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Henley-Incubator brings the expertise of seasoned innovators and a leading international business 
school to help major organisations to generate, evaluate, develop and implement innovative ideas 
and innovative business models which create sustainable new value.  
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Executive Summary 
 
Most innovative companies are able to generate plenty of ideas and to prioritise those with the greatest 
potential, but that is often the point when the greatest problems begin—driving validated business ideas 
through to business reality. 
 
Despite putting an innovation process in place, the ‘engine’ often still doesn’t produce the desired 
outcomes. Executives complain both about ‘false positives’ where projects are allowed to proceed 
without sufficient validation, and ‘false negatives’ where promising projects are killed too early, often 
because they cannot compete on equal terms with the core business. Leo Roodhart of Shell 
GameChanger described the journey from validated idea to successful business adoption as like 
“crossing the valley of death”. 
 
There is no one recipe for success that can be applied uniformly. Nevertheless, research conducted for 
this report by Henley-Incubator has identified five key success factors that transcend sector differences. 
 
Relentless focus on solving a customer problem:  
Although technological break-through and inspirational ideas are valid routes to innovation, more often 
it is about solving a customer problem. Lower cost, greater convenience or product/service 
enhancements are key motivators, but other less obvious propositions such as reassurance can also be 
powerful. For example, the founders of HomeServe, an unregulated subsidiary of South Staffordshire 
Water, recognised that customers’ fear of suffering an expensive plumbing emergency at short notice, 
meant that they over-estimated the likelihood of one actually occurring, an incongruity that provided a 
source of value. 
 
A leader and team with a passion to achieve: 
 Companies that rely on traditional business development for innovation often find it hard to match 
people with the right entrepreneurial skills to the opportunities, but the passion and commitment of the 
people associated with an opportunity are a vital determinant of its success. One of the most striking 
features to emerge from looking at the development of Abbey National’s online bank, is how much was 
achieved by so few people inside the business. “You don’t often get the chance in a major firm to set up 
a business from scratch. The guys were up for this, really up for it,” enthused CEO Tim Murley. 
 
A common language for communicating and charting progress:  
Innovation initiatives are often ‘shoehorned’ into annual budgeting cycles and investment appraisal 
processes in which they have to fight for funds on the same terms as incremental investments in the core 
business. Many venture units become frustrated by having to constantly recycle business plans and other 
papers, diverting them from engaging on their real business issues. In 2000, when Hal Kruth joined QinetiQ 
(formerly DERA) from Stanford Research Institute to direct the newly created QinetiQ Ventures, he 
introduced a language that became known as ‘NABC Plus’. This borrowed heavily from the venture 
capital world, but was adapted to fit the needs of QinetiQ, a company just emerging from the public 
sector, with a strong culture of caution in the face of risk. 
 
Relevant and quantifiable assets and skills to contribute: One of the most common 
reasons for companies to establish venturing units as part of their innovation strategy is the desire to 
harvest the value of assets and skills in new ways. A common pitfall is over-confidence about the 
relevance of their assets and skills for application in new businesses. BT Contact Central (BTCC) is a new 
business being developed by BT Retail that provides multi-media call centre systems, enabling customer 
relationship management (CRM) initiatives for clients. Before embarking on the new venture, Paul White, 
the CEO, had personally built around 200 call centres for BT and its customers. Relevant assets? “The 
channel,” as Paul White describes the BT Retail selling machine: thousands of sales people and a 
hundred fully trained specialists calling on customers, helping generate leads for BTCC. 
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Internal and external networking:  
Networking is critical. Internal networking not only gets the company interested in the first place, it also 
enables the team to guide the project through the corporate turbulence - ensuring things actually 
happen. But three key questions, which require external networking, need to be answered before  
boards will commit significant resources to an idea: 
 
• Is it real? 
• Can we win? 
• Is it worth winning? 
 
Ventures that have become successful have often been very quick to engage outside. SSTUK, an 
infrastructure business providing masts and sites for mobile telephony and private radio clients, 
developed by the Lattice Group, is a good example. External engagement helped define the 
proposition, identify key drivers and generate realistic expectations. The venture was delivered from idea 
to transaction in little over six months. 
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For further information or to purchase copies of the report, please go to www.h-i.com or telephone 
020 3178 6755. 
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About H-I Network 
 
 
The H-I Network is an exclusive network of leaders committed to fostering innovation, growth and 
operational excellence. Its membership is comprised of senior executives and key influencers of leading 
global organisations.  The majority of members are currently addressing significant strategic change and 
many are industry pioneers.  Members of the H-I Network are invited to attend a range of invaluable 
forums to exchange ideas and experiences.  
 
Members also gain access to quality in-depth research on crucial immediate concerns and can take 
advantage of tailored programmes to resolve specific issues within their own organisations. 
H-I Network is a division of the Corven Group: 
 
 

Corven Consulting  
Global management consulting with offices in London and Boston  

 

Corven Ventures  
UK focused, activist principal finance investor  
 
www.h-i.com                                                                                                             www.corven.com 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 


