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At PA, we believe that shaping 
global conversations is core 
to our purpose. Our subject 
matter and research experts 
bring inspiration and insight as, 
together, we tackle the world’s 
toughest challenges and seize 
its greatest opportunities.

Our thought leadership

4

THE BREAKTHROUGH BRIGADE  

Innovation for Growth



OUR THOUGHT LEADERSHIP

 5



Introduction
Organisations need growth. They need to drive growth in their core business, 
create and scale major new growth opportunities, and build a growth 
capability inside their organisations. Growth attracts customers, employees, 
and investors – driving differentiation and shareholder value creation. 
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Innovation offers a route to achieving purposeful, 
profitable, long-term growth; to respond to urgent 
societal issues; and to navigate disruptive events 
and the shifting economic climate. 

Most organisations are good at incremental 
innovation, those continuous small changes to their 
existing core products, services, and business. Yet 
they need to do more if they want to drive growth 
that sets them up for the future, to hold their own 
against a rapidly evolving set of competitors, and  
to deliver against a broader purpose. 

Beyond incremental growth, leaders need to 
manifest what we call breakthrough innovation 
– delivering something fundamentally different, 
brave, and exciting. This could be a new product  
or service, a new business model, a different 
approach to fulfil a customer need, or any 
combination of those.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, and during the last 
wave of digital disruption, organisations around the 
world innovated on the fly to reimagine products, 
services, and distribution. Some innovated their way 
into entirely different businesses and product lines 
to stay afloat. 

Now, our research shows there are a number of 
organisations who have mastered breakthrough 
innovation – and made it repeatable. 

Based on their traits and what we’ve learned 
over the past few years, this report details how 
organisations everywhere – irrespective of 
sector – can generate, commercialise, and scale 
breakthrough innovation to set themselves up  
for successful, sustainable, and significant  
future growth.

This isn’t innovation for innovation’s sake. It’s 
breakthrough innovation for significant growth. 

Enjoy the report.

What is breakthrough innovation?

Breakthrough innovations are, by their 
very nature, less common than incremental 
innovations. Yet recent years have provided 
some great examples.

Take Babcock International Group, the 
aerospace, defence, and nuclear engineering 
services firm. Its 100+ year heritage is no 
barrier to bold innovation. Its liquefied gas 
business developed ecoSMRT®, a technology 
to improve the efficiency of transporting 
Liquefied Natural Gas (LNG). The system 
captures and reliquefies gas that previously 
evaporated in transit, leading to a 50 percent 
reduction in carbon footprint and orders of 
over £200 million in 2020 alone.

Or look at how JCB, the construction and 
agricultural equipment manufacturer, 
innovated the world’s first volume-produced 
fully electric digger – with zero exhaust 
emissions and improved productivity. It’s 
more than a great piece of engineering. It’s an 
innovation that, in time, has the potential to 
save billions of tonnes of carbon. And it’s led to 
JCB reporting almost double market growth, 
with turnover up 41 percent in 2021. 

In addition to incremental growth, 
leaders need to manifest what  
we call breakthrough innovation  
– something fundamentally  
different, brave, and exciting.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The Breakthrough 
Brigade
As our research of 520 C-suite decision-makers, innovation leaders and 
division heads at large enterprises across multiple countries shows, leaders 
recognise the need for breakthrough innovation – the delivery of a product 
or service that is fundamentally different, brave, and exciting.
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Appreciating the value breakthrough innovation 
creates is one thing. Achieving it is another.  

• 74% say breakthrough innovation has been made 
more important by the COVID-19 pandemic

• 42% say they may not survive without  
being able to consistently generate  
breakthrough innovation

• Yet 73% continue to prioritise efficiency and cost 
reduction over breakthrough innovation, with 
another 59% saying a short-to-mid-term focus 
gets in the way of breakthrough innovation. 

While the majority struggle to deliver breakthrough 
innovation, our research uncovered a group 
of organisations who have standardised the 
approach to breakthrough innovation – and made 
it repeatable. Throughout the report, this cohort is 
referred to as the Breakthrough Brigade. 

These aren’t the more nimble players you might 
expect to see. These are mostly £10 billion+ 
corporates, with 50,000+ employees. They pursue 
and achieve the highest ROI on innovation – both 
breakthrough and incremental innovation – 
more often than other businesses. Their focus on 
breakthrough innovation has made them better 

at all innovation. They’re likelier to move ahead of 
customer demand and competitor pace. They’re 
also considerably better at attracting breakthrough 
innovation talent. 

They’re also the most eager cohort of respondents 
to keep seeking better, more creative ideas – and 
to do so at pace. Not only are they already doing it 
better and faster – they want to crank up the dial 
further. So, while some leaders will tread carefully in 
tougher economic times, bold leaders will lean into 
their innovation agendas. As investment costs come 
down and new needs emerge and accelerate, it’s an 
opportune time to invest rather than retreat.

The breakthrough innovators  
we found are mostly  
£10 billion+ corporates  
with 50,000+ employees.
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Based on our experience and expertise delivering breakthrough innovation, and from in-depth 
conversations with leading breakthrough innovators, we’ve found five key areas of focus for 
leaders of organisations of all sizes keen to achieve breakthrough innovation: 

2 3
Dare to be a 
breakthrough  
growth leader

Set the tone for bold innovation by leading 
with an experimental mindset and a bold 
vision for growth that sparks creativity.

Invest in 
experimentation 

Embed a culture of fearlessness and bravery, 
and create the psychological safety for ideas  
to emerge and flourish.

Ready your rebels  
 

Recruit, retain, and realise the skills of  
those who can disrupt in entirely new  
ways: non-linear, ideas-obsessed, and  
outlier-conscious thinkers. 

1
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4 5
Build an  
innovation engine  
 

Provide the strategy, structure, and support 
for ideas to move from prototype to profit, 
ensuring they bridge the gap between  
ideation and commercialisation. 

Nail the idea,  
scale the idea 
  

Avoid the temptation and rush to scale until 
the idea, time, and mode of delivery have all 
been tested to the point of success – then scale 
with purpose and pace. 
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Better, faster, stronger:  
the Breakthrough Brigade
Appreciating the value that breakthrough innovation creates is one thing. 
Achieving it is another. Leaders strive to attain breakthrough innovation but 
get tripped up by a multiplicity of common pitfalls (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1: Drivers of breakthrough innovation – and the challenge to respond
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While every organisation has the appetite to deliver breakthrough 
innovation, there are two broad categories of business type when it  
comes to translating appetite into action: Incrementalists and the 
Breakthrough Brigade. 

The Incrementalists struggle to either generate ideas or to commercialise 
them. These businesses find themselves locked in a cycle of smaller growth 
loops. In comparison, the Breakthrough Brigade comprises businesses who 
can get breakthrough innovations to market, regularly take breakthrough 
innovations to market at scale, and who drive greater returns from their 
innovation efforts.

Incrementalists Breakthrough Brigade

77 23
 %

Figure 2: Incrementalists and the Breakthrough Brigade
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The Breakthrough  
Brigade outperforms
We found that those who master breakthrough innovation become,  
by proxy, better at all innovation. 

The Breakthrough Brigade is more likely to seek out, and achieve, 
considerably higher ROI rates than Incrementalists when it comes  
to both breakthrough innovation and incremental innovation. 

It’s an important reminder that the focus on breakthrough innovation  
isn’t instead of incremental innovation, which will always be needed,  
but in addition. 

ROI achieved (Frequently/sometimes)

%
 o

f 
o
rg

a
n
is

a
ti

o
n
s 

40%

35%

30%

25%

20%

15%

10%

5%

0%

1-2% 3-5% 6-10% 11-15% 16%+ 

Breakthrough BrigadeIncrementalists

Figure 3: ROI achieved on breakthrough innovation 
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Growth at pace
Our Breakthrough Brigade cohort aren’t just better at moving from 
ideation to market – they’re also much better equipped to move ahead  
of both customer demand and competitor pace. 

Figure 4: Pace of breakthrough innovation
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The incrementalists
We analysed respondents across three key stages of the  
innovation process. 

• Generating ideas

• Commercialising ideas

• Scaling ideas.

Our analysis across the stages of innovation uncovered two sub-categories 
of Incrementalists. While all respondents have appetite for breakthrough 
innovation (see Figure 5), we then encounter:

• Blocked Brains, who find it difficult to generate and identify novel ideas. 

• Conceptualists, who are better at generating novel ideas but often fail 
to commercialise them.

Unlike the Breakthrough Brigade, these groups are rarely able to 
commercialise their breakthrough innovations – let alone do so repeatedly. 

In the next section (page 18), we explore the characteristics of the 
Breakthrough Brigade in more detail, and examine the differences between 
these two Incrementalist sub-groups.
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Figure 5: Incrementalists and the Breakthrough Brigade:  
by innovation stage
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The Breakthrough Brigade: 
characteristics and 
behaviours
Our findings challenge a common fallacy: that large incumbents are  
incapable of delivering the ideas, speed-to-market, processes, and  
culture needed to make breakthrough innovation happen.

There’s strong alignment between the Breakthrough Brigade and 
organisations that are financially performing: 78% of the Breakthrough 
Brigade cohort are generating at least £10 billion in annual revenue,  
with one quarter (24%) generating in excess of £50 billion. This group 
is also at least twenty percentage points more likely to have over 50,000 
employees (64%, compared to 44% for Incrementalists). 

We also found the Breakthrough Brigade are most likely to be US-based, 
followed by the UK, the Netherlands, and then the Nordics.
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Under £1bn  

 

£1bn - £5bn  £5.1bn - £10bn £10.1bn - £25bn £25.1bn - £50bn £50bn+  

Figure 6: Achieving breakthrough innovation – by revenue
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Our findings show that large corporates can – and do – achieve 
breakthrough innovation. This creates a cycle of powerful growth  
success, enabling further investment in innovation. 

Private Healthcare, Retail and Transportation organisations are all  
more likely to be in the Breakthrough Brigade, leaving behind other  
sectors by at least 18 percentage points. 

It might seem logical that the Breakthrough Brigade achieve success  
by focusing more effort on how they scale success. And this is true. Yet  
there’s much more to it. 

These businesses also have significantly greater appetite to generate 
breakthrough innovation, combined with a greater ability to deliver  
in comparison to Incrementalists. 
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Figure 7: Achieving breakthrough innovation – by industry
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More in, more out
For decades, traditional innovation evangelists have argued in favour of the 
80-20 rule, where 80% of investment focus is on transactional, incremental 
innovation, and 20% on more radical, disruptive thinking. 

Our research shows this balance has shifted. The majority of our 
Breakthrough Brigade respondents are focused on 40% investment  
in incremental innovation and 60% breakthrough.

The majority of the Breakthrough 
Brigade invest more in 
breakthrough innovation than  
in incremental innovation

Figure 8: Investment split between incremental and 
breakthrough innovation
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The incrementalist 
struggle
We’ve seen what makes the Breakthrough Brigade stand out – and the 
advantage they obtain. So what is it that Incrementalists are struggling with? 
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35%
There are two types of barriers: those based on the linear process of 
innovation (see Figure 9), and a range of broader barriers to progress. 

Blocker 2
Quality of ideas

Blocker 1
Product or 

infrastructure 

technology 

limitations

Blocker 1
Slow speed  

of innovation 

processes

Blocker 1
Understanding  

of evolving  

customer needs

Blocker 2
Dependence  

on in-house  

capabilities

Blocker 2
Slow speed  

of innovation 

processses

Figure 9: Top barriers to breakthrough innovation

Respondents ranked their top three barriers by innovation stage
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33%Generate
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Barriers by innovation stage
Generate

• At this stage, Blocked Brains are most likely to be held back by product 
or infrastructure technology limitations

• The biggest barriers for Conceptualists are their understanding  
of evolving customer needs and their existing business models

• Respondents from Retail and Transportation are most likely to struggle 
with product or infrastructure technology limitations. Retail and 
Private Healthcare were most likely to question the quality of the  
ideas that came through. 

Achieving purposeful, profitable, long-term 
growth attracts customers, employees,  
and investors – and this demands  
breakthrough innovation.
Hugo Raaijmakers 
PA strategy and growth expert
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With murmurs of an economic slowdown, 
leaders need to be brave and break free from 
what they know. Manifesting what we call 
breakthrough innovation is vital.
Andy Katz 
PA strategy and growth expert

Commercialise 

• Blocked Brains are most likely to be held back from commercialising 
breakthrough innovation by their dependence on in-house capabilities

• For Conceptualists, the main barrier is an unclear link between 
innovation goals and organisational strategy

• Manufacturing and Transportation are most likely to struggle with the 
slow speed of innovation processes. Financial Services are likeliest to  
be held back by their dependence on in-house capabilities.
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Scale

• Blocked Brains are most likely to be held back from scaling by a 
dependence on in-house capabilities

• Conceptualists are held back by their existing business models. Both 
of these sub-groups are also less likely to centre their approach to 
breakthrough innovation around customer needs

• Transportation and Private Healthcare are held back most by their lack 
of understanding of evolving customer needs. Financial Services and 
Consumer Goods struggle the most with the slow speed of innovation 
processes when looking to scale.

Traditionally, large organisations 
have looked with envy at the small, 
nimble start-ups that can turn on a 
dime, yet our research shows that 
all organisations can deliver and 
scale breakthrough innovation.
Charlene Li
Chief research officer, PA
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Broader barriers
We also found a range of barriers to breakthrough innovation at a broader 
level. The ability to attract and retain people with the right skills was  
one such barrier. Only 43% of executives rate their companies as 
“excellent” at attracting the kind of progressive talent who can deliver 
breakthrough innovation. 

Ultimately, leadership choices and decisions, as well as culture, also play 
a major part. Despite breakthrough innovation clearly delivering greater 
ROI (see Figure 3, page 10), 73% of respondents continue to prioritise 
efficiency and cost reduction over breakthrough innovation, with another 
59% saying their focus on the short- to mid-term gets in the way of 
breakthrough innovation. One fifth (21%) say they’re held back by their 
company culture. 

We found that the need to deliver business as usual is a particular barrier 
for Blocked Brains and Conceptualists. It’s a barrier for 33% of the first 
group, and 36% of the second, compared to 23% for the Breakthrough 
Brigade. These incrementalists were also twice as likely to report 
experiencing conflicting priorities between leadership, innovation teams 
and the wider business, compared to the Breakthrough Brigade.

73%
of organisations prioritise efficiency and cost 
reduction over breakthrough innovation

say a focus on the short- to mid-term gets in the way

59%

are held back by their company culture

21%
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Recommendations
Our findings reveal just how difficult it is to achieve 
breakthrough innovation. Even when the desire and 
systems are in place, multiple factors can torpedo efforts. 
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So how can leaders respond and pursue significant top-
line growth? There are five key focus areas for leaders of 
organisations of all sizes:

Dare to be a breakthrough growth leader

Set the tone for bold innovation by leading with an experimental mindset and 
a bold vision for growth that sparks creativity.1
Invest in experimentation

Embed a culture of fearlessness and bravery, and create the psychological 
safety for ideas to emerge and flourish.2
Ready your rebels

Recruit, retain, and realise the skills of those who can disrupt in entirely new 
ways: non-linear, ideas-obsessed, and outlier-conscious thinkers.3
Build an innovation engine  

Provide the strategy, structure, and support for ideas to move from  
prototype to profit, ensuring they bridge the gap between ideation  
and commercialisation. 4
Nail the idea, scale the idea 

Avoid the temptation and rush to scale until the idea, time, and mode of delivery 
have all been tested to the point of success – then scale with purpose and pace.5
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Set the tone for bold innovation by leading with an experimental mindset 
and a bold vision for growth that sparks creativity.

Dare to be a breakthrough 
growth leader 1

One third (32 percent) of respondents told us that leaders in their 
organisation lack the vision and passion needed to make breakthrough 
innovation happen, while one fifth said leadership vision and commitment 
was a barrier to delivering breakthrough innovation. 

The trouble is that traditional modes of leadership have favoured safety-
first comfort over a fearlessness to fail, the preservation of the status quo 
over a commitment to question the existing, and a culture of caution over 
the courage to seek new growth. 

This approach works if your ambition is to uphold the past. Yet when the 
aim is significant new growth, stakeholders seek leaders who pioneer – and 
mandate – a fearless, future-focused, and deeply passionate approach to 
new ideas, methods, and outcomes. 

Breakthrough innovation is born from – and borne by – the mindset and 
support of leaders. They should be breakthrough innovation’s greatest 
champions and protectors. If you’re not going to devote significant time 
and energy to imagining new ways to respond to customer needs, and 
seeking ways to drive new top-line growth, then who will? 

This type of leadership calls for an experimental mindset. It means being 
prepared to break established rules and norms, and looking beyond the 
core of your existing business to a broader view of growth possibilities. 

Think, for instance, of how you would plot your own organisation’s 
downfall if you were a disruptor. Ask yourself at what stage 
experimentation would go too far, and push right up to the edge of it.

We worked with Holland & Barrett, a healthfood retailer, to develop 
digital manufacturing and supply chain capabilities to offer personalised 
supplements straight to the customer’s door – fundamentally changing the 
way they interacted with their customers.1 And we worked with Ørsted, a 
Danish multinational power company, to help its leaders push beyond the 
edge of comfort and transition from black to green energy. The results of 
this bold, breakthrough thinking? Ørsted is now the global leader in wind 
power, with 30 percent market share.2 
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Tough questions, inspirational answers
Another technique is to pivot your starting point from ‘if only’ to ‘what if?’, 
starting with a bold challenge or purpose to deliver against. It’s the approach  
we took with the UK Government’s Vaccine Taskforce (VTF) as it sought to 
develop, manufacture, and distribute life-saving COVID-19 vaccines. 

With lives on the line, there was no time to waste. Working with the VTF, we 
established a new delivery plan and programme structure, and set up new, 
effective governance for rapid decision-making. The starting gun was fired  
in the late Spring of 2020. By December, the first vaccine was approved. And  
in just six months, 80 percent of all UK adults had received their first dose. 

The best leaders here can shapeshift, morphing between the mindsets and 
management styles needed to direct both business-as-usual (BAU) and 
breakthrough innovation teams, while ensuring the former doesn’t snuff  
out the latter.  

 31
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Embed a culture of fearlessness and bravery, and create the 
psychological safety for ideas to emerge and flourish.

Invest in 
experimentation2

Today’s disruption is tomorrow’s innovation. And the present swirl of 
economic uncertainty, sustainability imperatives, and rapidly evolving 
competitors have created an imperative for breakthrough innovation.  

With many seeking to find marginal gains and carve out efficiencies, it’s 
those who are future-focused and prepared to invest in experimentation 
who will reap the rewards. These are the moments when a greater divide 
will be carved out between those who back down from innovation, and 
those who double down.

Investment in experimentation extends beyond financial investment. It 
means ensuring that everyone in the organisation has the agency and the 
psychological safety to pursue breakthrough innovation; not just being 
comfortable with failure, but knowing it’s an almost-inevitable stage-gate 
on the path to success. All too often, the mortuary of possibility is filled 
with ideas where the perceived cost of risk was seen to be too high. The 
more conservative an organisation is, the more ideas get killed off, and the 
less likely you are to generate – and say ‘yes’ to – truly breakthrough ideas.  

This level of individual and team safety calls for a rebalancing of leaders’ 
risk and opportunity appetites. Crucially, this doesn’t mean supporting all 
ideas regardless of potential. It means supporting the people and teams 
attached to ideas until these ideas have had a chance to prove their value. 
So, forget consensus – the aim is constructive co-operation.

Then, experiments need to be freed from the shackles of red tape and 
stringent governance. Favour light-touch frameworks and parameters 
over layered approvals and documentation, and make the build-test-learn 
cycle as short and as cheap as possible. Success calls for the ability to make 
decisions based on a flexible, but rigorous, framework that provides the 
organisation with confidence. 

The more signs of success an idea displays, the more light-touch the 
governance should be. After all, the role of good leadership is to remove 
constraint, not impose it. Another option is to ensure ideas that are either 
not quite right or ‘not right, right now’ can be closed off or put into cold 
storage for later use or iteration.
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The platform opportunity
To invest in experimentation, organisations needn’t always develop entirely 
new or augmented capabilities. Smart leaders seek to leverage the expertise 
and ideas of others – specialists, partners and consortia. Platform businesses 
are a prime example of how a wider ecosystems of partners can invest in 
experimentation while controlling the risk and financial outlay. 

Suddenly, your horizons extend from owned assets to a near-infinite supply  
of providers – where you own the connections, not necessarily the means  
of production. 

Here, large incumbents have an advantage. With well-established brands,  
deep customer relationships, access to capital and domain expertise, they  
have the data pools that can be matched with digital expertise to create  
platform opportunities. 

Working with Pret A Manger, we supported their delivery of a revolutionary 
coffee subscription service to over 400 stores. Having come up with new ways  
to transform and scale their business, they called on us to help deliver. 

By leveraging platform-as-a-service offerings, we rapidly launched test-and-
learn pilots with Pret to understand customer behaviour, then launched new 
features in quick succession to drive customer acquisition and retention. 
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Recruit, retain, and realise the skills of those who can disrupt in entirely 
new ways: non-linear, ideas-obsessed, and outlier-conscious thinkers.

Ready your 
rebels3

Everyone has a great idea in them, and every organisation is a hotbed  
of latent ingenuity. Yet this doesn’t mean that those who’ve been  
delivering incremental innovations are the same people who can  
deliver breakthrough innovation. 

While some incremental innovators will be able to adapt to the demands 
of breakthrough thinking, you’ll also be looking to recruit from new talent 
pools for diverse new talent, as well as unleashing your rebels. There’s a 
major difference between adapting and refining an existing product or 
service and imagining a new mode of customer delivery, or challenging 
the existing way of doing things. You won’t be able to solve new problems 
with old ideas, yet less than half (43%) the executives we talked to feel 
their companies excel at attracting the talent capable of delivering 
breakthrough innovation. 

So, what are the differences between incrementalists and  
breakthrough thinkers? 

• Incremental innovators typically think across Horizon 1 (the short 
term), whereas breakthrough innovators – your rebels – consider 
Horizons 2 and 3 (the mid- and long-term). Crucially, breakthrough 
innovators realise that Horizon 3 has not just come closer but is now  

no longer time-bound. What was once considered a distant future 
possibility can now very quickly be part of the present.

• Classic innovation favours linear thinking, whereas breakthrough 
innovators step into a range of imagined futures. Just consider how 
traditional thinking around transport modes was hijacked by the post-
pandemic switch to remote and hybrid working.3 Also, while traditional 
innovators look for patterns, breakthrough innovators spot the outliers 
of these patterns.

• Incremental innovators focus on new technologies; breakthrough 
innovators think about new applications of existing technologies.  
The latter group is focused on the quality of an idea and the outcome – 
not just the technology.

Breakthrough innovators seek inspirational, complex challenges that they 
can probe for opportunities. They seek organisations with the culture, and 
leadership, that gives them the time and space to thrive. 

When recruiting, forget the traditional focus on hard skills. Look instead  
at people’s strengths: what enthuses, motivates, and inspires people; 
how they challenge and stretch themselves; and whether they have an 
experimental mindset. 
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A sum greater than the parts
The key is how your existing teams and unleashed rebels work together. This is 
your breakthrough innovation team. Forget the myth of the lone inventor – even 
Isaac Newton conceded he was standing on the shoulders of the giants before 
him.4 Breakthrough innovation calls for sparring partners – cross-functional 
teams who support and challenge each other from the off. 

These teams need more than domain experience – you can’t operate in a thought 
vacuum when challenging convention. Look for futurists and horizon scanners 
who can spot and articulate trends. You’ll find that the more diverse your teams 
are – in their make-up, and in their thinking – the better your ideas, and the 
testing process they go through. 

Crucially, you needn’t worry about everyone having these skills. You’ll also 
want people and teams with the traits to support breakthrough innovators: the 
programme managers, the governance experts, and all of the connection points 
to the wider business. Just as the thorn is the mother of the oak, so your wider 
employee base will be there to protect, shield, and support your disruptors. 

Finally, leaders should be harnessing their purpose to inspire and galvanise their 
teams. Give your rebels a cause. 
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Provide the strategy, structure, and support for ideas to move from  
prototype to profit, ensuring they bridge the gap between ideation  
and commercialisation. 

Build an  
innovation engine  4

Innovation is much more than the point of invention. It’s no good if an 
idea stays in the lab or at pilot stage. Innovation that drives major growth 
therefore calls for an organised approach that connects ideas to revenue 
and makes the process repeatable. 

This connecting component is your innovation ‘engine’.  
It provides the codified structure and clear framework for successful 
innovation – even more so when seeking to push the envelope of 
possibility. In our experience, this engine needs to focus on three things  
to connect innovation and growth: strategy, system, and structure. 

One of the common challenges we see is that innovation is treated as 
a separate activity. And the more disruptive an idea is, the further it’s 
distanced from the main business. While it can be useful to innovate away 
from BAU activity, the strategic purpose should be aligned. Without this, 
it’s difficult to see how innovation connects and contributes to business 
results and strategic growth. 

The supporting system means framing innovation efforts around what 
you’re good at. Think about what your organisation is deeply passionate 
about, its existing strengths and capabilities, and where it wants to be.

This doesn’t mean limiting your focus to current competencies only, but to 
realise what additional competencies are needed for success. In turn, this 
will inform the way you innovate and the support provided, such as idea 
sourcing tools, design sprints, accelerators, and venturing. It will  
also inform early commercial assessments, with iterative feedback 
ensuring the right opportunities make it to market and evolve based  
on deep customer understanding. 

Structure is vital to increase the ROI from innovation, and to ensure you’re 
acting to remove or pivot projects lacking traction. Three types of metrics 
– strategy-level, portfolio-level, and project-level – provide the insight 
needed to make the right calls, and to scale resources and investment up/
down as required. One way to ensure that innovations don’t progress 
too far without merit is to use metered funding, where any additional 
investment is proportionate to satisfying agreed success factors. 
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In or out innovation?
The answer to whether your breakthrough innovation engine should sit inside 
or outside of the traditional organisation is dependent on your current culture, 
governance, and skillsets. 

An independent ‘skunkworks’ can quickly overcome any ingrained sluggishness, 
act faster, launch pilots more efficiently, and course-correct more nimbly. But 
beware the risk of this creating a distinct culture or lack of structural alignment, 
which risks innovations being rejected by the main business. 

Regardless of the setup, the engine and the existing business teams require 
plenty of crossover. This is a way to teach existing talent about minimal viable 
products (MVPs), and working at an agile pace. It’s also a way to teach the engine 
how the business unit operates, and the parameters that need to be met to scale 
a breakthrough innovation. 
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Avoid the temptation and rush to scale until the idea, time, and mode  
of delivery have all been tested to the point of success – then scale 
with purpose and pace.

Nail the idea,  
scale the idea 5

Scaling is the most difficult aspect of breakthrough innovation – so it might 
seem surprising to contend that leaders need to kick the scale can down 
the road. 

However, our experience of helping both start-ups and established 
organisations deliver breakthrough innovation tells us that scale comes 
last, then fast – once the idea has been proven, tested, and iterated to the 
point of success. 

Too often, the questions of ‘can we scale?’ and ‘how do we scale?’ become 
constraints. What leaders often forget is that the most transformative  
ideas find a way to succeed – so long as the right environment to grow  
has been established.

Back in 2009, Airbnb almost went out of business due to low revenues. 
Rather than focus on scaling the idea, CEO Brian Chesky did the opposite. 
He focused on optimising the idea for the small customer base. One key 
barrier was poor-quality photography. So Airbnb piloted a programme 
where professional photographers went from door-to-door to improve the 
quality of the listings. In the process, they learned what customers craved, 
and they iterated the service. In time, the company’s revenue doubled – 
and it hasn’t looked back since.5 Smart leaders pay attention to growth 
potential, not scale potential. 

The rush to scale can be a route to fail. The pressure to demonstrate 
early success can impose a ceiling on a breakthrough innovation’s 
growth potential. Having proven the commercial value of an innovation, 
organisations often rush to take it to as wide a market as possible 
– without, for example, further iteration, wider market analysis or 
consideration of the operational realities of major production runs. 

Here, it’s vital leaders favour long-term growth potential over short-term 
optics. It’s a moment to focus on scaling out rather than scaling up – 
building out the capabilities, organisational fit, governance, and market 
approach needed for the breakthrough innovation to truly take off. Take 
this time to fully validate the desirability and viability of your offering,  
and to fully leverage the capabilities and skills across your organisation  
to prepare for growth. 

Or try introducing a stage gate before scaling to ensure a commercial 
threshold has been reached: for instance, a new product needing to hit  
a set number of sales or customers before it can be brought back into the 
main business. Only then should the idea be scaled, with clear ownership 
and accountability for onward success. 
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Scaled scrutiny
The pause before scaling also offers a chance to ask whether a breakthrough 
innovation should be re-integrated into the business at all. 

If a breakthrough innovation is so far afield from the existing business,  
a company may be better served by spinning it off into its own entity, selling it,  
or merging it with another business. 

When a major financial institution developed an artificial-intelligence-based 
money management software application, the company established a separate 
business unit to scale and run the app because it was so different from its 
existing offerings. 

Operating like a start-up allowed the unit to move quickly without needed to 
contend with corporate oversight or interventions, which let it keep up with user 
demand and financial technology trends. The insights into a user’s finances and 
the purchase recommendations the app offered were novelties at the time of its 
launch, and attracted more than one million customers in the first year.
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Summary
To fuel growth, address competition, and deliver against a broader 
purpose, companies have to manifest breakthrough innovation, 
creating something that is fundamentally distinct,  
adventurous, and even provocative. 

Companies that excel at breakthrough innovation accomplish this  
through five key actions. 

They dare to be a breakthrough growth leader – setting the direction  
with passion and fearlessness. They back up their words with actions, 
investing in experimentation, and creating the psychological safety for 
ideas to flourish. They’re supported by diverse teams – the rebels and  
non-conformists who challenge convention and bring new thinking.  
They create the engine that connects innovation to growth – and make  
the process repeatable. And they nail the idea before scaling the idea.

Taken together, these actions make it possible for a company of any size 
and in any industry to generate, commercialise, and scale ideas that drive 
significant top-line growth. 

At PA, we understand that innovation is more than a moment of 
inspiration or a vision on paper. The future must be defined and delivered. 
Our expert teams of creators, innovators, technologists, and disruptors 
help you scope, launch and scale new, in-market solutions. 
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Methodology

To test what we’ve witnessed with our global clients. We  surveyed 520 
leaders across the Netherlands, Nordics, UK, US, other European countries 
and parts of the world on breakthrough innovation – including their 
expectations, successes, and the challenges they face implementing it.

A quarter of the leaders were CEOs or other C-suite executives; 19%  
were directors or heads of innovation; 38% were senior vice-presidents  
or vice-presidents; and the remainder were other company executives. 
Of these, 40% had primary responsible for driving innovation at their 
organisation, and the remainder shared that responsibility with others. 
Organisations in the survey averaged £12.3 billion annual revenue, and 
roughly 26,000 employees. M
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