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Leading disruptive innovation

By Soren Kaplan

Soren Kaplan is a Managing Principal at InnovationPoint LLC, San Francisco, California. He previously
led the innovation group at Hewlett-Packard, and was a co-founder of iCohere, one of the first web
collaboration platforms for online learning. He is the author of Leapfrogging: Harness the Power of
Surprise for Business Breakthroughs. This article is based on the book.

While we may be able to appreciate a disruptive innovation in retrospect, it is debatable whether we can
convert our understanding into a formal, repeatable process. In today’s turbulent environment, leading
disruptive innovation is likely more about best principles than best practices, and requires a disruptive
approach to management itself. Down with convention, then, and up with what this author terms LEAPS,
an original but potentially very effective way of leading and managing disruptive innovation.

In today’s complex, dynamic world, having a disruptive innovation capability is mandatory, both for
growing a business and protecting existing markets. But leading-disruptive innovation requires new
mindsets and behaviours, for leaders themselves and for the organizations that develop them. This author
describes the qualities and competencies required for leading disruptive innovation

Disruptive innovation that transforms or creates new markets has become the Holy Grail for many
companies. Books like The Innovator’s Dilemma', along with Apple’s remarkable success and the high-
profile failures of Blockbuster, Borders, and Kodak, have created a heightened awareness and a desire for
game-changing innovation. More resources, models, and tools exist to help companies innovate than ever
before.

Leaders today, however, face a big challenge when it comes to disruptive innovation. Many executives
rise through the ranks of management, where predictability and control are valued and rewarded. Unlike
operations management, disruptive innovation — whether creating it or responding to it — involves extreme
uncertainty. Unexpected events, inevitable failures, and a fundamental lack of control are inherent to the
process. But few leaders are formally prepared to deal with the realities of leading or responding to
disruption.

This article highlights the key dynamics involved in leading disruptive innovation. My goal is to outline
the core leadership experiences and practices involved in the process. A five-phase model, using the
acronym “LEAPS,” provides a structure for understanding the ways leaders create clarity during times of
great uncertainty. This model was developed during the research for my book, Leapfrogging". In
addition to specific company examples, empirical research from U.S. and European universities provides
insight into some of the more subtle social and psychological success factors that distinguish leaders who
are best suited to drive disruptive change.

Leaping into uncertainty

Perhaps the most defining characteristic of disruptive innovation is the great uncertainty that it creates for
leaders, organizations, and entire industries. The music, entertainment, computing, mobile phone, book
publishing, photography, and healthcare industries have all experienced dramatic change due to new
technologies, business models, distribution channels, government regulations, and market expectations.
Companies in these industries have been forced to experiment and introduce new technologies and
business models, not just to compete, but to survive.
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While most organizations possess a general awareness of the importance and necessity of disruptive
innovation and change in general, there is a gap when it comes to understanding the deeper leadership
qualities necessary for driving them. Many leaders rely on research and data for decision-making to
manage daily operations, for example, but during times of disruption, waiting for hard data to make
decisions can quickly result in failure. Leaders must be comfortable using whatever information they
have on hand, integrating inputs from diverse sources around them, and then using their intuition to round
out the decision-making process.

The challenge for any business is that the competencies necessary for leading disruptive innovation are
not formulaic or quantifiable. As Gary Hamel says, “New problems demand new principles. Put bluntly,
there’s simply no way to build tomorrow’s essential organizational capabilities—resilience, innovation
and employee engagement—atop the scaffolding of 20th century management principles.” Hamel goes on
to say, “In an age of wrenching change and hyper-competition, the most valuable human capabilities are
precisely those that are least manage-able™.”

While a disruptive innovation can be seen and understood in retrospect, it is debatable whether it can be
transferred into a formal, repeatable process. In today’s turbulent environment, leading disruptive
innovation is likely more about best principles than best practices, and requires a disruptive approach to
management itself.

Using LEAPS to drive disruption

Whether going after disruptive innovations that leapfrog competitors and customer expectations, or
focusing on “blue oceans"” that represent white-space opportunities to create entirely new markets, the
leadership issues are similar. Leaders must embrace ambiguity, live with uncertainty for long periods of
time, and confront the critiques of naysayers both inside and outside of their organizations. Jeff Bezos,
CEO of Amazon, summarized.the essence of the leadership challenge when he said, “Any time you do
something big, that’s disruptive, there will be critics... We are willing to be misunderstood for long
periods of time".” Few business schools, let alone companies, prepare their leaders to live with being
misunderstood or criticized, especially for extended periods of time. When it comes to leading for
disruption, recognizing that “the soft stuff is the hard stuff” can make the difference between success and
failure.

I have developed five strategies to address the inherent uncertainty of disruptive innovation and change.
Falling under the acronym LEAPS, each strategy contains specific principles that provide the basis by
which leaders harness uncertainty, ambiguity, and even surprises to reinvent their organizations and
industries.

LEAPS Strategy
Listen Start with Yourself, Not the Market
Explore | Go Outside to Stretch the Inside
Act Take Small Simple Steps, Again and Again and Again
Persist Take the Surprise Out of Failure
Seize Make the Journey Part of the (Surprising) Destination
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