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INTRODUCTION

It is not the strongest of the species which survive nor the 
most intelligent, but the species most responsive to change.

– Charles Darwin
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Today, most companies are on a quest to become more innovative. By 
that, they often mean going digital, selling their products online, updat-
ing their website, or creating a mobile App. Although all of these are 
great initiatives, we believe that true innovation runs deeper than these 
surface-level interventions. To quote the old saying of “putting lipstick 
on a pig,” such efforts in isolation often mean that the exterior changes 
but the core remains the same. This book is about helping cultures 
to become innovative to their core, so that innovation becomes the 
default way of doing things rather than a one-time cosmetic change.

Innovation, like leadership, is something that people can easily 
identify but often have more trouble defining. In informal discus-
sions, it is frequently used interchangeably with words like creativity 
and invention. However, there are crucial differences between these 
overlapping concepts. Creativity is simply the generation of new 
ideas. Some of these ideas might become new products and services, 
but many will either die or accumulate dust in a forgotten location. 
Inventions, by contrast, are the creation of a new product usually in 
a lab or a research center. Many inventions become patents that can 
be incorporated into future products. Often, inventions take time to 
mature and evolve until they become a viable product.

Although innovation incorporates creativity and invention, 
these two factors alone are not sufficient for innovation to occur. 
We define innovation as a change in a product, a service, or busi-
ness model that helps to drive profits or gain market share. The 
willingness of consumers to pay for the new product or service is 
the key defining factor that distinguishes innovation from creative 
ideas and new inventions. Kenneth Yu, the former President of 3M 
Greater China Area, eloquently described innovation in the follow-
ing way.

�First and foremost, innovation is an art. It is not a science, 
although because of innovation, a lot of scientific new 
things can be introduced. But the concept of innovation 
by itself is not a science. You cannot say that if the com-
pany follows these steps the company or the person will 
become innovative. It doesn’t work that way. You need a 
culture that has to be developed over time.
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INNOVATION STORIES

An Invention Ahead of Its Time at 3M by Kenneth Yu

Someone invented a way to recycle light. You know, light goes 
in all directions. We developed at 3M a film that reflected the 
light back so that the light is not wasted. This resulted in a 
light bulb that consumed only a small fraction of the normal 
energy needed. But how many bulbs can you sell? Besides, 
the margin is very small. In a way, it was a marginal inven-
tion for 3M. Years later, the world saw all the new products 
like notebook computers, cell phones, iPads, digital TVs, etc. 
If you use your cell phone, you care about battery life. The 
amount of power in your battery is limited, so the solution 
was to have bigger batteries. Our customers came to us with 
this challenge – how can we reduce the energy consumption 
so that we can have smaller batteries and reduce the size of 
those gadgets?

The highest consumption of energy comes from the screen. 
Somebody at 3M remembered the film that reflected the 
light back and forth and they tested it. It worked very well; 
the screen looks just as bright with less energy consumed, 
therefore leading to longer battery life. The film was able to 

This perspective captures the fact that, while easy to understand 
conceptually, innovation is often quite difficult to introduce in 
practice. To effectively bring innovation to the core, there are no 
shortcuts or one-step solutions. Instead, organizations need to be 
nurtured and reinforced through multi-faceted efforts to change 
the leadership practices, systems, and employee behaviors. Each 
of these factors alone is insufficient to induce innovation to the 
core. Consistent messages from all three components are needed 
to produce deeply ingrained innovation so it becomes the way of 
doing things in the organization. Kenneth from 3M shared with 
us that sometimes innovative products may seem like failures until 
their time comes. New ideas might be born ahead of their time but 
should not be forgotten; someday they might find their market.
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recycle about 90% of the light coming out from the light 
source. A high-definition TV consumes more power, and all 
the components are much hotter as the light increases. You 
must make a large light enhancement film to use less power. 
As an example of incremental improvement, the film didn’t 
just enhance the light, it also enhanced the sharpness of the 
image. And the rest is history. Until today, as we are talking, 
3M still owns a lion’s share of many of the large panel TVs.

In the story above, Kenneth provides an example of an inven-
tion that ultimately revolutionized the industry but took years to 
become an innovation. The film was invented about two decades 
before 3M was able to monetize it. Kenneth added:

Commercialization is just like this. 3M made a lot of 
money with this film. The customer is also happy because 
now the cell phones and the notebooks can work for a 
much longer amount of time. This is an example of an 
invention that became a great success years after it was 
created.

This highlights the importance of company memory, so inven-
tions are not forgotten when their time comes.

Often when people think about innovation, they mistakenly 
assume that it must be something completely novel that disrupts 
the old ways. As an example of disruptive innovation, Kenneth 
from 3M points to Thomas Edison’s invention of the light bulb, 
which transformed the way people live. In contrast, modern inno-
vations are often incremental improvements or old technology 
implemented in new contexts. As a key example of this distinction, 
Kenneth pointed to the Chinese giant, Alibaba:

Alibaba certainly did not invent the cell phone. They did 
not invent the QR code. They invented Alipay. Likewise, 
Tencent invented WeChat Pay, which is a new way of pay-
ment. But they were not the first companies that did this. 
Hong Kong had previously been using the Octopus Card, 
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INNOVATION STORIES

How 3M’s Post-it Notes Went Viral by Kenneth Yu

I was with 3M when the Post-it note was first invented. I can 
tell you a story now. This might be the first time you hear 
this. I got this from the person who championed the project.  
He lives in San Antonio and is a good friend of mine,  
Dr Geoffrey Nicholson. But he’s not the only hero of this 
story. You may have heard the story about that the choir that 
used it as a paper marker. That is true. But that did not sell 
the product. We did not formally market or commercialize 
the product. In those days, they weren’t called Post-it notes, 
we just called them sticky notes. Dr Nicholson noticed that 
the department secretaries at 3M really liked them. He talked 
to our CEO and asked him to send a box of sticky notes to 
other 500 CEOs of top companies in the USA. Our CEO 
asked those other CEOs to give the product to their secretar-
ies to see if they like it.

If you are the CEO of Boeing, and you get a letter from 
the CEO of 3M, you do not throw it away. So, they gave the 
sticky notes to their secretaries and did not think too much 

for example. But somehow, they came up with Alipay 
using existing technologies and took advantage of the fact 
that everyone has a cell phone [to innovate payment trans-
actions in China].

True innovation occurs when people have a vision for a better 
product or way of doing things and they can translate this idea into 
commercial value. To foster these types of ideas in countries and 
organizations, you must become innovative to the core. 3M is an 
excellent example of a company that has embedded innovation at 
all levels of the organization. The story of how Post-it notes were 
created by accident is very well known; what began as a failure to 
create a strong aircraft adhesive ultimately resulted in 3M’s signa-
ture product. What is not so well known is how Post-it notes were 
initially commercialized.
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about it after that. The secretaries started using these sticky 
notes on memos that they would send to the boss for signa-
ture and to other departments. Very quickly, the sticky notes 
propagated in the organization from the top down. So, the 
secretaries went to their bosses and asked for more sticky 
notes. They sent the request back to 3M CEO. Our CEO 
asked Nicholson to take care of it. We then stopped giving 
them away and commercialized them. We came up with a 
name, the packaging, and everything. You can imagine that 
each of the 500 secretaries could easily influence at least 
10 others, so it went viral. Fluid communication inside the 
organization is key for innovation.

Source: Authors’ original work.

Fig. 1.1.  The Funnel Model of Innovation.

In sum, creativity is the generation of ideas. Some of these ideas 
become inventions, and creative outputs become innovations when 
they find a market (Fig. 1.1). To enhance the chances of this hap-
pening, we echo the sage advice of the two-time Nobel prize winner 
in physics, Linus Pauling, who once said, “The best way to have a 
good idea is to have a lot of ideas.”
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WHY WE WROTE THIS BOOK

Scholars and practitioners agree that innovation is perhaps more 
of a business imperative today than at any other point in history. 
When serving a world that is increasingly more volatile, uncertain, 
complex, and ambiguous (VUCA), countries and businesses must 
be able to agilely respond to changing environmental circumstanc-
es and consumer preferences.1 Thriving in such a world requires 
leaders that can act on input from all levels, who design systems 
that reinforce innovative priorities, and who can anticipate the 
changing needs of its citizens and consumers. Continuous learning 
should take place and norms of open and informal communica-
tion should be encouraged. As we are currently living and work-
ing at the intersection of globalization, digitization, and a global  
COVID-19 pandemic, the time is ripe to further explore how inno-
vative cultures at all levels can be built and reinforced.

Although much has been written on the topic of innovation, 
as business professors based in China, we saw a unique opportu-
nity for a book that consolidates the lessons that China and the 
World can learn from each other. To this end, we aimed to better 
understand the core components of established innovative compa-
nies around the world in the hopes that firms can adopt some of 
these best practices as they continue their rapid progression from 
an innovation adopter to and innovation generators.

WHO IS IN THIS BOOK?

To build on the quantitative insights provided by our survey, we con-
ducted 30 in-depth interviews with subject matter experts. To achieve a 
balanced perspective, we focused on gaining wisdom from top manag-
ers and consultants hailing from around the world. We focused on talk-
ing to seasoned business leaders who were either raised or had worked 
in some of the most innovative countries in the world and those who 
worked for some of the most innovative companies in the world. These 
included executives at multinational organizations, entrepreneurs, con-
sultants, and people working for governments and in nonprofit inno-
vation centers. In Tables 1.1 and 1.2, we provide a snapshot of the 

interviewees you will hear from over the course of this book.
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