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The Profession of IT 

The Idea Idea 
What if practices rather than ideas are the main source of innovation?

I
DEAS PERVADE OUR profes-

sional work. We borrow them, 

we apply them, we solve prob-

lems with them, we create new 

ones, and we try to foster more 

of them in our teams. We express what 

we are doing by referring to the ideas 

behind our work. We hope that some 

of our ideas become innovations by 

being adopted.

We also believe that ideas launch in-

novations and that innovations fail for 

want of good ideas. As soon as we be-

come aware of a successful innovation, 

we automatically look backward to try 

to understand where the idea for it orig-

inated. When we see failures, we imme-

diately look to beef up our processes for 

stimulating imagination and creativity.

For several years I have been puz-

zling over why it seems that our in-

novation adoption rates are low even 

though our idea production rates are 

high. The overall success rate of inno-

vation initiatives in business is around 

4%.2 Yet many businesses report they 

have too many ideas and waste pre-

cious time and resources struggling to 

select the ones most likely to succeed 

and then work them through to adop-

tion.1 We are idea rich, selection baf-

fled, and adoption poor.

I have come to wonder if the con-

nection between ideas and adoption is 

much weaker than we believe. What if 

innovation is not ideas generated, but 

practices adopted? What if entrepre-

neurs, rather than inventors, are the 

real innovators?

I do not pretend to have any sort of 

final answer to these questions. I would 

love to see them discussed and debat-

ed. Yes-answers would have important 

impacts on our professional work. For 

example, we would worry less about 

stimulating creativity and imagination, 

and more about developing our skills at 

getting our communities to adopt new 

practices. We would approach design 

not as an expression of ideas but as the 

framework for new practices.

My objective in this column is to 

examine the ways in which ideas and 

practices source innovation. I will pro-

pose a position about these hypoth-

eses, and I will draw conclusions about 

our professional work.

How Does It Work—Getting 

Ideas Adopted?

In discussing innovations we talk 

about two distinct aspects: ideas and 

change of practice. We often connect 

the two with the word “adoption”—for 

example, when we get an idea adopted 

into practice.

Research is often seen as a major 

source of ideas and, by implication, of 

innovation. Dennis Tsichritizis (then 

the chairman of GMD in Germany) 

wrote in 1997 that he thought the no-

tion of research being the source is 

mistaken.5 He noted four ways in which 

new practices can be adopted:

 " Disseminate research: publicize the 

idea and exhort people to practice it;
 " Create tools: build and distribute 

easy tools that draw people into the 

practice;
 " Education and training: directly 

teach people the new practice; and 
 " Business: start new businesses to 

offer the new practice.

Only the first of these is explicitly 

concerned with generating ideas. The 

others, which occupy much more at-

tention and budgets, can succeed with-

out telling any of the adopters what 

ideas are behind the new practice.

So are ideas as important in the 

generation of innovations as we seem 

to think? How should we divide our 

effort between generating ideas and 

working for adoption?

If you think ideas are the key to in-

novation, you will put your effort into 

generating, analyzing, selecting, and 

publicizing ideas through papers, 

articles, books, blogs, and other ven-

ues. This accounts for proposals to 

improve creativity, imagination, bor-

rowing, and recombination—all well-

researched idea generators.

On the other hand, if you think 

adopting new practice is the key to in-

novation, you will put your effort into 

selling people on the value of doing the 

new practice, building credibility that 

it works, teaching people how to do it, 

furnishing tools to help them do it, pro-

viding leadership, helping people past 

obstacles and resistances they encoun-

ter while trying to do it, and building 

and executing on teams to get it done.

Bob Metcalfe, the inventor of Ether-

net, calls these cases respectively the 

flowers and the weeds.3 He says the el-

An idea that changes 
no one’s behavior  
is only an invention, 
not an innovation.
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egant and alluring conceptual model 

and mathematical analysis published 

in 1976 is the flower of Ethernet;4 but 

he spent 10 years “in the weeds” selling 

Ethernets to skeptical business leaders. 

His effort on the weeds far outweighed 

his effort on the flowers. Ethernet be-

gan as an idea but Metcalfe’s deep con-

viction that Ethernet would bring value 

was the real driver that kept him going 

him through the long work of adoption.

Let’s take a look at the case for each 

approach.

The Case for Ideas First 

Many theories of innovation concen-

trate on how ideas flow from sources 

to products and services in the mar-

ketplace. They tell us we will get more 

innovation by stimulating more idea 

generation. They are accompanied by 

fascinating stories of how ideas were 

discovered.

The idea idea has an attractive logic. 

Many innovations clearly start with 

someone’s idea (vision). If we trace 

back from an innovation, we can al-

most always find someone who men-

tioned the idea first. Even if the idea 

inventor did not participate in the 

work of adoption, that person often 

gets credit for launching the process 

of refining and developing the idea as 

it moves toward adoption.

The popular notion of “meritocracy 

of ideas” supports this theory. It says 

that innovation is the process of the 

best ideas winning in a competition 

with many ideas.

Perhaps the most popular concep-

tion of idea-source innovation is the 

pipeline model. According to this 

model, ideas invented by research-

ers and visionaries flow through a 

pipeline with stages for prototyping, 

product development, manufactur-

ing, and marketing en route to be-

coming products or services in the 

marketplace. The flow in the pipe-

line is driven by economic pull from 

the marketplace and proactive push 

from promoters and investors. This 

conception was made popular by 

Vannevar Bush, who, as the first U.S. 

presidential science advisor in 1945, 

laid out a plan for government spon-

sorship of research that was eventu-

ally implemented as the National Sci-

ence Foundation. Bush thought idea 

generation is the main driver of inno-

vation and should be encouraged and 

supported by government policy. The 

same notion pervades the organiza-

tion of many businesses—separate 

divisions for research, development, 

manufacturing, and marketing. How-

ever, many businesses today try to 

overcome the pipeline’s inefficien-

cies with cross-function teams and 

with SCRUM and agile development.

Diffusion is another conception, al-

most as popular as the pipeline. First 

proposed by Everett Rogers in 1962, 

this model assumes that innovation 

is a change of a social system brought 

about by communicating the innova-

tion idea through the normal channels 

of the social community, leading in-

dividual members to decide to adopt. 

The diffusion model does not assume 

a pipeline; it emphasizes the adoption 

decisions made by community mem-

bers, and the factors that bring them 

to that decision. Companies that sub-

scribe to this model organize heavily 

around marketing and public relations.

The diffusion and pipeline models 

share a common feature: they both put 

idea generation as the source. They 

differ on how the ideas move from the 

source to the market.

The Case for Practices First 

Newer theories of innovation concen-

trate on adoption of new practice in a 

community. An idea that changes no 

one’s behavior is only an invention, not 

an innovation.

The Prime Innovation Pattern, which 

is part of the new theory, says that in-

novators bring about changes of prac-

tice in their communities through five 

kinds of activities.2 The innovator (1) 

senses a disharmony, (2) sticks with it 

like a puzzle until it can be articulated, 

(3) discovers how the current common 

sense of the community generates the 

disharmony, (4) proposes a new com-

mon sense that would resolve the dis-

harmony, and (5) commits to a path of 

action that leads to that outcome. The 

innovator’s goal is to change the com-

munity’s practice from what they are 

already doing to something new that re-

solves the disharmony. The eight prac-

tices framework is the innovator’s skill 

set for moving through this pattern.2

In this view, there is much more to 

accomplishing innovation than gen-

erating and pursuing ideas. There is a 

lot of work to be in touch with the deep 

concerns of the community, and then 

to guide them toward new thinking 

and actions.

Many innovations clearly start as 

practices. Someone starts doing some-

thing differently, often as an improvi-

sation. When the new way is superior 

to the old, others imitate it; the prac-

tice spreads. After a while, someone 

builds tools to facilitate the practice 

and enable even more people to en-

gage with it. People in the community 

experience this as responding to a 

need or an opportunity to make things 

better for others.
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An example is blogging, which start-

ed spontaneously when someone start-

ed keeping a daily journal on a Web 

page (a Web log) in the early 1980s. Oth-

ers imitated the practice and it spread. 

Various people created blogging soft-

ware to help others publish their blogs 

and enable newcomers to start blogs. 

Still others built tracking services to 

help people find blogs of interest to 

them. Although some names have been 

proposed as the “first bloggers,” the 

truth is that no one really knows who 

was the first and no one seems to care.

The current wave of “apps” and 

“app stores” fits this pattern. Steve 

Jobs of Apple saw an opportunity to 

sell small pieces of software that cus-

tomize the iPhone. Many others have 

followed suit. App developers are a 

thriving and growing industry, offer-

ing over one million apps by mid-2010. 

Most of them are responding sponta-

neously to perceived consumer needs 

and opportunities, and are not engag-

ing in an idea-generation process.

Only later, in moments of reflection, 

do spontaneous innovators try to ex-

plain the new practice. They call their 

explanation “the idea behind the prac-

tice,” even though the doers of the prac-

tice had no such idea. Many ideas are 

therefore afterthoughts to explain in-

novations that have already happened.

A Combined Approach 

When described side by side as above, 

we see that idea and practice are both 

essential. However, that does not mean 

ideas always come first. It is often more 

fruitful to experiment first with trial 

practices and later distill descriptions 

of the best practices into ideas.

Our best answer to the original 

question at this point is: find a balance 

between cultivating ideas and cultivat-

ing practices. What is a good balance?

Birkinshaw and his colleagues fig-

ure most companies are already plenty 

good enough at generating new ideas; 

they suggest the bottlenecks to adop-

tion are elsewhere and consume as 

much as 95% of the work on innova-

tion.1 Metcalfe spent one year perfect-

ing his idea and 10 years selling it.3

This makes the iceberg a useful anal-

ogy. The visible top part (approximately 

10%) is analogous to the set of ideas 

describing an innovation. The invisible 

submerged part (approximately  90%) 

is analogous to the practices constitut-

ing the innovation. The practices keep 

the ideas afloat. The iceberg analogy 

has a ratio of idea work to adoption 

work close to Metcalfe’s experience.

Too strict adherence to the idea 

side of innovation leads us to focus 

too much on the easiest part of the 

innovation process and to defer work 

on adoption until after the idea is 

perfected. This imbalance is called 

the Innovation Myth2 or the Eureka 

Myth.1 The imbalance leads us to un-

derestimate the work of adoption and 

it compounds the selection problem. 

Escaping this myth will require a radi-

cal reorganization of approaches to in-

novation. But the escape is well worth 

it because it also escapes the dreadful 

waste of the 96% failure rate.

You can put this to work at the per-

sonal level immediately. Beware the 

idea idea. Put 10% of your effort into 

explaining the value and principles of 

your ideas, and 90% into fostering the 

new practices you advocate for your 

community. Get going on the work of 

adoption from the very beginning. 
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Many ideas 
are therefore 
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explain innovations 
that have already 
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ACM’s  

interactions  

magazine explores  

critical relationships  

between experiences, people,  

and technology, showcasing 

emerging innovations and industry 

leaders from around the world 

across important applications of 

design thinking and the broadening 

field of the interaction design.  

Our readers represent a growing 

community of practice that  

is of increasing and vital  

global importance.


