvementsin the global manufacturingindustry.®

Procter & Gamble’s open innovation infrastructure uses
stage-wise idea development, including a concept phase
that involves research activities (inner circle) followed by
development and implementation phases (outer circles).”
This approach enables the company to bring products to
marketfasterand more sustainably.

So, if you as the top management, are looking at ways to
bring about a culture of innovation in the organisation, get
rid of those suggestionboxesandidea-listing portals. Create
smaller focus groupsforideadevelopment, like Amazon and
Toyota, to promote the inside-out approach. Invest in
company-wide processes, like Procter & Gamble, to evolve
ideasintoimplementableinnovations.

And if you’re an intrapreneur like Yolanda, research your
idea—no matter how big or small a challenge it is
solving—developit,approachyourinner circles, sothey can
help you figure out how to chisel your idea into shape. Once
you have suitably developed idea, approach your company’s
key decision makers to pitch your idea and your reasoning
on why it is the next innovation they should invest in.
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Figure 2 : A conceptual representation of how an idea should grow within an organisation
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Timingisalways thekey. Gointoo earlyand theideamaynot
catch the management’s idea. Delay the idea by trying to
refine it to perfection and the time for presenting it may be
lost. The key to successfully pitch the ideais to approach the

culture that encourages innovation. There is a need for the
leaders to give freedom for innovation but also be careful to
rein in any excesses and restore balance when and where
needed.

top-level executives once you have the concurrence of your
inner circle and the slight outer circle, who may come up
with any deterrents your idea may face (as depicted in
Figure 2). The several stages of inside-out idea elaboration
make up only the first step. A team should then develop a
‘proof-of-concept’ by testing the solution in application
scenarios. They, then, iteratively improve the solution,
beforedeploying.

With ever-changing demands and market conditions, not
innovating is a death sentence for any organisation. Along
with developing a culture which fosters innovation and
intraprenuers, there is also a need to find the right mix of
people and resources that can ensure that new ideas are t 11
shaped quickly and shaped well. As the top management,
keep in mind that there are no short cuts while creating a
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