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SECRETSOF INNOVATION
Leading Entrepreneurs Talk About The Source Of Thelr Success

By Katherine Catlin

It'stoo bad there are special awards given to innovative companies. There shouldn’t have to be. It shouldn’t be necessary to
honor companies for atrait which is at the heart of virtually every successful enterprise. After al, there are no awards for
excellent accounting, which is equally basic to business success.

A company’s competitive edge depends on its ability to foster innovation in a variety of ways throughout the organization.
With rapidly changing markets, values, behaviors, and ways of doing business, companies must respond creatively in order to
grow and be profitable. Those who aren’t, lose.

Innovative companies can also win the New Englander Award, presented annually by the Smaller Business Association of
New England (SBANE). Award winners are chosen for having “demonstrated outstanding success in developing an innova-
tive idea, method, or device, with a proven correlation between itsinnovative qualities and its performance. . .”

What do these companies do that’s so different from others? What are the organizational characteristics, |leadership styles, and
culturesin each company which enabled them to be so innovative and win the award? | set out on aquest to find out how
they did it.

I met with the founders of six companies and discovered many similarities. Although they cover awide range of industries,
each of the honored companies proves that innovation and creativity are the key ingredients in achieving bottom-line results.
Each offers a unique product/service, awell targeted and highly competitive marketing strategy, and an innovative approach
in every area of running its business. They all know that their businesses are in the business of creativity. As aresult, these
companies are leading the pack.

My interviews with these |eaders uncovered many unique qualities of each company, but ten general principles emerged
again and again:

1. They Think:
They actually spend time thinking, because they believe in the power of ideas, and they trust their own creativity to come up
with great idess. . .

2. They areVisionary Leaders:
They are very focused on the mission, values, and vision of their companies. They each have a clear sense of what they want
to accomplish, and they are excellent at expressing those values in both the company’s products and culture.. . .

3. They Listen to Their Customers:
Customers and prospective customers are recognized as the single most important source of ideas for product/service
development and improvement, market positioning, sales techniques, and industry trends. . .

4. They Under stand How to M anage | deas.
The company leaders are constantly searching for ideas, and are willing to accept and develop ideas from any source—from
the customers and employees, to the Board of Directors, to their own fantasies. . .

5. They are People-Centered:
They know that people are creative. They hire people for their creativity, and then provide the best environment for that
creativity to blossom. They understand that their employees, and their ideas, are the company’s competitive edge . . .
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6. They Maintain a Culture of “Change”:
These founders don't just manage change, they actually seek change. They know there’s always more to learn, more to try
and more to improve in order to be the best. They work continuously to make things better . . .

7. They Use Teamsfor Their Synergy, Balance and Focus:
Teamwork induces innovation by bringing together different points of view, and they know how to manage teams for
maximum creative output . . .

8. They Hold Themselves and Others Accountable for Extremely High Standards of Performance:
To comply with their missions of being the best, these leaders require output of the highest quality. They do not tolerate
anything less. . .

9. They Won't Take No for an Answer:
They have persisted and succeeded when others said it couldn’t be done or was impossible. . .

10. They Love What They are Doing and Have Fun Doing It:
Passion for the work and the company’s growth empowers everyone.

What's so different about these award winners? They follow these ten basic principles which separate ordinary companies
from extraordinary ones. These |eaders are innovative because they do more than talk about the principles; they actually use
them to shape the culture for innovation, growth, and maximum performance.

COMMENTS:

Intelco, Acton, M assachusetts
Founders: George Chryssis, Michael Scholten, John Chipman, Tim Reynolds, Tom DeFusco

" We still talk about the vision all the time. It'sin our handbook. It prevailsin our meetings. Everyone believesinit. It'sthe
key to keeping our innovative edge. . . it isto develop innovative, high performance products, of the highest quality, with the
best service, with the highest integrity, without compromise. . . to be better than the Japanese”

Data Destruction Services, Boston, M assachusetts
Founder: Richard Hannon

" We listen to our drivers complaints, comments, and ideas. They're the ones who gave us the idea for smaller hampers,
which are now a big part of our service. When there are huge jobs, we always ask how they did it, because they usually find a
more efficient way to handle the work. Then we can make that way a standard operating procedure”

KRONOS, Waltham, M assachusetts
Founder: Mark Ain

“. .. When there are conflicts over prioritiesin different departments. e have marketing, sales and engineering meetings
every other week to make decisions on priorities. “
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