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Are innovation managers
constantly chasing innovation?

 

Christina Gerakiteys
UtopiaX

 “Does the theory ever match up to the reality?”
                 Mike Hatrick, Group Director IP Strategy and Portfolio, Volvo Group Trucks Technology.

 Volvo is claiming its place in the autonomous vehicle space. 
It has even started vocalising once again, its ownership of the 
vehicle safety space.

For a while, Volvo’s safety-driven mission led car buyers to 
identify Volvo as the car you bought to keep the family safe. 
The marketing worked. Except it also led to the association of 
Volvo being ‘a box’ and far from the sexiest car on the market. 
Not anymore.

With the rise and expectation of full autonomy of vehicles, safety 
is back on the agenda. News blasts when a Tesla has an accident. 
Heard of an autonomous Volvo having one? Volvo did however 
make the news when it claimed its autonomous vehicles would be 
so safe, the company itself would insure them all.

I recently interviewed Mike Hatrick, Group Director IP Strategy 
and Portfolio, Volvo Group Trucks Technology, and he spoke 
of Volvo’s leadership in the autonomous vehicle sector. And 
he wasn’t just talking about family cars. Volvo is active in the 
electric bus, boating, manufacturing vehicle and truck arenas.

The new autonomous hauling ‘truck’ looks like something out 
of a science fiction movie and is already hauling heavy loads. 
Volvo is also testing a platoon of trucks travelling together that 
has a driver operated front vehicle, with the other drivers resting 
in the back one. The platoon is programmed to travel with 
precise distances between vehicles, calculated to maximise 
aerodynamics so as to save fuel. 

Hatrick spoke of his time as an innovation manager and the 
roller coaster lifecycle of innovation. Most entrepreneurs will find 
themselves identifying with the cycle. Elation and enthusiasm 
spur you on as you embark on your ground breaking mission to 
introduce the ‘new’ and create the next best thing; fear follows 
as you realise everyone doesn’t buy into your enthusiasm; 
elation overtakes as you find your first momentum; and the 
downward trend as you realise how much work will be required 
and that the overnight success you envisaged is in reality likely 
to be a ten year story.

Which approach towards successful innovation is best? The 
one where the building blocks of capability, culture change 
and structure are embraced? Or the agile model that requires 
serendipity, freedom and unlimited passion?

There are times when even the most converted of us tire of 
the overuse of the word “innovation”, yet as Hatrick points out, 
“if you don’t talk about it, people misunderstand innovation 
and don’t get excited. Innovation is a powerful word”. In 
an organisation, someone needs to be responsible, be the 
champion for innovation. The Innovation Manager, or Chief 
Innovation Officer, needs to be the craziest person in the 
company, prepared to test its tolerance. And absolutely beg 
for forgiveness rather than ask for permission. Most importantly, 
they need to “go big” with the success stories.

According to Hatrick, an Innovation Manager is seen by 
others as a magician, a genius, a rebel, someone who can 
pull a rabbit out of a hat, and someone who has super 
powers. The Innovation Manager sees themselves as having a 
Masters in Plate Spinning. In real-life, an Innovation Manager 
is a researcher, strategist, evangelist, pioneer, change agent, 
leader, organiser, designer, coach, trainer, decision maker and 
project manager.

There is no one clear path to Innovation. You can win the 
chase with any combination of agility, theory, cunning, speed 
and/or capability. If there was a book written espousing the 
perfect road to innovation, we wouldn’t need innovation 
conferences. Except of course when the books, and the 
conferences, and the advice, and the innovation teams 
themselves, require innovating.

Christina Gerakiteys is the Founder of 
UtopiaX and CEO of SingularityU Australia 
Summit. She is a change catalyst and 
instigator of Moonshot Ideation. Christina 
opens hearts and minds, inspiring impossible 
to possible.
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Hunter businesses more innovative 
than national counterparts

A higher proportion of Hunter businesses innovated in 2018 
than the national rate, according to the latest data from the 
Hunter Research Foundation (HRF) Centre.

The HRF has collected data on local business innovation since 
2009. Each year 300 local businesses are asked whether they 
introduced new or significantly improved goods and services in 
the year prior. Figures from the 2018 survey were released at the 
Hunter Economic Breakfast in Newcastle on 16 May. They show 
that 45% of Hunter businesses said that they innovated during 
the year prior. This rate is above the national rate of businesses 
claiming to have successfully introduced or implemented a 
new good or service (17%) or any broader innovation (38.3%) 
in 2016-17. The Hunter rate is on par with the proportion of 
businesses claiming to be innovation-active Australia wide

Dr Anthea Bill, HRF Centre’s lead economist, says the latest 
data show why innovation is an imperative for all businesses in 
the Hunter.

“Our Hunter time series confirms that there is a relationship 
between innovation and improved performance,” Dr Bill states.

“It also shows that the benefits for firms who innovate have 
been growing over time.”

In 2009, the start of the HRF data series, there was virtually 
no difference between innovators and non-innovators in the 
share of firms reporting improved profitability. In 2018, firms who 
were innovating were more likely to report their profitability was 
increasing ‘moderately or substantially’ than non-innovating 
firms. The same was true of firms who were hiring, exporting and 
experiencing improved trading performance. Greater benefits 
accrued to innovators versus non-innovators in 2018 compared 
to 2009.

Sander Van Amelsvoort, Director of SJS Strategy, and the 
Immediate Past President of the Netherlands Chamber of 
Commerce Australia, was guest speaker at the breakfast. He 
provided an international case study in collaboration across 
sectors on development of a vibrant innovation ecosystem in 
Eindhoven.

Eindhoven has successfully transitioned its economy, over two 
decades, to be recognised as one of the most innovative regions 
in Europe. With only 4% of the Netherlands population, the Greater 
Eindhoven area - now known as the 'Brainport' region - generates 
44% of the country’s patents and 19% of its private investment. Van 
Amelsvoort shared ways in which Eindhoven’s experiences can 
inform the Hunter’s transformation.

Download the speakers’ presentations and the Innovation in 
Hunter Businesses report from the HRF Centre website.

Hacking your culture – 
Small shifts, big results
 
Alexandria Joy
UQ Power, The Minimalist Leader

  It’s easy to think that big projects like culture change, need 
big solutions or major hacks. However, experience shows that by 
making lots of small “ten-degree” shifts, you can hack your culture 
and make positive change in a sustainable long term way. 

Think about it like flying a plane. If a pilot shifts their course 
by only ten degrees, over the length of a long-haul flight they 
could end up in a completely different country!

The principles of hacking can be easily applied to culture, 
finding the little shifts you can do every day to create positive, 
iterative change. Just like a software development team on an 
engineering sprint, it’s about focusing on small shifts frequently 
across the company or team rather than trying to overhaul 
everything with big town hall meetings, massive restructures 
and a massive change agenda.

Shift your thinking
Organisational planning days often draw out moon shot ideas 

and goals that everyone gets excited about, but when they 
return to work they can’t see how to execute on them. Maybe 
the goal feels too impossible, with too many steps, or just too 
many barriers in the way of success.

Start by making a 10 degree shift in your collective mindset. 
Instead of thinking how can we achieve this big goal, shift to 
asking, who do we have to become to be the sort of company 
that can achieve a goal like this? Then ask everyone to 
personally consider what small daily shifts in their habits would 
they make to be more like that?

This process works best when an organization believes in 
co-creating culture - meaning, it’s not something dictated top 
down, nor is it some radical bottom up approach, rather it’s 
a middle out approach - co-created by everyone, across the 
entire organisation, every person, every day.

Shift your focus
In their latest book Inspired Inc authors Lisa MacCallum and 

Emily Brew make a profound yet simple statement. “Profit 
is good. Profit as purpose is not.” This tiny shift in focus and 
language has a profound effect on how you look at your 
company’s purpose and reason for existence. Of course profit 
is good, without it there would be little business however when 
profit becomes the core purpose, the systems, norms and 
behaviours are shaped by that and cultures start falling apart.

The world has experienced a whole era of uninspired 
companies with profit as their sole reason for being - no blame 
assigned - however we shouldn’t ignore their crumbling ways 
nor try to fix what’s broken, instead we can choose to make 
a shift by offering something better. Instead of a mission 
focused around becoming number one in your industry or 
maximising shareholder returns, shift it to one that stands for a 
bigger purpose. Create an inspiring mission that is true to your 
company’s uniqueness, is founded on a big idea, has many 
winners and longevity and focuses on real people and their 
needs. Eg:

IKEA – To create a better everyday life for many people.
Got Your Back Sista - To see women and their children happy, 

thriving and living independently after escaping the trauma of 
domestic violence.

 Make a shift
No two company cultures are alike, therefore not all hacks 

or shifts will work for every company. The key is to have a solid 
understanding of your culture, your people and your shared 
values so you can implement small shifts that support them. For 
example:

Rather than undertaking the annual employee engagement 
survey, have managers undertake regular pulse questions with 
their individual team members and collate the data.

Change the words you use to talk about culture. Instead of 
talking about “changing culture” talk about how you everyone 
can “co-create” culture. US based business Zappos frequently 
talk about how they involve everyone to “co-create” their 
collective culture. They also have constant feedback loops 
that enable ongoing shifts, course corrections and culture 
building.

Replace fluorescent lighting with warm ambient floor lamps 
and loads of natural light and pot plants. Greenery lifts oxygen 
levels and mood.

Don’t wait for your company culture to need a complete 
overhaul, implement small shifts every day and watch your 
culture evolve – great company cultures are built: they don’t 
just come into being and they certainly don’t derive from one 
charismatic individual.
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Newcastle wins second smart 
city gong

City of Newcastle’s great smart city strides were recognised 
again at a national event highlighting the latest technologies 
being deployed across Australia’s building, transport and 
utilities industries.

Newcastle was named joint winner of the headline Smart City 
of the Year – Metropolitan prize along with Adelaide’s City of 
Prospect at the Smart Cities Awards 2019 in Melbourne.

“This award recognises our commitment to planning for the 
future and engaging widely with the Hunter’s tech minds as 
part of the Smart City Strategy, adopted by Council in 2017, 
and the extent of our smart city development,” Lord Mayor 
Nuatali Nelmes said.

“Whether investing in energy-efficient solar projects or 
rolling out electric-vehicle charging stations and bike-sharing 
initiatives, we’re leading the way when it comes to investment 
in and uptake of technology.

“This includes the roll-out of free Wi-Fi and low-power wide 
area networks that will link sensors and integrated technology 
to provide detailed real-time data to improve ease of access, 
efficiency and liveability for residents, businesses and tourists.

"It’s also important to move beyond the installation of 
technology alone, to also engage with the community around 
the future city. This is what we’ve seen with our catapult project 
working with innovative startups, and workshops and events 
aimed at ensuring our smart city is for everyone. 

“This is an exciting time for our City, and I want to pay tribute 
and extend a big thank you to the great achievements of our 
Smart City team.”

The latest gong follows the City’s win of last year’s Smart Cities 
Strategy Award, which recognised the Smart City Strategy 
2017-2021 at the Smart Cities Council Australia and New 
Zealand’s inaugural Smart City Week.
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Newcastle company delivers for 
new $188 million telescope

Newcastle business, government and community leaders joined 
members of the CSIRO Board in April at CSIRO’s Newcastle site 
to discuss opportunities for collaboration across the full range of 
research conducted at the national science agency.

The Board hosted guests including Newcastle-based specialist 
electronics manufacturer Puzzle Precision, who are about to 
complete work building receivers for CSIRO’s $188 million next-
generation radio telescope, the Australian Square Kilometre 
Array Pathfinder (ASKAP).

Chairman of the CSIRO Board, David Thodey AO, said 
Newcastle’s innovative culture and entrepreneurial spirit will 
continue to drive Australia’s national prosperity into the future.

“We’re very proud of the breakthroughs made at Newcastle’s 
Energy Centre, including work being done now to integrate 
renewables into the grid, store their power in next-generation 

batteries, and use big data to better understand the needs of 
the grid,” Mr Thodey said.

“But our Energy Centre is just the front door to the whole 
of the national science agency, from energy to space, 
manufacturing to agriculture, and many others.

“It’s great to see partnerships with local businesses like Puzzle 
Precision show how world-class engineering and research in 
areas like astronomy and space science can be turned into 
real-world impact when we work with local businesses, and 
grow our national space industry.

“CSIRO was created a century ago to solve the greatest 
challenges facing our nation, and Newcastle is a growing part 
of that story today.”

Puzzle Precision Director, Sandra Coburn, said working with CSIRO 
helped to further grow their expertise, as well as their business. 

“It has been a wonderful opportunity to be part of such a 
significant scientific project for Australia,” Mrs Coburn said.

“Collaborating with CSIRO has helped us to grow our business, 
increase our local workforce, and continue to improve the 
processes that are needed for advanced manufacturing.

“We have worked alongside CSIRO to understand the 
requirements of the ASKAP circuit boards and have developed 
the production techniques needed to build 20,000 of them. 

“This has opened new markets for us, and being part of the 
ASKAP project has also brought work to the Hunter for other 
small businesses.”

Nathaniel Bavinton 
with the Smart 

City of the Year - 
Metropolitan award
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