THE ROLE OF STORYTELLING IN INNOVATION

Among the exciting lineup of speakers at the Smithsonian weekend on May 8-10, 2008 is Dorothy Leonard. She will speak on Friday May 9 and discuss, inter alia, how storytelling helps or hinders innovation. 
Dorothy Leonard, William J. Abernathy Professor of Business, Emerita, Harvard Business School, and author of "Deep Smarts: How to Cultivate and Transfer Enduring Business Wisdom," will explain how stories inspire—and kill—innovation. She will discuss not only the use of stories about famous inventions to stimulate creativity and risk-taking but also the effects of stories about innovation failure. With examples from industry, Dorothy will draw on her recent research on experience-based expertise to suggest some ways that stories can codify novel ways of thinking.
Steve Denning talked with Dorothy recently about her work in innovation and storytelling. Here's the first part of the interview.
STEVE: Dorothy, you've done an enormous amount of work with organizations on innovation. How does storytelling relate to innovation?

DOROTHY: To my mind, storytelling can have both a positive and a negative effect on innovation. On the one hand, stories can be a powerful deterrent to innovation. 

One of the stories I tell about innovation is the time I went to a company and, as I often do, when I'm on a quest for understanding the innovation climate, I asked whether there was room to fail in this company. And the answer I got from a bunch of people was, "Well, our new CEO who came in about three years ago, says that he really supports failing forward, but you know, you really can't take chances here." 

So I said, "Tell me about that. Give me an example?"

They looked at each other and one of the people said, "Remember Mary in Sales, how she tried that new promotion in stores and she got sent off to Siberia, or the corporate equivalent thereof."

I asked, "When did that happen?"

"Oh, I don't know. Maybe seven years ago." 

"And remember George," one of them said. "He got into trouble too." And they gave me a big story about George, how he had tried something new, and it failed, and he got fired. And that had happened seven or eight years ago. 

What was clear was that they had these stories in their mind about things that had happened three or four years before the current CEO had come on board, and he had not yet managed to counter them with new stories. They were still focused on what had happened under the prior CEO. So there was no room in their heads for understanding whether there was a new mentality at the helm or not. 

So that's a negative example of how stories can linger on. People can hold on to stories and believe in them, long after they should have been superseded by new stories. It behooved that CEO to make sure that there were new stories of success, new stories of recovery from failure.

STEVE:What about the positive impact of storytelling on innovation?

DOROTHY: Well, if you go to 3M, say, you have all stories about how the Post-It notes were discovered and everyone knows that story. But they also have a lot of other stories about creativity in the company. And there are not only stories of invention. There are also stories about how they have taken a particular technology, a platform, and have expanded it into new markets and new products. These kinds of stories stretch peoples' minds about what is possible. 
So stories have helped them to keep alive the idea that they are an innovative company, have helped them define their culture. 

Stories can also convey ideas about innovative thinking.  When we hear that the idea of Velcro came from a smart guy noticing how burrs clung to his dog's coat after a walk in the woods, we realize that nature can inspire invention.  
So stories can have a positive or a negative effect. They are certainly powerful ways of communicating process and routines and norms in an organization. 

STEVE: I was struck when I went to the website for 3M and looked at the material on the Post-It Notes innovation. I had heard the story about the guy in the choir who couldn't keep his place in the hymn book and then realized that the glue didn't stick very well might be the perfect solution, and so on. I had heard that story, but when I went to the website, I saw that this was just the beginning. In fact, there was a whole saga that followed, in order to get the idea accepted by the company and into production. The story that I had heard was only a fraction of the story that had actually happened. It's much harrowing than the way the story is normally told, or indeed, the way that I had heard it told.

DOROTHY: Right. People sometimes imagine that once you find something new, then it is very easy to get it implemented. In reality, if you look at the story of the founding of 3M, it took them 12 years to figure what the company was going to be: it was the Minnesota Mining & Manufacturing Company. 

And people sometimes refine stories down to the essence or the moral, which doesn't always convey the full meaning of the story. But stories can be very useful, but they can also be dangerous if they are out of date or lack context. 

STEVE: You mentioned how tough it can be to make innovation happen? How do you cope with these difficulties?

DOROTHY: That's a third overlap between innovation and storytelling. Organizational innovation can be very painful. When I've dealt with people who are innovating in an organization, they all seem to go through something like what John Bunyan calls in his novel, Pilgrim's Progress, "the slough of despond". This is a deep bog into which the hero sinks under the weight of his sin and his sense of guilt. People undertaking innovation all seem to go through a period of doubt and discouragement. And it can help to normalize the emotions that people on an innovation team have of despondency, if you have stories to tell them about how others got through that slough in a prior time. The stories can communicate: "This too will pass."

I remember one woman in Best Buy, during one of their efforts to implement a massive innovation project. They brought in a team from Strategos consulting to help guide the Best Buy employee teams. This woman charted out in graphic form her emotional rollercoaster ride. At first, she felt like, "This is really going to be fun, you know, innovate! Wow! This is going to be great!" 

And then she felt confusion, as she went down in the rollercoaster, and felt the apparent chaos as to what was happening: "Do we really know what we're doing? My gosh, this is hard work! You know, I don't think our leader knows what the heck he's doing!" 

And then later on, she felt, "Well, I guess it is beginning to work!" as the roller coaster went up the other side. "By golly, we're making some progress! Is he just lucky or is he smart?" By telling the stories of innovation, managers can normalize that emotional rollercoaster ride—prepare people for it. 

