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SENSE INTENT
m o d e  1

WHERE TO PLAY? WHAT TO OFFER? HOW TO WIN? These three 

questions are at the heart of organizational strategy. Answering 

them is one of the chief goals of innovation. While the majority of 

the innovation process in this book is intended to help us answer 

the last two questions—the what and how—the concept of “Sense 

Intent” is more about the first—the where. Where is the world 

moving? In which sector, industry, and market does our organiza-

tion intend to innovate? In which areas of people’s changing life 

patterns will our innovation fit? Being in this mode helps us take 

a pause before jumping into a project and consider the changing 

world around us. We study the trends causing changes in technolo-

gy, business, culture, people, markets, and the economy. We frame 

the problem space through a quick diagnosis of the situation, both 

inside and outside the organization. We rethink conventions and 

seek new opportunity areas for innovation. This leads us to set an 

initial direction and ask where our organization should be moving.
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SENSE INTENT
mindsets

The Sense Intent mindset is about continuously 

detecting the latest changes happening 
in the world today and forming speculations 

about what new situations may be looming on 

the horizon. It is about recognizing what is new 

or in flux, and identifying hotspots of potential 

growth. This mindset helps us identify potential 

opportunities for innovation and form our initial 

hypotheses. While these hypotheses will be 

explored and tested in the modes that follow, the 

goal in this mode is to provide sufficient early 

direction for research and exploration.

Mindsets

• Sensing Changing Conditions

• Seeing Overviews

• Foreseeing Trends

• Reframing Problems

• Forming an Intent

1 6
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Mindset: Sensing Changing Conditions

As creators of the new, innovators need to have the mindset of 

continuously keeping up with the pace of change whether 

political, economic, social, cultural, scientific, or technological. 

Changes, especially in areas where others have not yet fully 

explored, often indicate fertile ground for innovation. But, in 

our information-intensive world the challenge of finding new 

and unexplored opportunities is huge. The torrent of news and 

data can be overwhelming, and we must think about where to 

gather information, how to categorize it, and how to relate it to 

the goals and strategies of the organization. We should actively 

monitor various information sources—periodicals, websites, 

books, broadcasts, podcasts—and opinions of leading experts 

and thought leaders. We should regularly debrief about what 

these sources and experts are saying, and discuss what trends 

we see emerging. It is important not only to spot changes in 

trends but also to understand how those changes have oc-

curred over time, so that we can foresee how changes might 

happen in the future and tell us something about how our in-

novations will fit. 

Mindset: Seeing Overviews

While in an unfamiliar place, observing surroundings and get-

ting information on the ground helps us navigate in that place. 

Cues in the environment, landmarks, and street signs are all 

helpful sources of information for guidance. Also valuable are 

“overviews,” like street maps, navigation systems that show 

GPS location, and radio broadcasts about traffic and weather 

patterns. These big pictures help provide a broader understand-

ing of the place compared to detailed perspectives on the 

ground. Innovators searching for opportunities greatly benefit 

from such overviews as well. Parts, relations, patterns, and 

dynamics that are visualized as overviews help us better under-

stand the changing context in which we intend to innovate.

The insights that we gain from close-proximity and ground-level 

observations about people and context are a good source for 

incremental innovations. Often radically new and disruptive in-

novations emerge from our overview mindset, the ability to see 

big pictures.

Gapminder is a visualization system that shows 

context overviews as dynamic and interactive 

diagrams. Data about context are plotted as 

scatterplots to show their distribution patterns. 

Through interactive animations, Gapminder shows 

changing patterns in powerful and easy-to-

understand terms.

Search engine developers like Google have been 

sensing change patterns and creating powerful tools 

to search through millions of sources and produce 

desirable results in fractions of seconds. Equipped 

with such tools, it is easier to be in the mindset of 

continuously sensing changing conditions.

Courtesy of photographer Stefan Nilsson and www.gapminder.org.
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Mindset: Foreseeing Trends

Trends show us general directions in which something is de-

veloping or changing. They emerge in our daily life all the time. 

For sensing innovation opportunities the most common trends 

that we track relate to technology, business, culture, people, 

markets, and the economy. Some trends are short-lived, like 

subprime mortgage lending, while others signal lasting changes 

in our daily life. We should identify and understand trends early 

on so that we are in a better position to quickly and positively 

respond to their impact on the future. Recognizing trends is a 

skill that can be cultivated by carefully learning to discern pat-

terns of activities taking place around us. Simply being able to 

recognize which sectors of the economy are growing and which 

are in decline can help us develop a provisional sense of the 

economic opportunity. Staying on top of the latest technology 

developments and seeing patterns of their adoption, we can 

begin to foresee how technology trends may shape the types of 

products and services that will be required in the future.

We also ought to cultivate a mindset for recognizing “mega-

trends” (e.g., aging of the population in the United States and 

Europe) and thinking about the implications such big changes 

will have on innovation opportunities.

Amazon’s Kindle e-book reading device was the 

result of foreseeing significant trends in the field and 

quickly and effectively responding to them. Drastic 

improvements in digital ink technologies, declines in 

traditional publishing, environmental concerns about 

traditional printing, and readers’ growing comfort 

and familiarity with mobile devices all led to the 

development of Kindle in 2007.

Mindset: Reframing Problems

Being able to recognize and understand the “conventions” that 

operate in an organization can help us think about how things 

might be approached differently. For example, in industries gov-

erned by Six Sigma practices, minimizing variability in manu-

facturing becomes a primary driver of business decisions. This 

practice makes sense for established processes, but may not 

be the appropriate mindset when pursuing new-to-the-world 

businesses. As conditions change, what was once true may 

no longer be so. To be truly innovative, new problems and op-

portunities need to be thought through differently. Challenging 

conventional wisdom requires an understanding of how it came 

to be in the first place and thinking about how best to reframe 

it to be appropriate for a future possibility. Just as it is impor-

tant to question prevailing conventions, it is equally important 

to question how innovation challenges are framed. Is the inno-

vation challenge about making a better mobile phone, a better 

mobile communication device, or creating a compelling remote 

communication experience? Moreover, mindsets for reframing 

problems broaden possibilities and help us arrive at nonobvious 

solutions.

In 2001, Proctor & Gamble introduced its Crest 

Whitestrips, a product that reflected P&G’s 

reframing of the idea of oral care. Instead of limiting 

the meaning of oral care to cavity prevention, it 

broadened its meaning to include personal care and 

looking good. Crest Whitestrips took the brand from 

cavity prevention to whiter smiles and in the process 

introduced a product line with significantly higher 

margins than the commodity toothpaste category.



Mindset: Forming an Intent

After we develop a good understanding of the latest 

news, developments, trends, and conventions, we 

switch to a mindset of consciously forming an early 

intent for innovation. By consciously stating the 

prevailing and emerging conditions, it becomes 

easier to define the type of innovation that should 

be conceived. For instance, if a long-range trend 

indicates an aging population that is expected to live 

longer than any prior generation, then our innovation 

intent will prominently factor in the needs of people 

with potentially limited mobility.

Continuously keeping up with latest events and trends 

helps us develop hunches about where the world 

may be headed and gut feelings about the kinds of 

innovations that can be built on those trends. Many 

businesses operate according to such hunches. But 

such an intuitive approach may be wildly off the mark 

and can lead to unnecessary expenditures and failed 

products. More than asserting an intent based on best 

guesses, grounding an initial intent statement in a 

fact-based context makes it both reliable and credible. 

It is ok to lead with a hunch but then qualify it with 

supporting evidence so that the emerging goals are 

reasonable and logical. The intent statement becomes 

even stronger if it can reference historical precedents.

In 2006, when Nintendo introduced the Wii, the gaming 

industry’s convention was that success of new consoles mainly 

depended on more “power.” Nintendo, instead of following this 

model to compete with Sony and Microsoft, focused their intent 

on how many more people they can get to play games. It was 

on the basis of this intent, supported by a deep understanding of 

technology trends, that Nintendo innovators were able to simplify 

the game interface, do away with the multibutton controller, 

and develop the wireless Wii remote that anyone could use with 

gestures and spatial movement. Urban condo-dwellers, country 

ranchers, parents with children, and even grandparents started 

enjoying the Wii.
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SENSE INTENTmethods

1.1 Buzz Reports

1.2 Popular Media Scan

1.3 Key Facts

1.4 Innovation Sourcebook

1.5 Trends Expert Interview

1.6 Keyword Bibliometrics

1.7 Ten Types of Innovation Framework

1.8 Innovation Landscape

1.9 Trends Matrix

1.10 Convergence Map

1.11 From…To Exploration

1.12 Initial Opportunity Map

1.13 Offering-Activity-Culture Map

1.14 Intent Statement
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EXAMPLE PROJECT:

Learning Apps—Peapod Labs 
(2010)

A team of three graduates from the IIT 

Institute of Design, who were former 

engineers, founded Peapod Labs to 

create playful, educational apps for 

children. They rigorously applied the 

process described in this book to 

develop innovative learning apps. Their 

philosophy was rooted in the belief 

that learning should be collaborative 

between parent and child and, above 

all, fun. Children share what they 

learn on their apps, making it easy for 

parents to contribute to the learning 

process as well.

Following the same collaborative 

approach, the founders of Peapod 

Labs used Buzz Reports to build an 

internal culture around sharing and 

active discussion. Buzz Reports, 

which comprise e-books, articles, 

and journals, were shared informally 

among all the team members. 

When a team member disseminated 

information, a comment was also 

included about the relevance of 

the article to the team’s goals. This 

helped to keep everyone on the same 

page and brought structure to the 

meetings where the reports were 

discussed and topics debated. This 

method helped them keep abreast of 

the current trends and news in their 

relevant industries such as education, 

technology, and mobile devices.

Buzz Reports
Collecting and sharing information about the latest “buzz” 

from a wide array of sources

1.1
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BENEFITS INPUT OUTPUT WHEN TO USE

 J Captures the latest

 J Organizes information for easy  

access

 J Promotes shared understanding

 J Inspires possibilities

 J Latest information (news and  

opinions) from formal and  

informal sources

 J Evolving central repository  

of latest information

WHAT IT DOES

Understanding patterns of change and new developments 

in our daily life that can drive innovation often comes not 

only from the core research done for a project, but from 

tangential, peripheral, or unexpected sources. The “buzz” 

that goes on around the world that catches everyone’s 

attention today, even though seemingly unrelated to a 

project, is a good source of inspiration for finding innova-

tion opportunities. Buzz Reports are a way to collect such 

information about changes on a regular basis and share it 

among team members to have a broad understanding of 

what is currently significant. Buzz Reports function like a 

self-generated news aggregation service. They encourage 

curiosity about the latest developments and inspire new 

directions for innovation.

HOW IT WORKS

STEP 1: Allocate regular time to explore the latest in 
various sources.

Regularly schedule time to seek out the buzz from any 

possible source. This can include news broadcasts, 

websites of note, television broadcasts, library searches, 

technology reviews, lectures posted on sites like Ted.

com, book reviews, or anything else that seems new and 

noteworthy. A valuable insight for innovation might come 

from anywhere when you are constantly on the lookout for 

inspirational directions for the project. Cast a wide net.

STEP 2: Browse through sources of information for 
the current buzz.

Keep an open mind and browse through a variety of 

sources of information. Look for buzz directly and indi-

rectly related to the project—anything that covers the 

dynamics of the world, whether they are technological, 

cultural, political, or economic. Try to avoid only looking 

for information closely related to the project. A broad 

perspective at the start of the project can help identify 

larger patterns at play, reveal nonobvious connections, 

and inform a possible direction to pursue.

STEP 3: Aggregate and share findings.

Aggregate findings into a collection of shared docu-

ments (Buzz Reports) that is easily accessible to all 

members of the team. A compelling headline and a 

brief synopsis of each submission allows for a quick 

scan of the information. Set submission dates to 

ensure that this becomes a formal part of innovation 

activities. Tag these submissions with keywords that 

are easily understood by all team members. In this 

way, the shared document grows into a compendium 

of information that can be searched by date or tagged 

words at a later time by different team members. It 

is very useful to add comments about how ideas dis-

cussed in the submissions can impact your project.

STEP 4: Have discussions in group sessions.

Have discussions around Buzz Reports among your team 

members. Share thoughts on how these latest develop-

ments would have an impact on your project. Use these 

discussions for shared understanding and inspiration.

explore

collect

share

discuss
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Popular Media Scan
Understanding key cultural phenomena through a broad look 

at what is published and broadcasted in popular media

1.2

EXAMPLE PROJECT:  HeartSense—Addressing Obama’s Healthcare  
Agenda (2009)

The year 2009 marked an important year for healthcare reform under the Obama 

administration because it aimed to change U.S. healthcare by providing coverage to 

the uninsured, reducing healthcare costs, improving patient safety and quality of care, 

holding insurance companies accountable for the services they provide, and investing in 

prevention and wellness. Professor Larry Keeley asked his students at the IIT Institute 

of Design to create a platform that addresses Obama’s national healthcare agenda using 

design innovation methods.

To better understand the issues, the team performed a Popular Media Scan to learn 

about the current and evolving healthcare landscape by going through books and 

articles from leading authors such as Clayton Christensen’s The Innovator’s Prescription. 

They also visited popular media websites like the New York Times, The Economist, and 

the Fast Company and blogs like HelloHealth.com. These sources revealed different 

perspectives of the healthcare crisis, ongoing innovations, and future possibilities. 

They found key trends in telemedicine, open source platforms, and social and cultural 

medicine. The team designed HeartSense, a platform that helps to reduce heart disease 

in low-income African American women using culturally sensitive outreach programs, 

targeted subsidies for healthy foods, and easily identifiable claim labels supported by 

mobile technology aiding better consumer choices in the grocery store.

News
Clippings

Popular blogs

Daily paper and
latest magazines
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BENEFITS INPUT OUTPUT WHEN TO USE

 J Shows cultural context

 J Reveals patterns

 J Provides direction

 J Project’s topic

 J Sources in popular media

 J Areas for further research

 J Opportunity areas for  

innovation

WHAT IT DOES

Popular media scans act as a kind of cultural barom-

eter registering what is happening or emerging on the 

cultural landscape. The method scans popular media 

like broadcast news, magazines, and TV programming 

to find out anything that seems like a noteworthy cul-

tural activity. Just as satellite images show changing 

weather patterns, a survey of popular media can be 

used to identify cultural currents that could indicate 

hot spots of noteworthy activity. Popular media scans 

provide a high-level understanding of the latest trends, 

what is on peoples’ minds, and what cultural trackers 

find new and noteworthy. They help innovation teams 

articulate the cultural currents that can influence the 

formation of an initial intent for the project.

HOW IT WORKS

STEP 1: Identify broad topics related to the project.

Whether stated in a client’s design brief or self-deter-

mined, conduct a mind-mapping session to lay out broad 

topics related to the project. Use identified topics, and 

perhaps subtopics, as a guide to further explore.

STEP 2: Seek out information related to the topics.

Look for what is being written about on blogs and 

websites, and in magazines. Use screen captures, 

scans, photocopies, or pages to build a library of find-

ings. Scan television programming, advertisements, 

events, and movies for content that may relate directly 

or indirectly to the topic. Collect these references as 

notes or samples that can be placed into the library of 

findings.

STEP 3: Look for patterns.

Sift through the information accumulated in the collected 

documents to reveal patterns of activity. These patterns 

provide a general sense of the current and emerging 

cultural trends.

STEP 4: Look at adjacent topics as well.

Sometimes emerging trends in a different topic can 

influence what may happen in your area of primary in-

terest. For example, the evolution of the mobile phone 

applications market have given rise to a number of 

health and wellness offerings that enable people to 

more easily monitor their food consumption, thereby 

influencing how people eat.

STEP 5: Summarize findings and discuss 
opportunities.

Add your point of view about what is happening in 

culture and what is possible. Discuss and articulate 

how the patterns of cultural currents can point to op-

portunity areas for innovation and influence the initial 

statement of intent. Use these discussions to guide 

your activities for deeper exploration.
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Key Facts
Gathering key information to anchor the rationale for an 

intent statement

1.3

EXAMPLE PROJECT:  New options for Out-of-School Youth (2008)

A nonprofit foundation and a philanthropic organization dedicated resources 

to address the lack of opportunities for out-of-school youths. A team of design 

planners from the IIT Institute of Design worked with the foundation to propose 

a solution that would connect out-of-school youths with sustainable and 

satisfying careers. The high school dropout rate is commonly referred to as the 

“silent epidemic” and it prompted the team to uncover the causes behind the 

epidemic and its overall impact to the individual and society.

The team researched white papers and educational sites to find Key Facts 

about the drivers behind the nation’s elevated high school dropout rate. They 

discovered that while this epidemic crosses economic and ethnic backgrounds, 

the situation is more dire in minority populations with almost as much as 50 

percent of African American, Hispanic, and Native American youth leaving 

high school without a diploma. They also found that many of these out-of-

school youths were smart, but they were dropping out due to boredom, lack of 

motivation, and misaligned interests relative to the curriculum. Understanding 

these key facts allowed the team to build a supportive platform that would 

connect the skills of out-of-school youths with businesses and communities in 

which everyone would benefit.
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BENEFITS INPUT OUTPUT WHEN TO USE

 J Builds credible foundation

 J Facilitates quick and early 

discovery

 J Supports intent definition

 J Project’s topic

 J Reliable sources of factual 

information

 J List of Key Facts relevant  

to project

 J Areas for further research

WHAT IT DOES

Key Facts are concise pieces of information from cred-

ible sources that indicate the state of a given topic. For 

example, if the project is on “high school education,” a 

key fact might be that 40 percent of high school stu-

dents in the United States do not complete their pro-

gram. Key Facts can be statistical in nature, or expert 

opinions summarized in brief statements, organized in 

shared documents for discussion. Aggregating many 

different bits of information as Key Facts helps teams 

to create a good fact-based rationale for their initial 

innovation intent. They are also starting points, indicat-

ing where to go to find additional information.

HOW IT WORKS

STEP 1: Define the general topic.

This may come from a client brief or it can be self-deter-

mined. Establish boundaries within which most important 

aspects of the topic reside. However, be flexible to extend 

these boundaries as new research findings emerge.

STEP 2: Identify sources of credible information  
about the topic.

As you begin your search for information, identify do-

main experts, research organizations, government and 

private agencies that collect and compile statistical 

data, and other places where relevant information may 

be found.

STEP 3: Cast a wide net and conduct research.

Conduct research as if it is detective work to gather reli-

able information on the topic. Library searches and online 

searches are effective ways to get an initial sense of per-

tinent information on a topic. Articulate what makes them 

Key Facts, how they are relevant, related, or tangential to 

the topic.

STEP 4: Organize information by type.

Once Key Facts are sorted as relevant, related, or tan-

gential, they can be further categorized by type, such as 

statistic, opinion, or summary. Facilitate team members 

to place their individual Key Facts into a single organiz-

ing structure. This helps build a shared understanding 

of the topic.

STEP 5: Summarize the Key Facts into a coherent 
rationale.

Use this as a starting point for molding the primary objec-

tive for innovation. Let the Key Facts also point to addi-

tional research needed.
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EXAMPLE PROJECT:  Home-Life Strategic Platform (2010) 

A group of consumer home products companies worked with the IIT 

Institute of Design to seek innovations in the area of home-life using 

platform strategies. Recent trends show that industries related to 

home-life, just like  most other industries, are converging and becoming 

increasingly connected. Value is no longer being created by single 

entities, but through the collaboration of multiple players.

The team began exploring the evolution of platforms from modular 

product platforms to more recent open and collaborative knowledge-

sharing platforms. They studied successful platform examples 

such as Facebook, eBay, Yelp, Groupon, LinkedIn, and Wikipedia. All 

examples were then added in a database that served as the Innovation 

Sourcebook, with the organization name, description of how the platform 

works, platform attributes, and the stakeholders. The database served as 

a valuable resource for the team to keep track of a number of innovative 

platform examples. Actively discussed, compared and contrasted, the 

examples yielded a good understanding of platform strategies and even 

frameworks for platform types. This formed the foundation for the team 

to design platforms in four areas of home-life: Work-at-home, Eating/

Cooking, Retirement Planning, and Home Budgeting.Database on innovative platforms

Finding inspiration from studying innovative offerings, companies, 

and people

Innovation Sourcebook1.4
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WHAT IT DOES

The Innovation Sourcebook is a structured approach to 

assembling best practices embodied in a wide range 

of innovation successes. The method helps find and 

organize successful examples of offerings (products and 

services), organizations, and people. Comparing and 

contrasting them helps understand the reasons behind 

their successes as platforms. Delving deeper to under-

stand the strategies employed by these innovations is 

even more valuable to teams. The Innovation Sourcebook 

becomes a source of inspiration for teams tasked with 

tough innovation challenges. The generic platform strate-

gies in the Sourcebook can serve as a reference through-

out the innovation process and teams can build on them 

for their own platform solutions.

HOW IT WORKS

STEP 1: Establish an agreed-upon definition of 
innovation.

Discuss and reach a team alignment about what they con-

sider as innovation. For example, the team might consider 

the definition something new made real in a marketplace 

that provides both customer value and provider value. 

Ensure that there is alignment and a good shared under-

standing.

STEP 2: Search for examples of successful 
innovations.

Scan the popular media and other sources for examples of 

noteworthy new offerings (products, services, experiences, 

etc.) organizations, and people. In general, examples should 

follow the agreed-upon definition of innovations. Feel free 

to look for examples not just from the present, but also 

from the near past.

STEP 3: Create an Innovation Sourcebook table.

Each example innovation is entered as a row under one 

of the categories—Offerings, Organizations, and People. 

The three columns in the table have titles for the name of 

the innovation, description of the innovation, and strategic 

advantage created by the innovation. Fill in the table cells 

for each innovation example.

STEP 4: Review the many examples in the  
Sourcebook table.

Compare innovations to one another. What do the ex-

amples have in common? How do they compare in terms 

of strategic advantage? Look for common innovation 

strategies that cut across many examples.

STEP 5: Use the Sourcebook for inspiration.

Think of how the common strategies found in the exam-

ples could be adopted. Refer to the Innovation Sourcebook 

throughout the design process to gain inspiration for in-

novation opportunities.

category

offerings

organization

people

name description
strategic
advantage

BENEFITS INPUT OUTPUT WHEN TO USE

 J Shows best practices

 J Organizes information  

for easy access

 J Facilitates comparison

 J Inspires possibilities

 J Defined scope of innovations  

to study

 J Evolving interactive central 

database of innovations
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EXAMPLE PROJECT: Convivial Food Platform (2010)

A group of consumer products companies worked with the IIT Institute of Design 

on the topic of home-life. One of the projects was to innovate around the topic of 

food, especially using platform strategies. The student team working on this project 

developed Convivial—a food and wellness platform—that takes a comprehensive and 

integrated approach to how people engage with food, with whom they eat, and how to 

build a path toward healthy living.

The team thought there was an abundance of information in this opportunity space. 

However, they found it best to conduct Trends Expert Interviews that could quickly 

give them a broader picture of what was happening in the home and new approaches 

to food/meal management. They identified experts who were consultants to food 

manufacturing companies, who partnered with healthcare organizations, and who were 

involved in creating wellness programs. The team engaged these experts with questions 

about wellness trends and home-living dynamics. Interviews were conducted at the 

beginning of the user research phase, and the findings helped the team plan individual 

family research. Moreover, even after the interviews, the teams continued to have 

follow-up dialog with the experts to test assumptions and conduct additional research.

Trends Expert Interview
Talking with trends experts to learn about latest developments 

and possible futures

1.5
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WHAT IT DOES

A Trends Expert Interview helps one quickly learn about 

trends related to a topic. Speaking with experts like futur-

ists, economists, professors, authors, and researchers, who 

stay on top of what is happening in a specific topic area, 

can very quickly reveal valuable insights. Speaking with 

them also provides guidance for where to look for additional 

information. It is very helpful to use frameworks during the 

interviews to guide the conversation and to comprehensively 

cover the topic. For example, the conversations may proceed 

in a structured way by focusing on various types of trends—

technology, business, people, culture, policy, or others.

HOW IT WORKS

STEP 1: Determine the topics to be understood.

The prompts for this often come from the project brief. 

However, review the topics and types of trends that you are 

interested in learning more about. Which topics should we 

focus on—technology, business, people, culture, policy, or 

other project-specific topics?

STEP 2: Identify experts.

Through a combination of Internet searches, conversations 

with colleagues, literature searches, or other means, pull 

together a list of people who are recognized experts in the 

identified topics. Ask people working in those topics for 

their recommendations of experts. Look to conduct inter-

views with more than one expert in each topic.

STEP 3: Make preparations for the interview.

Read articles, books, or anything the expert might have 

authored to understand his or her point of view. Prepare 

a set of questions to help guide the interview session. For 

example, you might use a “plant” metaphor as a way to 

ask questions during the interview and structure the con-

versation: (1) Seeds—What are the early, emerging trends 

and innovations? (2) Soil—How are the fundamentals af-

fecting growth? (3) Atmosphere—How are the surrounding 

conditions affecting growth? (4) Plant—How do innova-

tions grow to become robust? (5) Water—How are the 

catalysts affecting growth?

STEP 4: Conduct the interview.

Carefully thought-through interviews make the most of 

limited time available with the expert. Use prepared ques-

tions to guide the conversation and perhaps not ask them 

directly. From references during the conversation remem-

ber to list resources that you can tap into for additional 

interviews.

STEP 5: Listen, capture, and follow up.

Interviewing requires active listening. If allowed, use a 

recording device to capture the conversation. As the con-

versation unfolds take copious notes and keep track of 

clarifying questions you may want to ask later.

STEP 6: Transcribe and summarize.

Have the recorded conversation transcribed so that key 

phrases or interesting insights can be extracted. Summa-

rize the findings and add them to documents to be shared 

with the rest of the team.

BENEFITS INPUT OUTPUT WHEN TO USE

 J Facilitates quick and early  

discovery

 J Brings in new perspectives

 J Captures knowledge

 J Project’s topic

 J Pool of trend experts

 J Understanding of trends  

and growth factors

 J Areas for further research

M ETH ODS   |   31



EXAMPLE PROJECT: Innovations for a 
Medical Devices Company (2007)

A medical devices company worked with Doblin (a 

member of Monitor Group) to identify opportunities for 

innovation beyond the focused, clinical opportunities 

typically surfaced by its traditional R&D process.

Doblin used Keyword Bibliometrics as the primary 

method to uncover innovation opportunities for 

this client company. Combining search terms for 

healthcare context such as health conditions, medical 

technologies, regulations, and policy, the team 

performed searches in health-specific, as well as 

popular, journals and newspaper databases to find 

instances of concepts, products, services, events, and 

businesses. Thousands of article excerpts came out of 

this broad range of published literature that the team 

analyzed for emerging themes in health and everyday 

life. For example, one theme was “patient-centric 

primary care/patient-centered medical home (PCMH)/

medical home.” Conversations about these themes 

helped the team reveal innovation opportunities. Based 

on such opportunities, the client went on to further 

explore them and create innovation agendas, directing 

multiyear initiatives and investment.

Keyword Bibliometrics
Using keywords for researching spread of ideas among publications 

and databases

1.6
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WHAT IT DOES

Keyword Bibliometrics is a method adapted from library 

and information sciences used in researching the spread 

of ideas among publications and databases in fields 

such as science, medicine, economics, and technol-

ogy. Keyword Bibliometrics operate like search engines. 

It uses keywords to search through huge databases to 

find relevant articles and writings. The list of documents 

generated through a search is analyzed to understand the 

nature of what is being written about the topic or uncover 

emergent nonobvious relationships. Bibliometric searches 

are generally done within specialized databases so that 

the results directly relate to a specific interest. These 

specialized databases can be found through Web or li-

brary searches or through consultation with an academic 

library or research service.

HOW IT WORKS

STEP 1: Determine keywords that will be searched.

These words should be as context-specific as possible. 

Broad terms will return undifferentiated information, but 

context-specific and narrowly defined words will return 

results likely to be more valuable for your area of interest.

STEP 2: Consider the time period that will  
be searched.

A survey of writings from the last 50 years may help in 

constructing a historic era analysis, but one that looks 

at publications from the last 24 months will be more 

pertinent for understanding what thought leaders are 

concerned about today.

STEP 3: Combine keywords to find overlaps.

It is valuable to combine words using “and, or, not” logic 

to find out if ideas happening in one area have influ-

ences on others or not. For example, combining keywords 

“nanotechnology” and “biomedical engineering” might 

return articles about how nanotechnology is being used in 

biomedical engineering.

STEP 4: Review returned results and reiterate  
if needed.

Look for publication patterns. Trace the influence of an 

idea. What is the article in which it first appeared? In 

what publications has it been referenced since then? 

How have the ideas transformed as it is incorporated into 

other publications? Moreover, be prepared to reiterate 

searches if needed. If the publications in the search result 

appear to be either too general or not directly related, 

then modify your keywords and search again.

STEP 5: Summarize findings.

Share the summaries with team members and engage in 

conversations to find insights about the topic. Visualizing 

the results from bibliometrics based on the occurrences 

of keywords using diagrams can reveal patterns to better 

understand what is being written about in the topic.
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lists of articles
and publications 
containing keywords
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BENEFITS INPUT OUTPUT WHEN TO USE

 J Processes large sets of data

 J Reveals patterns

 J Encourages  

comprehensiveness

 J Set of keywords related to  

specific topics

 J Identified specialized  

database

 J Insights and patterns  

revealed by the search  

on specific topics
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EXAMPLE PROJECT: Innovations for a Car Rental 
Company (2000)

In 2000, Doblin (a member of Monitor Group) worked with a car 

rental company to provide customer-centered innovation for its 

business. As a leading innovator, the company had built a strong 

competitive position in the car rental industry. But it began to 

lose ground due to changes such as increased airport taxes and 

decreased partnerships with automakers that left them as a low-

cost brand with a high-cost structure.

Using the Ten Types of Innovation Framework, Doblin mapped out 

the innovations within the car rental industry and revealed that 

the industry was stuck in “feature warfare.” Most of the activities 

from the competitors were concentrated within the “offerings” 

type of innovation; for example, ensuring availability of specific 

car models, rapid-pick and rapid-return, and a service system 

ensuring the prompt return of lost cell phones. The framework 

also indicated areas weak in innovation such as “brand” and 

“customer experience.” Based on the insights from the framework 

and customer research, Doblin recommended that the company 

reposition itself to meet the unique needs of leisure travelers. As 

a result, they would be able to remove its commodity, low-price 

status by differentiating themselves through their brand and 

customer experience, and provide a premium position for their 

offerings, something that they could not do before.

   Nonstop activity

Frequent activity

Moderate activity

Some activity

Minimal / none

Web-based

travel agent

vouchers

Feet

optimization

modeling

Availability of

models

Cell phones

never-lost

Rapid pick-up

rapid return

Travel

agents

Business

travelers

Airport

shuttle bus

Business

model

Finance Process Offering Delivery

Networking Enabling

process

Core

process

Product

performance

Product

system

Service Channel Brand Customer

experience

Ten Types of Innovation 
Framework
Understanding the nature of different types of innovations in industries

1.7
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WHAT IT DOES

The Ten Types of Innovation Framework, developed by 

Doblin, is a method for surveying an industry (or some-

times an economic sector or an individual organization) 

to understand and plot different types of innovations. The 

method also helps us with what to look at more closely, 

where the innovation trends are in the industry, and where 

to direct forthcoming research efforts.

The framework proposes that regardless of industry, innova-

tions happen in one of four areas: finance, process, offering, 

and delivery. Among the four areas can be found ten distinct 

types of innovations. In the finance area, there are business 

model and networking innovations. Process innovations 

include both core processes and enabling processes—an 

organization’s new ways for developing their offerings. In-

novations in the offering area are product performance, 

product systems, and service. Delivery includes innovation 

types like channel, brand, or customer experience.

HOW IT WORKS

Step 1: Gather information about the industry.

Conduct library and/or database searches, review published 

reports, and contact industry experts to get a sense of the 

key players in the industry and the business landscape.

Step 2: Search for innovations in the industry and 
organize them.

Document the industry’s innovations according to the ten 

types of innovations organized under four categories— 

finance, process, offering, and delivery.

1. Finance: How do the most successful organizations gen-

erate revenue through business model innovations? How 

are they effectively networking with partners?

2. Process: What are the successful core processes for 

making offerings with competitive advantage? How do 

companies innovate in enabling processes that provide 

support for employees and operations?

3. Offering: What are the innovations in product perfor-

mance that offer distinctiveness? How do companies 

successfully link their offerings as product systems? 

What are the service innovations that provide assis-

tance to prospects and customers?

4. Delivery: What are the industry’s innovations in man-

aging channels of distribution and getting offerings 

into the hands of end users? What are the industry’s 

notable brand innovations? What are the most dis-

tinctive customer experiences in the industry?

Step 3: Make a visual diagram of innovations.

Gather all of your findings from Step 2 and write brief 

descriptions that can be input into the Ten Types of In-

novation Framework. Ensure that the research covers 

a wide spectrum of the industry. Make a diagram (bar 

chart or line chart) showing high and low innovation ac-

tivities for each of the ten types.

Step 4: Find insights, share, and discuss opportunities.

Review the ten types of innovation. Are the reasons  

for abundant or scarce innovations obvious? Docu-

ment your insights, share them with the team, and 

discuss finding innovation opportunities and further 

explorations.

Finance

Why are there valleys?

Why are these 
types more frequent?

Process Offering

10 Types of Innovation

Delivery

BENEFITS INPUT OUTPUT WHEN TO USE

 J Broadens mindset

 J Encourages comprehensiveness

 J Shows best practices

 J Facilitates comparison

 J Provides organizing structure

 J Identified industries, 

organizations, and their 

innovations relevant to  

the project’s topic

 J Understanding of how the 

different types of innovation  

are playing a role in the  

studied industries
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Innovation Landscape
Mapping an industry’s range of innovations as it grows over time

1.8

E X A M P L E  P R O J E C T: Innovations in 
Healthcare Industry (2006)

In 2005, a private healthcare foundation sought 

to better understand the reasons behind the 

paradox of the healthcare system: Despite many 

technological advancements, the healthcare 

industry was still operating on antiquated 

business and service models. The foundation 

commissioned Doblin (a member of Monitor 

Group) to carry out a detailed analysis of 

innovation in the healthcare sector.

Researchers at Doblin created Innovation 

Landscapes for eight key healthcare industries 

(pharmaceuticals, health insurance, hospital 

systems, etc.) and to explore where opportunities 

for successful innovation might lie. What the 

landscapes revealed was that most of these 

industries, except the pharmaceutical industry, 

remained flat with little evidence of innovation 

activities. Two-dimensional patterns from 

these landscapes were then overlaid one on 

top of another to collectively view all the peaks 

and valleys of the innovations. Looking at the 

valleys in this combined view helped the team 

identify innovation opportunities in the areas of 

business models, product systems, and customer 

experiences.
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WHAT IT DOES

The Innovation Landscape is a diagnostic method that 

applies Doblin’s Ten Types of Innovation Framework 

to understand the broader patterns of innovations in 

industries over time. The method creates a three-di-

mensional terrain map by plotting the type of innovation 

on the X-axis, time on the Y-axis, and number of occur-

rences of innovation activities as the height dimension. 

The ten types of innovations plotted are in finance 

(business models, networking), process (enabling, 

core), offering (product performance, product system, 

service), and delivery (channel, brand, customer experi-

ence). The landscape shows the intensity of innovation 

activities by the height of the peaks, the diversity by the 

number of peaks, and the pace of change by how many 

new peaks form and by the change of their slopes. 

These patterns are useful for facilitating discussions 

about where most innovations are happening and for 

drawing attention to areas where opportunities for 

creating innovations may be found. The change in pat-

terns over time also helps spot trends that can point to 

innovation opportunities.

HOW IT WORKS

STEP 1: Select the industry and identify databases  
to be searched.

Ensure that the selected databases (e.g., ProQuest and 

EBSCO) are about latest news and innovation activities 

happening in the sector including the industry you have 

selected for mapping.

STEP 2: Specify keywords and the time period to be 
searched.

Select keywords that are related to the ten innovation 

types and are commonly used in recognized journals and 

publications of the industry. Decide on the time period to 

be searched; a ten-year period is most often used.

STEP 3: Search the databases and compile results.

Send keywords about types and time periods as queries to 

the databases. While sending queries, specify that search 

results should provide the number of occurrences of inno-

vation activities for each of the ten types for each year in a 

ten-year period. Compile these numbers in a spreadsheet.

STEP 4: Visualize the results as a terrain map.

Create a three-dimensional terrain map with innovation 

types as the X-axis and time period as the Y-axis. Plot the 

number of occurrences of innovation activities as height 

on the terrain landscape. There are peaks and valleys 

distributed across the terrain where innovation is occur-

ring and where it is not.

STEP 5: Discuss the patterns and explore 
opportunities.

Discuss the nature of the terrain. Are the peaks oversatu-

rated areas for innovation in the industry? Do the valleys 

offer opportunities for innovation? Do the rising new 

peaks indicate trends and offer innovation opportunities? 

These questions and others offer valuable directions for 

further exploration.
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BENEFITS INPUT OUTPUT WHEN TO USE

 J Creates overview

 J Facilitates comparison

 J Maps change over time

 J Reveals opportunities

 J Identified industries relevant  

to the project’s topic

 J Visual representations  

of innovation activities in  

industries over time

 J Indications of where innovation 

opportunities exist
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E X A M P L E  P R O J E C T: Cultural Tourism—CityFriends (2007)

CityFriends is a concept for a company developed by a team of IIT Institute 

of Design students. It provides cultural travelers with unique and local travel 

experiences by using local guides and a compelling online presence.

The team’s research through a Trends Matrix indicated that changes within 

the travel industry are leading to an emerging new group of travelers called 

“Venturers,” who demand more authentic and off-the-beaten-path travel 

experiences. The team saw an opportunity to provide tailor-made services to 

this group of travelers. The Trends Matrix bolstered the team’s understanding 

of how travel was evolving across the areas of technology, market, people, 

culture, and business. It also helped to isolate the emerging trends that would 

be important in concept development. The emerging trends highlighted reliance 

on technology such as mobile Web applications and virtual tour guides and 

that creating memorable cultural experiences are becoming an increasingly 

important differentiator for travel companies. In the concept stage, the team 

created a CityFriends system that gave travelers a compelling experience by 

directly connecting them to local guides or service providers through a friendly 

online site.

Trends Matrix
Summarizing changes happening today that lead to a future 

direction

1.9
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WHAT IT DOES

A trends matrix presents a high-level summary of 

how trends and forces of change affect technology, 

business, people, culture, and policy. The matrix of-

fers an at-a-glance understanding of how trends im-

pact your project. For a project on cultural travel, one 

might study travel tools, travel-related services, travel 

experiences, travel information, and other similar 

aspects. Sometimes the aspects we study are time-

related and structured: where we’ve been (formerly), 

where we are (currently), and where we may be 

headed (emerging). The Trend Matrix can also show 

how changes happening in one area, for example 

technology, may have influenced others, for example 

culture or business.

HOW IT WORKS

STEP 1: Set up the dimensions for the Trends Matrix.

The vertical axis is usually shown as technology, busi-

ness, people, culture, and policy. The horizontal dimen-

sion shows the aspects of the project that you are in-

terested in tracking, for example, types of users, topics, 

and components of a system that you are considering. 

Sometimes it is valuable to define the horizontal dimen-

sion as “formerly,” “currently,” and “emerging.”

STEP 2: Fill the matrix with relevant trends.

Conduct research to identify trends in technology, busi-

ness, people, culture, and policy that will have an effect 

on the project. Describe these as trend statements in the 

matrix cells. A trend statement is usually a short sentence 

that describes how something is significantly changing. 

An example of a trend statement is “travelers have an in-

creased interest in unusual travel destinations and cultural 

travel experiences.”

STEP 3: Take a step back and discuss the matrix as 
an overview.

Remember that the purpose of the Trends Matrix is to of-

fer a high-level overview of changes. Compare the trends 

to others to see how they are related. Recognize patterns 

of similar trends developing together. These might help 

you speculate on future directions and see how certain 

trends might affect your project.

STEP 4: Capture insights as overlays on the matrix.

Discuss and document your team’s insights about trend 

patterns, how leading trends are affecting major chang-

es, and speculations about how things might develop. 

Highlight these insights as overlays on the matrix for easy 

reading and sharing.

Technology

Aspect A Aspect C

Business

People

Culture

Policy

...

trend

trend

trend

trend
Technology

Aspect A Aspect C

Business

People

Culture

Policy

...

trend

trend

trend

trend

Business

Aspect B

What trends 
are relevant 
to this arena?

trend

trend

trend

BENEFITS INPUT OUTPUT WHEN TO USE

 J Creates overview

 J Maps change over time

 J Encourages comprehensiveness

 J Reveals opportunities

 J Defines direction

 J Project aspects to be  

studied

 J Matrix with an organized set  

of trends

 J Insights about trend patterns  

and possible directions
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E X A M P L E  P R O J E C T: FOOD-
WELLNESS-DIABETES CONVERGENCE 
(2008)

Industries are not only transforming at 

accelerating rates, but they are converging 

and providing unique areas for businesses 

to innovate. Professor Larry Keeley, 

innovation strategist and co-founder of 

Doblin (a member of Monitor Group), 

used the Convergence Map to illustrate 

the healthcare convergence. The map 

demonstrated how food production, 

wellness, and diabetes have increasingly 

become overlapped over time. Some of the 

innovations happening at the intersection 

of food, wellness, and diabetes came from 

Mayo Clinic and the Joslin Diabetes Center, 

who were providing integrated solutions 

for healthy eating, cooking, food guides, 

and tools to give people more control over 

their health.

Professor Keeley’s students at the IIT 

Institute of Design used this high-level 

understanding about convergence to 

build a platform strategy addressing the 

diabetes epidemic in the United States. 

Using the premise that healthcare is not 

one size fits all, the team built a local 

community-based strategy by integrating 

ideas from all three converging fields—

food, wellness, and diabetes.

Convergence Map1.10
Visualizing converging fields and seeing opportunities for 

innovation at the overlaps
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WHAT IT DOES

The Convergence Map makes visible how areas of 

daily life (work-life, home-life, mobile communica-

tions, etc.) or industries are beginning to overlap 

more and how new behaviors are emerging because 

of this dynamic. Using visualizations that show these 

overlapping areas, we can have focused conversa-

tions about how people’s activities are changing in 

these areas and consider them as fertile grounds for 

innovation opportunities.

HOW IT WORKS

STEP 1: Identify topics for creating the 
Convergence Map.

Based on your research about latest developments, 

discuss and identify topics that are overlapping most 

with your project topic. For example, if “diabetes” is 

the project topic, your research might suggest that 

“food” and “wellness” are topics that most overlap 

with it.

STEP 2: Identify trends and innovations in these 
topics.

If you have already written trend statements in any of 

the other methods, use them to help build the Con-

vergence Map here. Otherwise, look for trends in your 

topic that relate to technology, business, people, cul-

ture, and the market. Summarize trends in brief state-

ments, for example, “diabetic patients are increasingly 

using mobile technology to monitor their food habits.” 

Using this understanding of trends, identify key inno-

vations (and key players) in these topics.

STEP 3: Build a Venn diagram showing overlapping 
regions.

Each circle in this Venn diagram represents a topic. Show 

these circles as overlapped based on common trends 

and key innovations. Add descriptions about how new 

behaviors or activities are emerging in these overlapping 

regions.

STEP 4: Discuss and identify opportunities.

Speculate on potential innovations that could support 

the trends or emerging behaviors in these overlaps. 

Describe opportunities for innovation emerging from 

these convergences.
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BENEFITS INPUT OUTPUT WHEN TO USE

 J Visualizes data

 J Reveals opportunities

 J Reveals relationships

 J Promotes shared  

understanding

 J Data from research about  

trends and innovations  

in selected topics

 J Visual map showing  

where topics are converging  

and the related trends  

affecting them
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E X A M P L E  P R O J E C T: Reframing 
Education—Singapore Polytechnic 
(2009)

In 2003, Singapore set out to steer its 

economy toward design to incubate new 

levels of creativity, innovation, and ideas. 

Fueling this sentiment was the increased 

competition in the global markets from the 

likes of the United Kingdom, China, and 

Taiwan, who were creating national design 

policies as a way to drive economic growth. 

This meant Singapore needed to bring 

design to the national forefront. Education 

was one area targeted to encourage and 

nurture the design approach. One of its 

leading educational institutions sought 

recommendations on how to transform its 

education to promote the design approach 

with the help of Professor Vijay Kumar.

To facilitate transformation, From. . .To 

Exploration was done to help the 

institution think about how to reframe 

its new direction. For example, from 

viewing education as a top-down, Socratic 

approach, the institution will move to 

providing education through a culture of 

conversations, collaborations, and co-

creations. Likewise, the institution will 

move from viewing curricula as merely a 

set of classes to a platform of offerings 

with project-driven learning, discussion 

groups, and social networking. As an initial 

step to implement this new perspective, the 

institution has kicked off initiatives such as 

training sessions to create competencies 

for this new approach and prototyping 

design-driven innovation labs with ongoing 

collaborative projects.

From...To Exploration1.11
Moving from a current perspective based on conventions to a new 

perspective based on trends
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WHAT IT DOES

From . . .To Exploration is a method that helps turn a cur-

rent perspective into a new perspective for solving prob-

lems. It is about challenging orthodoxies, questioning why 

things are the way they are, exploring possibilities, and 

making suggestions. Based on a good understanding of 

the latest trends, the method proposes how the current 

context may be changed for the better. The method helps 

participants think about the goals of the project. It also 

suggests directions for further research.

HOW IT WORKS

STEP 1: List the key aspects of the project.

Speculate on which aspects of the project have the most 

need for innovation. For example, the aspects of a project 

on educational innovations might be “learning environ-

ments,” “curricula,” and “research programs,” among 

others.

STEP 2: Identify trends related to project aspects.

Identify the latest trends affecting the various aspects of 

the project. For example, for a project on educational inno-

vations, a trend related to “learning environment” might

be “learning environments are becoming distributed due 

to developments in communication technologies.”

STEP 3: Describe current perspectives based on 
conventions.

Describe the current conventions about each project 

aspect. For example, a convention for a “learning environ-

ment” is a physical classroom. Describe this current per-

spective under the “From. . .” section.

STEP 4: Describe new perspectives based on trends.

Based on your understanding about trends from Step 2, 

speculate about what could be possible. Think of how cur-

rent conventions may be reframed. For the learning envi-

ronment example, can physical classrooms be reframed 

as virtual learning environments? Describe the new per-

spective under the “. . .To” section.

STEP 5: Discuss innovation opportunities.

Discuss how these new perspectives can lead to potential 

innovations. Think of how the innovation intent could be 

framed up based on these new perspectives. Think about 

which of these new perspectives your organization has the 

greatest potential to deliver.

(what is now)(Aspect) (what might be)

From...Aspects Trends To...

trend

trend

trend

trend

trend

BENEFITS INPUT OUTPUT WHEN TO USE

 J Challenges assumptions

 J Identifies opportunities

 J Gives focus to the process

 J List of key aspects of the  

project

 J Understanding of key trends  

related to the project

 J Table with conventions,  

trends, and possibilities

 J Innovation opportunities
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E X A M P L E  P R O J E C T:  Legacy Planning—
Opportunity for a Life Insurance Company 
(2007)

In 2007, a life insurance company was seeking 

strategic recommendations to innovate its business. 

Life insurance is an economies-of-scale industry 

that offers various financial-related products and 

services, but these offerings lack strong emotional 

value. The project team identified that legacy 

planning is an emerging area in which this company 

could expand its offerings and strengthen the 

emotional connection with its customers.

Legacy planning is primarily about passing on 

four types of possessions: values and life lessons, 

wishes to be fulfilled, personal possessions of 

emotional value, and financial assets or real estate. 

This understanding led the team to determine two 

key dimensions that formed the Initial Opportunity 

Map—tangible versus intangible and financial versus 

nonfinancial. People and service providers who 

practiced in that space were plotted on this 2  2 

map. This indicated a possible opportunity where 

the company could innovate, particularly where 

the company could provide emotional value to its 

customers. For example, rather than simply getting 

an impersonal check after a loved one passes away, 

their customers would receive a customized bundle 

of memories, lessons, and values that the deceased 

collected and saved throughout his or her life.

Initial Opportunity Map1.12
Speculating on an opportunity space to move to in relation to the 

current position

Non-financial
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WHAT IT DOES

The Initial Opportunity Map helps you explore possible 

opportunities for your organization’s innovations on a 

2  2 map. The map uses two key dimensions that 

are found to be strategically significant to the project 

based on a deep understanding of the trends and other 

changes taking place. Plotted on the map are various 

participants operating in that space. The map shows 

your organization in relation to others and can support 

speculations on where opportunities exist for your orga-

nization to move. During the early stage of an innova-

tion project, this method helps explore the fundamental 

question of strategy: Where to play?

HOW IT WORKS

STEP 1: Identify key dimensions.

List trends that may potentially influence the direc-

tion of the industry you are considering. Identify a 

few strategically important dimensions prompted by 

these trends. For example, if a trend in the insurance 

industry is about insurance companies increasingly 

delivering nonfinancial support to their customers, the 

key dimension to be considered is “financial services 

versus nonfinancial services.”

STEP 2: Create a map and plot industry participants.

Create a 2 × 2 map using the two identified key di-

mensions. Plot the industry participants on the map. 

Decide as a team what can be included under “par-

ticipants” for the most useful analysis—practitioners 

(people), organizations, offerings, or services?

STEP 3: Discuss the map and identify opportunity 
spaces.

Identify opportunity spaces where no participants currently 

play a major role. Assess whether these spaces are in fact 

opportunities based on the trends and other dynamics 

of the industry. Assess existing participants’ proximity to 

these opportunity spaces as well for making decisions.

STEP 4: Speculate on innovation opportunities.

Discuss the possibilities for your innovation (or orga-

nization) moving into the identified opportunity space. 

Consider how your innovation will successfully fit in that 

space. Can that be a position you can take as initial in-

novation intent?

key dimension 1

industry
participants

trend

trend

trend
trend

ke
y 

d
im

en
si

o
n

 2

opportunity
space

opportunity
space

BENEFITS INPUT OUTPUT WHEN TO USE

 J Visualizes information

 J Facilitates comparison

 J Reveals opportunities

 J Defines direction

 J Trends relevant to the  

industry to be considered

 J Visual map of industry  

participants and potential  

opportunity spaces for  

innovation
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E X A M P L E  P R O J E C T:  
Maintaining Clothes (2011)

How people maintain their clothes was 

a topic selected by a design analysis 

team at the IIT Institute of Design. Their 

initial research indicated that maintaining 

clothes was largely viewed as a chore. The 

average person spends six hours a week 

doing laundry, and people typically wear 

only 20 percent of the clothes they have. 

These data indicated to the team that, 

for innovation, a fuller understanding of 

the context is needed, going beyond just 

“clothes” or “laundry.”

Using the Offering-Activity-Culture 

Map, the team quickly went beyond 

just studying clothes. They mapped out 

activities such as shopping, organizing, 

cleaning, socializing, recycling, and 

working. They analyzed how individual 

and social norms had influenced these 

activities. Activities about personal 

shopping habits and style preferences 

were driven by individual norms, whereas 

social norms influenced activities such as 

shopping together, and gifting, in families 

and in communities. They studied further 

the cultural context that included aspects 

like age, image, gender roles, and certain 

established dressing etiquettes. Through 

this holistic exploration the team was 

able to identify a set of rich insights that 

helped them move to supporting the needs 

of a specific user-type—single male 

professional.

life goal

= happiness socializing

partying

looking

credible

having own

fashion style

brands

healthy

looking

food = fuel

hygiene

being in

shape

green

single

households

compact

shopping

cleaning

sorting

organizing

recycling

dressing

etiquettes

credit

clean look

age

image

gender

roles

business

meetings

working

CULTURE

ACTIVITY

OFFERING

clothes

social class

expectations

Offering-Activity-Culture Map1.13
Exploring innovation opportunities by shifting focus on offerings, 

activities, and culture



1
.1

3
  O

FF
ER

IN
G

-A
C

TI
V

IT
Y-

CU
LT

U
R

E 
M

A
P

M ETH ODS   |   47

WHAT IT DOES

The Offering-Activity-Culture Map uses three ways to 

look at innovation opportunities: the “offerings” (products, 

services) with their functions and features, the “activities” 

people do with those offerings, and the “cultural context” 

in which people use those offerings. In thinking about 

opportunities this way, the method provides a high-level 

view that broadens explorations. Moreover, this method 

helps us think about an innovation not just as an offering 

with improved functions and features but as something 

that connects with people, what they do, and how they 

live. By expanding thinking from offerings to activities to 

cultural context, it opens up the opportunity space at the 

onset of a project.

HOW IT WORKS

STEP 1: Describe the offering and its attributes.

Make a diagram showing the offering in a central circle. 

Describe its functions, features, and other attributes.

STEP 2: Describe activities related to the offering.

In a circle surrounding the offering in the diagram, de-

scribe people’s activities driven by individual and social 

norms. If the offering is a “book,” an example of an activ-

ity driven by individual norms will be “writing notes while 

reading a book.” An activity driven by social norms will be 

“discussing the book content as a group” or “giving the 

book as a gift.”

STEP 3: Describe the cultural context.

Describe the cultural factors that influence people’s activi-

ties in the outer circle of the diagram. How do different 

groups use the offering differently? What are the shared 

beliefs about the offering? What are the accepted norms, 

customs, and practices? What are the prevailing cultural 

trends? What meanings and values are attached to the 

offering?

STEP 4: Discuss and speculate on innovation 

opportunities.

Use this diagram to discuss your team’s overall thoughts 

about offerings, activities, and cultural context. Speculate 

on opportunities for innovation that touch on many parts of 

the diagram. How can these be translated into the innova-

tion intent for the project?

offering activities
cultural
factors

BENEFITS INPUT OUTPUT WHEN TO USE

 J Broadens mindset

 J Identifies opportunities

 J Visualizes information

 J Offerings to study and  

their attributes

 J Understanding of cultural  

context around chosen  

offering

 J A mapped set of activities  

and influencing cultural  

factors relevant to the product

 J Speculations on innovation  

opportunities



E X A M P L E  P R O J E C T:   
Reducing Violence—CeaseFire 
Chicago (2009)

Gun violence in the United States is 

an epidemic, especially in large urban 

cities like Chicago, where many youth 

are shot or killed before they reach age 

25. A team from the Institute of Design 

worked with CeaseFire Chicago, a 

violence prevention program, to develop 

a communications strategy.

Defining an Intent Statement that 

would guide the project going forward 

required more than understanding 

CeaseFire’s organizational model, 

core competencies, strengths, and 

weaknesses. It also required addressing 

the thinking that underlies the behaviors 

perpetuating the transmission of 

violence at the individual and community 

level. Through many collaborative 

sessions and observations, the team 

recognized CeaseFire’s strength is in 

working with high-risk individuals— 

who may shoot or are likely to get 

shot—but not with the low-risk—those 

whose lives have been directly or 

indirectly impacted by violence. Seeing 

violence as a behavior issue, the team 

defined their intent as bridging the 

communication gap between low-risk 

and high-risk groups, and creating a 

shared sense of community building and 

dialog for change.

Problem: Change the thinking about and the approach to 

the violence problem from one of suppression, punishment, 

and incarceration, to one of changing behavioral and social 

norms associated with violence.

Audience: Prioritize not only on the high-risk, but also on the 

low-risk, those whose lives have been directly or indirectly 

impacted by violence.

Failures: Prior efforts to contain violence have been based on 

the principal of punishment: incarceration, gun control, dry 

state, etc.

New Value: The idea that violence is a behavior that can be 

changed: an interesting parallel between epidemiology and 

the spread of violence that uses top down as well as bottom 

up processes to reduce violent incidents.

Opportunity: Inspire and change behavior through the use 

of a unique campaign that communicates a radical ideology by 

bridging the communication gap between the low-risk and 

the high-risk groups. 

Risk: The creation of a campaign lacking in energy/gets a 

negative media response/unanticipated backlash.

Intent Statement1.14
Stating an initial innovation intent based on an identified  

opportunity
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WHAT IT DOES

Getting a good sense of what the opportunities are for cre-

ating something new is the main focus during Sense Intent 

mode. These opportunities are identified by understanding 

latest developments, seeing big pictures, recognizing cur-

rent trends, and by reframing problems. The Intent State-

ment method builds on this understanding to speculate on 

an initial point of view to guide the innovation efforts. Usu-

ally the statement takes the form of a few sentences that 

capture the key aspects of a desired innovation. The Intent 

Statement is only preliminary, and therefore you should be 

ready to reframe it as you go through the process. A well-

thought-out Intent Statement presents a good rationale for 

the work that is to follow. It is an important means for build-

ing support for innovation initiatives in your organization.

HOW IT WORKS

STEP 1: Review innovation opportunities identified by 
other methods.

Go through the findings from other methods that helped 

you understand latest developments, recognize trends, 

see overview patterns, and reframe problems. Review the 

identified innovation opportunities, and focus on those with 

high potential.

STEP 2: Define and state innovation opportunities.

Further define the opportunities since they may be bound-

less in your early explorations. Define the opportunities 

based on the following framework for clarity:

Limitations—What are the constraints?

Intentions—What should be the goals?

Aspirations—What will be nice to have?

STEP 3: Have a point of view.

Discuss possibilities among your team members. Which 

opportunities can be built as a strong initial position to 

move your innovation efforts forward? Take an initial 

stance. Create a shared point of view with which to start.

STEP 4: Frame the initial innovation intent.

Use a structured framework for stating the innovation 

intent. This should help project stakeholders to have a 

shared understanding of the goals and wishes.

Who is the customer?

What are their needs?

What are the opportunities?

What new values can be created?

What are the risks?

STEP 5: State the innovation intent.

Draft a statement that describes the aforementioned 

aspects in clear, easy-to-understand, and sharable form. 

Creating a one-paragraph (or a few sentences), concise 

statement is a common practice. Alternatively, you might 

state it as bullet points or a storyline, or write a detailed 

statement in two to three pages.

‘world of opportunities’

Opportunity space 
you are heading to

Point of View

Customer, needs,
opportunities, values
and risks

BENEFITS INPUT OUTPUT WHEN TO USE

 J Defines direction

 J Supports transition

 J Gives structure to the process

 J Promotes shared understanding

 J Research findings, trend  

statements, and maps  

produced in previous  

methods

 J A clear and concise  

statement of the innovation  

intent for the project
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In the “Sense Intent” mode, we focus on the trends and changes that happen around 

us so that we can sense an initial direction for our innovation. In the Know Context 

mode, we move to gain a full understanding of the surrounding conditions in which 

those changes happen. This is what we call the context. It is in this changing context 

that our innovation offerings (products, services, experiences) need to work to be 

successful. The question is: How do we understand this context well enough for us to 

be confident about our innovations? How do we study the components in the context 

such as products, services, organizations, competitors, markets, industries, govern-

ments, policies, environments, and technologies? How do we study their relation-

ships? How do we understand our current offering’s performance in the market rela-

tive to the competition? How do we sense our competitor’s evolving strategies? How 

do we diagnose the conditions of our own organization? How strong are our relations 

with our industry partners? How do we find out what effects government policies and 

regulations have on our innovation? All these and similar questions are good to ask 

when we are in this mode. Overall, the goal is to gain as many insights as possible 

about the context, get prepared to confidently explore opportunities, and begin to see 

directions for the future.

KNOW CONTEXT
m o d e  2

51
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KNOW CONTEXT
mindsets

In Sense Intent mode, we were in the mindset of scanning 

broadly and widely, looking for promising places to go with 

our ideas. Now it is time to shift the mindset to 
one of focus and depth, geared up for a full 
understanding of the context. In this mode, part of our 

focus is to understand what in the past has led us to where 

we are now. The mindset is also about constantly being aware 

of the state-of-the-art and the cutting-edge developments. 

We visualize interconnected components of the context in 

flux, including stakeholders, as broad overviews for a full 

understanding. Moreover, we constantly try to understand 

this flux moving back and forth, local to global, and narrow to 

broad, always seeking a different perspective. Clear mental 

models and frameworks are helpful in understanding the 

complexity of the context we are studying.

Mindsets

• Knowing Context History

• Understanding Frontiers

• Seeing System Overviews

• Understanding Stakeholders

• Using Mental Models

5 2
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Mindset: Knowing Context History

Anyone who has ever started following a tele-

vision series that has been already running 

for a few seasons knows the experience of 

trying to understand the story that is unfold-

ing before them. Viewers who have been 

watching since the beginning of the series 

have an advantage over latecomers: historical 

context—knowledge of what has already hap-

pened and why things are happening now the 

way they are.

Learning the historical context expands our 

understanding of change, explains why things 

are the way they are, and sometimes indicates 

what might be.

For example, the history of innovations in the automobile industry 

reflects far more than just styling changes. In the 1950s in the United 

States, oil and gas were subsidized and plentiful. This condition 

gave rise to the development of an interstate highway system. 

Increasing economic prosperity produced more automobile owners. 

Automobile manufacturers responded by producing more models. Car 

designs tended toward the large and ample. Over the next 50 years 

conditions changed. Today, dwindling world oil reserves have pushed 

up the gasoline price. At the same time, greater concerns about the 

environment are changing social behaviors. As a result, automobile 

manufacturers today focus on fuel efficiency. Gas-guzzlers are 

being pulled out of the current context. Developing small cars that 

use hybrid energy technologies has become a primary focus for 

innovators in the automobile industry.
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Mindset: Understanding Frontiers

Just as looking to the past helps understand the 

present, learning about the latest offers glimpses of 

possible future. We continually seek out the latest 

news and stories about the most advanced devel-

opment, technique, or level of knowledge achieved 

in the topic. We look out for cutting-edge work. We 

look for innovations that are on the frontiers. We 

probe to identify the underlying forces and condi-

tions that cause the formation of these frontiers. 

We learn from thought leaders whose latest think-

ing drives those innovations. All this is a great way 

to foresee what might happen next and what prom-

ising opportunities are ahead.

Understanding the latest developments at the fron-

tiers helps us see the near-future context in which 

our innovations should work.

In 2008, the organizers of Senator Barack Obama’s presidential 

campaign leveraged their knowledge of the state-of-the-art 

technologies to create a groundswell of national support. 

They used tools at the frontiers of Web-based applications 

at that time like Twitter, Facebook, and Google Maps to build 

a community of support and communicate with voters in 

ways that had never been possible before. Deploying these 

technologies to engage with voters in real time gave the 

campaign a significant advantage over opposing candidates, 

and especially resonated with young voters who were 

beginning to embrace the idea of social networking.



Mindset: Seeing System 
Overviews

At one time or another everyone has be-

come so deeply focused on the details of a 

problem that they’ve lost sight of the “big 

picture.” Stepping back to get some per-

spective can be enormously beneficial. This 

is how we reveal some of the things that 

we may have missed when we were deeply 

immersed in all the details.

The context—the circumstances and events 

in a situation in which something hap-

pens—has numerous components that we 

must understand. For example, the things 

that people use, services they subscribe to, 

the brands that surround them, the mar-

kets that they are part of, the policies that 

govern their transactions, and a number of 

other components relate to each other in 

some way as a system. In addition, we need 

to understand how all these are changing 

over time because of forces like trends, 

people’s changing preferences, availability 

of resources, and so forth. In short, the con-

text that we need to understand is complex 

and dynamic.

The goal is to shift our focus at times to 

visualize the context as overviews so that 

we holistically understand its components, 

relations, and dynamics.
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SimCity is a simulation game that challenges the players to make 

decisions at all levels, whether about building a local structure or 

maintaining the resources of the city as a whole. As you are building 

structures, you can look at the overall behavior of the city over time 

with the help of diagrammatic overlays like population, traffic density, 

or crime rate. Easy switching between local and system views of the 

context is what helps you succeed in building a prosperous city.

SimCity Societies image used with permission of Electronic Arts Inc.

SimCity Societies image used with permission of Electronic Arts Inc.
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Mindset: Understanding Stakeholders

Contexts have stakeholders (individuals or or-

ganizations) that have an investment, whether 

personal, financial, or otherwise. Among them are 

companies, partners, competitors, regulatory agen-

cies, trade associations, and similar entities. It is 

valuable to map out all the stakeholders involved in 

the context so that their relationships can be bet-

ter understood. It is also useful to understand how 

stakeholders derive value from the context. This 

helps explain their motivations and interactions.  

It also helps us think about how stakeholders may 

be affected when changes happen to the context 

when new innovations are introduced.

music industry

Napster
Social Networking

Apple
iPod, iTunes

Graphic
Artists

Packaging 
Companies

Printing
Companies

Music 
Promoters

Musicians

Distributors

Retailers

Record 
Companies

Consumers

The music business, with all its stakeholders, in the ’90s went 

through an interesting transformation. At the time, the music 

business included primary stakeholders such as musicians, 

record companies, distributors, retailers, and consumers, but 

also a host of less obvious ones, like graphic artists, printing 

companies, packaging companies, music promoters, and 

others. The entire industry was structured around the sale of 

album-length recordings sold as CDs. In 1999, Napster entered 

the mix, a peer-to-peer file-sharing service that allowed people 

to freely share music with one another, well supported by 

the emergence of social networking. The recording industry 

stakeholders in peril reacted strongly to this change. But, 

record companies in their efforts to regain their position, 

in some sense, failed to embrace the need for change and 

capitalize on it. When Apple stepped forward with its iPod and 

iTunes store, the context was again transformed; a world in 

which the stakeholders’ roles became very different.
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Mindset: Using Mental Models

One of the ways in which we can get comfort-

able with the complexity of the context that we 

are trying to understand is through the use of 

clear mental models. Fundamentally, a mental 

model is an internal representation we use to 

understand an external reality, and it is par-

ticularly useful to comprehend complexity.

Keeping a collection of mental models as a 

repository helps us retrieve the most appropri-

ate ones to understand specific contexts as 

needed.

A framework (a set of ideas or principles that are used as a basis for 

understanding an external reality) is another good mental model. For 

example, a social science–based framework such as “Cues, Signals, 

and Messages” is a good tool to design communications in a space. 

Cues passively indicate the current state—for instance, a visible 

kitchen in a restaurant providing a sense of food preparation activities. 

Signals, unlike cues, are active indicators that explicitly show that 

something has changed—for instance, a device with a flashing light 

programmed to indicate that the order is ready. Messages are explicit 

communications meant to direct an activity, for example, a visual 

menu board.
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2.1 Contextual Research Plan

2.2 Popular Media Search

2.3 Publications Research

2.4 Eras Map

2.5 Innovation Evolution Map

2.6 Financial Profile

2.7 Analogous Models

2.8 Competitors-Complementors Map

2.9 Ten Types of Innovation Diagnostics

2.10 Industry Diagnostics

2.11 SWOT Analysis

2.12 Subject Matter Experts Interview

2.13 Interest Groups Discussion
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EXAMPLE PROJECT: Automobiles in India Research (2008)

A group of Japanese automakers approached Daishinsha, a Japanese 

consulting firm, to gain insights into the automobile market in India and get 

strategic recommendations on how to penetrate that market. To execute 

the research, Daishinsha worked with Professor Vijay Kumar’s innovation 

consultancy firm in the United States.

The U.S. team did initial background research on the Indian automobile 

market to gain a general grasp of the project scope. The team reconvened 

to share and discuss their learning, assumptions, and questions that would 

help shape the Contextual Research Plan, such as sources of information 

they could access, appropriate methods to use, meeting schedules, major 

deadlines, and specific deliverables. The team had six months to work on the 

four modes—sense intent, know people, know context, and frame insights. 

Because of the tight timeframe they chose methods that were less time-

intensive, for example, publications research, expert interviews, field visits, 

and ethnographic interviews. The resulting research plan organized dates, 

activities, resources, methods, milestones, and deliverables in a spreadsheet 

format and was shared with all team members and the client. Taking the 

time to seek input and alignment from the outset helped team members have 

clarity of their tasks and deadlines, which minimized multiple check points 

and helped overall time management throughout the process. It also helped 

to create transparency with the client who had a chance to review the plan 

and see that the efforts of the team were aligned with their expectations.

Auto Expo in New Delhi

December January

Week1 Week2 Week3 Week4 Week5 Week6

17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 31 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28

Indian Auto Market - initial framing

and context research at Chicago

Christmas New Year

Travel from Chicago to Mumbai (two person)

Observations and Interviews at Mumbai

Observations and Interviews at New Delhi

Travel from Delhi to Chicago

Analysis and Documentation at Chicago
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PHASE 1: Contextual Research

Explore general Indian automobile market information

- Trends matrix

- Key facts

- Publications research

- Popular media search

- Eras map

- Competitors/complementors  landscape

PHASE 2: Quantitative & Initial Qualitative Research

Understand facts about Indian automobile market &

 the activities of people in India related to their automobiles

- Subject matter expert interviews

- Survey screener

- 12 in-depth, in-home ethnographic interviews

- 25 quick exit survey/intercept interviews during field visit

 to the Auto Expo

- “Drive along” observations

2.1 Contextual Research Plan
Making a schedule and plan for researching the innovation context
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WHAT IT DOES

The Contextual Research Plan is a method to develop a 

general plan and schedule for what we want to research 

about the context and how it will be accomplished. It 

brings a degree of rigor and clarity to exploratory activi-

ties at the beginning of projects. What methods should 

we use? Should we speak with industry experts? Survey 

publications? Conduct an online survey? How will the 

research activities be divided among the team? What 

resources are needed? What will be the timeframe for 

gathering and reviewing information? How can the find-

ings be summarized for sharing? Working with these 

questions early on as a team builds a shared under-

standing about the context to be studied and helps 

manage time and resources effectively. The process of 

drafting the plan in teams also allows for team align-

ment. The key components to be discussed are research 

teams, activities, dates, duration, resources, methods, 

milestones, and deliverables.

HOW IT WORKS

STEP 1: Define areas for research.

Given that time and resources are limited, focus on the 

most relevant areas related to your context for study. 

Discuss the selection of these general areas and articu-

late why they are relevant to the project. Discuss what 

is known, assumed, and unknown and define areas for 

further research.

STEP 2: Define sources.

Identify the kinds of information you need to gather. 

Will you speak with industry experts? Survey available 

literature? Visit key organizations involved in the con-

text? Identify where the information can be obtained. If 

it is not readily available, how might you go about ac-

cessing key information—people, publications, media, 

databases? Make an initial assessment of the amount 

of effort required to gather the information you seek.

STEP 3: Define methods.

Decide on the specific research methods you want to 

use. Refer to the methods in this chapter to determine 

which ones align with the kinds of information you 

hope to collect.

STEP 4: Create a research plan timeline.

Clearly define the start and end dates. Determine how 

work will be accomplished during this time period. Lay 

out when the key pieces of information will be gath-

ered. Include intermediate check-in dates for the team 

to come together to review collected data and discuss.

STEP 5: Create an overview diagram of the 
research plan.

Prepare a visual overview of the Contextual Research 

Plan, and review it as a team. Use this overview as 

the basis for discussion about roles and responsibili-

ties. Address any concerns team members might have 

about what they will be doing and when the work 

must be completed.

methods

task

week 1 week 2 week 3 week 4 week 5 week 6 week ...

task

task

task

task

Define topics

topic

topic

topic

topic
topictopic

topic
topic topic

topic

Select sources Select methods Allocate time
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BENEFITS INPUT OUTPUT WHEN TO USE

 J Defines direction

 J Manages resources

 J Promotes shared understandings

 J Project goals

 J Potential sources of  

information

 J Research plan with timeline, 

teams, and choice of  

methods to be used



EXAMPLE PROJECT:  
SHIFT Platform (2010)

Successful innovation strategies build 

platforms that integrate multiple offerings 

beneficial to all the stakeholders involved. A 

team of designers working with Larry Keeley 

(president of Doblin) in 2010 chose the topic 

of recycling and designed a platform called 

SHIFT (the name suggests a combination 

of SHARING and GIFT). The concept 

emphasized environmental consciousness 

and community building through object-

exchange activities—finding new homes 

for items that no longer have value for their 

current owners.

The Popular Media Search method informed 

the team about the ways in which recycling 

activities were evolving. One emerging 

area of interest was local sharing. To 

become more versed in the topic, the team 

searched for and gathered information 

about collaborative consumption and the 

sharing economy from online sources like 

Fast Company and BusinessWeek. They also 

sought to identify companies promoting 

a local sharing culture to reduce waste 

and found examples such as freecycle.org, 

bookcrossing.com, and pass-the-baton.com. 

This process not only engaged the team in 

active discussion, but also enabled them 

to develop deeper knowledge of the topic 

that helped discover opportunity spaces. 

As a final concept, SHIFT uses the Waste 

Management Company and Greenopolis as 

its main sponsors and connects donors with 

donees for specific items. Rewards are also 

built into the platform that provides donors 

with redeemable points to buy products at 

local shops.

2.2 Popular Media Search
Seeking out commentary on the context in popular media outlets
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WHAT IT DOES

Popular Media Search is a method to find out any-

thing new being said about the context in the media 

landscape. During this search, we survey a wide ar-

ray of media sources, such as newspapers, broadcast 

media, Web content, bookstores, popular magazines, 

and movies, to find references to new developments 

related to the context in which we are interested. We 

gather different kinds of information through scout-

ing, Web-based searches, or library scans. We try to 

understand companies, industries, trends, competi-

tors, the state-of-the-art, or other such aspects of 

the context. The goal is to look for results that are 

particularly insightful and revealing about interesting 

developments taking place. When taken as a whole, 

the results of a Popular Media Search summarize  

the range of opinions, ideas, and influences tied  

to the context.

HOW IT WORKS

STEP 1: Identify topics most relevant to the 
project.

Segment your topic to bring focus to the areas of 

greatest interest to you. For example, if looking at 

the organic food industry, topics for research might 

be “scalability in organic farming,” “agri-business’s 

response to organic farming,” or “managing supply 

chain with local producers of organic foods.”

STEP 2: Identify sources of insightful information.

Who are the industry experts or people within an or-

ganization who can provide informed and thoughtful 

input on what is happening? Who are the bloggers 

writing about the context in a way that is insightful 

and timely? What are the publications that cover  

specifics about context?

STEP 3: Conduct searches.

Conduct a Web-based search, or library search, 

or scout around for information that may be avail-

able anywhere. Collect search results like articles, 

interviews, notes, photographs, and so forth into a 

single sharable space for all team members to work 

together.

STEP 4: Review, extract, and document 
observations.

As you accumulate information, write notes summa-

rizing key points, record your distinct points of view, 

and capture any other information that can lead to 

insights. Discuss, extract, and document your obser-

vations in a sharable space for all team members to 

participate.

STEP 5: Cite sources.

Every observation that makes its way into a final 

report or presentation should include a citation as to 

where it came from, who wrote it, and any creden-

tials of the writer. Citing sources is a way to anchor a 

point of view and demonstrate rigor and credibility.

Topic Focus
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BENEFITS INPUT OUTPUT WHEN TO USE

 J Captures knowledge

 J Reveals cultural patterns

 J Promotes shared  

understanding

 J Topics relevant to the project

 J Popular sources of information  

around those topics

 J Set of documented  

observations about the  

context of the project



EXAMPLE PROJECT: Points of Arrival in Emerging Markets (2005)

An information systems firm offering a range of productivity tools and business-

to-business intelligence to the architecture and construction industry found itself 

struggling against the rapid advances in information technology amid a severe 

economic downturn. With easier access to information via the Web, customers 

no longer had to rely on this firm as the primary provider for information and 

data on the construction industry. The project team saw viable potential in the 

emerging markets sector, particularly India because of its growing middle-class 

population, increased migration to urban centers, foreign capital investments, and 

policy changes that were increasing the demand for residential and commercial 

construction.

The team did Publications Research to understand India’s demographics and 

construction industry. They initiated the research using a Publications Research 

survey to find the most relevant and reliable sources from construction websites, 

journals, and government publications. These sources were studied and then 

annotated in a table with the information capturing the key points regarding 

people, culture, markets, government, and technology—how things are currently 

structured and any changes that are happening. This served as an evolving reference 

document for the remainder of the project. Any new resources that were essential 

to understanding relevant aspects of the Indian construction industry were added 

to this document. This became a strong basis for the team to build concepts and 

strategies for the firm.

2.3 Publications Research
Finding out what is being written and published about aspects of 

the context
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WHAT IT DOES

Publications Research is a method for understanding 

what is being written about a topic of interest related 

to a project. Often this topic of interest comes directly 

from the definition of the innovation intent that we 

establish at the beginning of the project. By searching 

through key publications, we get a good sense of how 

thought leaders and industry professionals are think-

ing about the topic. We also analyze search results to 

find prominent patterns about trends and new devel-

opments in the context. Moreover, Publications Re-

search creates a comprehensive list of relevant read-

ings that can go into our growing reference library.

HOW IT WORKS

STEP 1: Define the topic of interest.

Publications Research is most effective when target-

ed and narrowly scoped. Use your project brief and 

project goals to help you define topics that you need 

to deeply understand.

STEP 2: Search for publications.

Conduct a search for publications that are related to 

your topic of interest in public and university library 

collections; most of them are now available online. 

Search through news reports, academic journals, 

company reports, books, trade publications, confer-

ence publications, government publications, and en-

cyclopedias. Use keywords and search terms that are 

related to your topic.

STEP 3: Study relevant publications and extract 
insights.

Review the titles and summaries returned by your 

searches. Try sorting in several ways—by title, topic, 

and author—to get a sense of broad categories. 

Identify and select a manageable number of publica-

tions for further review and study. Extract insights 

from what is written, include your ratings based on 

their relevance to the project, and add your com-

ments.

STEP 4: Create and manage a repository.

Create a Publications Research findings repository. 

The repository should have a basic structure that 

organizes findings in the form of a spreadsheet with 

basic columns like titles, ratings, and summaries.  

This basic repository should be treated as an exten-

sible document in which details such as authors, ex-

cerpts, and insights can be added as needed and can 

be commented upon throughout the course of  

a project.

Title SummaryRating

BENEFITS INPUT OUTPUT WHEN TO USE

 J Builds credible foundation

 J Promotes shared understanding

 J Organizes information for easy  

access

 J Reveals patterns

 J Topics relevant to the  

project

 J Sources of authoritative 

publications

 J Set of documented  

observations about topics  

relevant to the project
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Era 4
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EXAMPLE PROJECT:  
Dog Ownership (2007)

An IIT Institute of Design team that 

did a project on dog ownership in the 

United States applied design analysis 

methods to uncover opportunities 

for innovation. To study the context 

the key topics they covered included 

understanding the dog industry and 

the events that fueled the industry’s 

growth, identifying the different 

types of pet owners and their values, 

assessing marketplace dynamics by 

looking at current product and service 

innovations, and lastly, delving into the 

overall experience of owning a dog 

according to different pet owners.

The team used the Eras Map to 

analyze the growth of the industry 

in four distinct eras starting from 

the 1920s through to the current 

time—”In the Dog House” period, 

when pets were primarily kept outside 

to the present day “Living the Good 

Life,” where pets are cared for as 

children. One of the key insights that 

emerged from the Eras Map was that 

dogs’ lives are now parallel with those 

of their owners. They can now travel, 

socialize, and exercise in the lap of 

luxury. Another insight highlighted the 

shift of dog ownership from suburban 

to urban environments, a phenomenon 

called urbananimalization, which 

resulted in new standards for taking 

care of dogs. The Eras Map analysis 

helped the team pinpoint the human 

nature of the dog/owner relationship 

as an area to explore design concepts, 

particularly among affectionate 

dog owners who expect the same 

standards, products, and services for 

their dogs as they do for themselves.

2.4 Eras Map
Mapping distinct eras in the context and describing them across 

topics of interest
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WHAT IT DOES

The Eras Map provides historical perspective to the 

context being studied. Understanding how things 

change over time offers a fuller picture of the context 

and helps teams think about where things may be 

headed in the future and where opportunities might ex-

ist. The Eras Map highlights the key characteristics of 

each relevant period, shows how each era is different, 

and indicates how much they have changed over time. 

Constructing this as an overview map helps us see the 

larger patterns of change in the context being studied.

HOW IT WORKS

STEP 1: Define the attributes and time periods  
to track.

Define which attributes of your project topic that you 

want to capture in the Eras Map. Behavioral changes 

over time, developments in technology, and key influen-

tial people who played major roles at various times are 

some examples of attributes that are useful to track and 

segment into eras. Determine the time period that will be 

captured in the map. Decide how many years back you 

want to go for recognizing clearly distinguishable eras.

STEP 2: Research the historical context.

Find historical information about the events that have 

occurred during the selected time period. Study how 

the selected attributes have changed over time. Seek 

out industry experts, historians, professors, and others 

who could help contribute information about the histori-

cal context. However, keep in mind that an Eras Map is 

an overview map used to compare eras and, therefore, 

look for the right level of information—not too detailed, 

not too general.

STEP 3: Visualize the map.

Map the information collected from the research on a 

horizontal timeline. Consider what an appropriate divi-

sion of time is. For example, dividing time by years as 

opposed to decades may be appropriate for areas that 

experience rapid change, such as social networking. 

Lay out the different attributes identified in Step 1 as 

horizontal bands to include descriptions of changes 

over time. Look for patterns that can be reliably used 

to segment the timeline into eras.

STEP 4: Define and label eras.

Identify distinct eras on the timeline and show them as 

clearly marked vertical segments. Describe and label 

each segment with defining characteristics of that par-

ticular era. For example, a project on communications 

might summarize eras as “the age of telegraphy,” “the 

age of telephony,” and “the Internet age.”

STEP 5: Look for insights.

Step back and study the overview map as a team. 

Discuss and extract interesting insights about the eras 

identified. What can be learned about the clear distinc-

tion between eras? What are the high-level character-

istics of each era that can point to future possibilities? 

Summarize all insights as an additional information 

layer on the Eras Map.

Era 1 
Title 

Time Period

Attribute A

Attribute B

Attribute C

Major
Events

Major
Events

(Characteristics)

19XX - 20YY

Era 2 
Title 

Era 3 
Title 

BENEFITS INPUT OUTPUT WHEN TO USE

 J Maps change over time

 J Creates overview

 J Organizes information for  

easy access

 J Attributes of the project  

topic

 J Timeframe of interest

 J Distinct eras showing how  

different attributes of the  

project topic have evolved  

over time
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EXAMPLE PROJECT: The Future of Play (2006)

A leading U.S. manufacturer of traditional toys was faced with an innovation 

dilemma as a result of a shift in children’s preferences from traditional to 

technology-focused toys and games. The project team at the IIT Institute of 

Design identified new innovation opportunities for the company to shift away 

from its primary focus on the traditional toy segment for kids up to eight years 

and build on the new trends in technology-focused toys. The team also saw 

opportunities in content creation and community building because of their 

importance to today’s kids. Physical activity immersion was also a possible 

opportunity because of its potential for engaging play and wellness in the future.

To generate concepts the team first needed to understand the company’s 

innovations and their impact on the industry. The Innovation Evolution 

Map provided the structure to visualize the evolution of prominent product 

innovations in key time periods. The team also paid attention to indications 

that could lead to future possibilities. Emerging from the analysis were areas 

of ups and downs indicating where the company did and did not do well. The 

team also tracked their stock price in parallel. In the early ’90s the company 

enjoyed stock price increases because of their acquisitions. They then suffered 

a significant decline in the late ’90s because of the growing popularity of 

video and online gaming, one of the areas in which the team thought they had 

promising opportunities.

Stock

1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000

Competitors’

Super-hits

Super hits

Key 

Innovations

On Going 

Innovations

Mickey Mouse Club

Barbie Doll

He-Man

Revives with Disney

Fisher-Price joins Mattel’s family

Cabbage Patch Dolls

Tickle Me Elmo

Global Manufacturing Principles

My Scene brand launches

The Barbie Couture 

fashion line

License agreement 

with  VUP and THQ

Nickelodeon Licensing Agreement.

American Girl (Pleasant Co. acquisition)

Joint venture with BANDI

Hot wheel

Unsuccessful 

Innovations

Enter educational market

World of the Young acquisition strategy

Enter electronic games market

Mattel complete 

Learning Co. acquisition

Sale of all non--toy related subsidiaries 

Mr. Potato Head

Silly Putty 

Play-Doh

Etch-A-Sketch

G.I.Joe

Twister

Nintendo

Trivial Pursuit

Star Wars 

action figures

GameBoy

Pictionary

Pokemon

Furby

Lineage Xbox

Sony PS2

Xbox360

Lego 

Mindstorm

Sony PSP

Easy Bake Oven

2.5 Innovation Evolution Map
Mapping how innovations of the organization and industry have 

evolved over time
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WHAT IT DOES

The Innovation Evolution Map shows how innovations 

in the company and in the industry as a whole have 

evolved over time. The ups and downs of the organi-

zation’s innovation evolution are compared to other 

players in the industry. It is a visual aid that facilitates 

side-by-side comparisons for gaining insights. The 

map also can be overlaid with other information, for 

example, stock price, revenue, market capital, or mar-

ket share. These attributes analyzed together with the 

innovation evolution can reveal interesting correlation 

insights. Overall the map serves as a comprehensive 

historical overview of innovations in the given industry.

HOW IT WORKS

Step 1: Determine the time period to study.

Consider the most relevant period for understanding 

your project context. Tracking long periods, say the 

last 30 years, likely will yield useful historical pat-

terns. A shorter period, say the last 3 years, may be 

more meaningful to understand what is currently hap-

pening in the context.

STEP 2: Compile the innovation history of the 
organization and the industry.

Conduct an audit of your organization’s innovations 

as well as industry-level innovations. Pay particular 

attention to super-hits—those innovations that have 

resulted in marked and significant increases in rev-

enues, market share, or industry leadership.

STEP 3: Gather data for key quantitative measures 
to be compared.

Identify key quantitative measures that can be com-

pared against the evolution of innovations by the or-

ganization and industry. For example, growth (or de-

cline) in revenue, market share, return on investment, 

profitability, and stock price. Gather data for these 

key measures during the selected time period.

STEP 4: Create a visual map.

List years across the column headings. List your 

bases for comparison as row headings such as in-

novations, super-hits, revenue, or market share. Plot 

the innovations by the organization and the industry 

for each of the two rows titled Innovations and Super-

hits. Distinguish between organization and industry 

information using color codes. Use line graphs to 

show revenue or market share.

STEP 5: Look for insights.

Discuss the map as a team and look for insights. 

What impact does your organization’s innovations and 

super-hits have on the industry? What is the correla-

tion between your organization’s innovation patterns 

and stock prices or market share? Ask questions like 

these to find insights and describe them on an addi-

tional layer of the map.

time period

super hits

innovations

cu
rr

en
t 
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n

s
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p
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Company’s and competitor’s stock prices
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d

u
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BENEFITS INPUT OUTPUT WHEN TO USE

 J Maps change over time

 J Helps understand best  

practices

 J Facilitates comparison

 J Reveals relationships

 J Timeframe relevant for  

study

 J Historical data about  

innovations in your  

company and industry

 J Visual map of innovations  

over time

 J Observations about the  

relationships between innovations  

and quantitative measures
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EXAMPLE PROJECT: e-Wallet—Creating Mobile Service for Financial Management (2010)

Shaping new product and service innovations is a process that requires a good understanding about the company’s 

business and the potential opportunity space in the industry in which it can participate. The e-Wallet project looked at 

new product innovations for an Internet search engine company in the personal finance industry. e-Wallet was positioned 

as a product that makes on- and offline purchases quick, easy, and seamless through a mobile device.

Through the use of a Financial Profile, the team gained a good understanding of this company’s current business 

environment including the company’s strategic focus, core competencies, business lines, strengths and weaknesses, 

and industry dynamics, including competition. After constructing a picture of the company’s business, the team began to 

define its opportunity space within the e-commerce, smartphone, and Android markets due to their exponential growth 

and complementary alignment to search engine business. e-Wallet, targeting customers with a high-paced and frugal 

lifestyle, was one of the ideas conceived from the opportunity space. In addition to providing quick and easy purchases, 

it also offered customer rewards programs, personal finance management, and enhanced security providing customers 

with peace of mind against breaches and identity thefts.

XXX
www.xxx.com

Company Description

Financial Profiles

XXX manages an Internet search engine that generates revenue when 

users click or view advertising related to their searches. This activity 

generates more than 80% of the company's revenues. The remaining 

revenue comes from advertising that xxx places on other companies' 

websites and relatively smaller initiatives, such as hosted enterprise 

products including e-mail and office productivity applications. 

Per Share Data Stock Growth
Earnings (TTM)

Current P/E ratio

Cash flow

Annual dividend

Book value

EBITDA

25.76 

23.62

$30.45

$0.00

$151.59

$11.78B

Management Effectiveness 
Return on equity (TTM)

Return on assets (TTM)

Return on investment (TTM)

17.10%

13.90%

17.10% 

Industry

Sector

Employees

Internet

Technology

26,316

Profitability 
Market cap

Gross margin (TTM)

Operating margin (TTM)

Profit margin (TTM)

$160.34B

69.70%

39.10% 

29.00%

Valuation Ratios

Equity and Debt

Performance

US Search Engine Market Share
Price / Earnings (TTM)

Price / Book (TTM)

Price / Cash Flow (TTM)

19.70

3.34

16.60

40,000 Mil
Revenue

10,000

‘06 ‘07 ‘08 ‘09 ‘10 TTM

20,000

30,000

22,500 Mil
Gross profit

‘06 ‘07 ‘08 ‘09 ‘10 TTM

7,500

15,000

10,000 Mil
Net income

2,500

‘06 ‘07 ‘08 ‘09 ‘10 TTM

5,000

7,500

Type Mil USD

Equity

Debt 3,216.00

48,851.00

87.00 K

67.00 K

47.00 K

2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 YTD

-- 115.19 11.00 50.17 -55.51 101.52 -4.20 -14.75

67.91 51.75 -0.10 39.71 -54.08 92.70 5.81 -1.47

10.88

History

GOOG

Internet Content & Information

S&P 500 TR 4.91 15.79 5.49 -37.00 26.46 15.06 7.82

27.00 K

Yahoo 16.10%

Microsoft 13.60%
Ask 3.20% AOL 1.70%

Profiling and comparing financial performances of organizations 

and industries

2.6 Financial Profile
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WHAT IT DOES

This is a method to map out financial attributes of an 

organization to create its profile. Understanding the 

full financial profile of an organization and comparing 

it with others in the industry often reveals new op-

portunities. The common financial measures used for 

profiling are market capital, revenue, profit/loss, mar-

ket share, stock performance, equity, debt, and R&D 

spending. Financial information about organizations, 

industries, and even economies are combined into 

unifying maps for gaining broad insights.

HOW IT WORKS

STEP 1: Identify relevant financial information and 
find sources.

Identify the most pertinent type of financial informa-

tion for understanding your organization and other 

organizations in the industry that you want to com-

pare. For example, if the scope of your project is 

broad and you are looking for meta-level insights, 

then it is appropriate to look for broad economic 

indicators. Assess whether or not the financial infor-

mation you are seeking is readily available. If looking 

at industries dominated by privately held companies, 

financial statements may not be easily available, and 

you may need to use available market data to esti-

mate a profile.

STEP 2: Search for financial information.

Conduct searches on sources like annual reports, 

government reports, trade journals, company web-

sites, and other publicly available databases. Some 

of the key data to search for are market capital, rev-

enue, profit/loss, market share, stock performance, 

equity, debt, and R&D spending.

STEP 3: Organize profiles for comparisons.

Create an overview table or diagram in which you 

can enter the financial data you have found for your 

company, other companies, and the industry overall. 

Lay them out for easy comparisons; compare with 

other company profiles, compare with the industry 

profile, and compare with broader financial indica-

tors like the Dow Jones Industrial Average, S&P 500, 

and the like. Create sharable repositories with this 

information.

STEP 4: Look for insights.

Discuss the profiles as a team and look for insights. 

What are the financial growth patterns of your com-

pany in relation to competition? What is your organi-

zation’s financial impact on the industry, compared 

to other players? Show your insights on the profile 

diagram.

Company Revenue Profit/Loss
Revenue:Profit/Loss:PE ratio:

Market Share:

Revenue:
Profit/Loss:
PE ratio:

Market Share:

Revenue:

Profit/Loss:

PE ratio:

Market Share:

BENEFITS INPUT OUTPUT WHEN TO USE

 J Facilitates comparison

 J Builds credible foundation

 J Reveals patterns

 J Sources of financial data  

for your organization, other 

organizations, and industry

 J Financial profiles of companies  

and industries

 J Insights about the financial 

conditions of companies and 

industries
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operators

Fairtrade
Fairtrade is a certification organization, 

providing labeling and guaranteeing 

standards for producers, traders, and 

consumers alike. The organization charges 

a fee to become assessed, certified, and 

subsequently use the Fairtrade seal on 

consumer packaging.

Relevance to New Options
The Fairtrade model proves that a 

certification entity can be self-sustaining 

and that businesses are willing to pay for 

the recognition that is attributed to being 

“Fairtrade Certified.” New Options can use 

this same model to certify businesses, 

retailers, and community organizations 

with the “New Options” name.

Analogous Models EXAMPLE PROJECT: New Options 
for Out-of-School Youths (2008)

A significant problem affecting today’s 

youth is the high school dropout epidemic. 

It is estimated that in the United States as 

many as 4 million youth aged 16 to 24 do 

not possess a high school diploma and are 

not actively taking steps to achieve one. 

The IIT Institute of Design worked with one 

of the world’s largest private foundations 

on a project that specifically focused on 

connecting out-of-school youths with 

sustainable and satisfying careers. The 

proposed solution was a system that 

brought together out-of-school youths, 

businesses, the community, and individual 

volunteers with the underlying goal to 

provide these youths with new options 

to develop their skills and find promising 

careers.

To better understand the problem space, 

the project team researched Analogous 

Models across different aspects of 

the project, including certification/

accreditation—how New Options could 

provide credibility to these youths; 

alternative value systems—how to mitigate 

the risk for businesses who hire out-of-

school-youth; and group dynamics—how 

these youths can develop professional and 

social networks. These Analogous Models 

inspired many of the solutions, including 

the Entry Level Partnership that provided 

youths entry-level jobs that served as 

the starting point to a career path; the 

Interaction Space, which offered potential 

employers a safe and welcoming place 

to interact with these youths; and the 

Alternative Value Network, which offered 

alternatives to monetary currency such as 

loyalty programs and points.

2.7 Analogous Models
Profiling and comparing financial performances of organizations 

and industries
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WHAT IT DOES

Sometimes breaking out of the current project space 

to see how similar contexts operate elsewhere can 

spark new insights. Analogous Models are behaviors, 

structures, or processes present in other domains that 

bear some similarity to the context being examined. 

The method is also effective for studying what makes 

for success or failure and understanding how they 

might be embraced or avoided. For applying the meth-

od, we first identify key aspects of our project that are 

then modeled as abstractions of behaviors, structures, 

and processes. These abstract models are then used 

to seek similar models working in adjacent or even re-

motely related industries. We then look for inspiration 

by studying and comparing these Analogous Models 

and even using them to guide our thinking about our 

own context.

HOW IT WORKS

STEP 1: Identify project aspects for analogous 
thinking.

Identify important aspects of your project that can 

benefit from analogous thinking. For example, if doing 

a project on “brand loyalty,” the idea of “affiliation” 

will be important and it may be selected for finding 

analogous contexts in which the idea of affiliation is 

successfully applied.

STEP 2: Find Analogous Models.

Analogous Models can be related to organizations, 

products, services, or even individuals. Look at varied 

types of Analogous Models. For example, if trying to 

understand “affiliation,” look at formal organizations 

like professional societies, less formal groups like 

alumni associations, or loosely affiliated social groups 

like skateboarders.

STEP 3: Create descriptions and diagrams of the 
Analogous Models.

Write a brief description of how these Analogous Mod-

els can be relevant to your project. Create diagrams 

showing how the selected Analogous Models work. 

Include participants, relationships, and processes in 

these diagrams.

STEP 4: Compare the Analogous Models for insights.

Discuss these diagrams as a team and compare them 

to learn about how successfully they work. Compare 

your project context with these analogous models and 

discuss what implications they have on your own proj-

ect. Build on these thoughts as a way to guide your 

search for opportunities.

Analogous 
Models

Compare and analyze models 

Aspect 2

Aspect 3Aspect 1

Project 
Topic Area

BENEFITS INPUT OUTPUT WHEN TO USE

 J Reveals opportunities

 J Helps understand best  

practices

 J Facilitates comparison

 J Challenges assumptions

 J Aspects of your project  

to compare to Analogous  

Models

 J Set of Analogous Models and 

descriptions of how they are  

relevant to the project’s topic

 J New ways to think about  

opportunities for the project
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EXAMPLE PROJECT:  
Homebuilder—Addressing the Needs 
of Underserved Markets (2006)

The leadership position of one of the nation’s 

largest homebuilders was threatened due 

to a bad economic climate causing its 

strongest competitors to follow close behind. 

The IIT Institute of Design team found that 

the company had great opportunities to 

innovate in the Latino market, as it would 

give the company first-mover advantage in 

an underserved, rapidly growing market of 

40 million people.

Developing a new strategy meant first 

surveying the company’s core competencies 

and its competitors. Using the Competitors-

Complementors Map method, the team 

formed a good initial understanding by 

mapping the competition on a 2 X 2 position 

map with two defined scales: companies 

with single versus integrated offerings and 

companies that have a Latino customer 

target versus a nonspecific customer target. 

The quadrants of the 2 X 2 map revealed that 

competitors had similar attributes and there 

existed a significant gap in which there were 

no current integrated offerings tailored to 

Latinos. Identifying this gap provided an 

opportunity to uniquely position the company 

to respond to the needs of the underserved 

and growing Latino market. What resulted 

were two strategic plans: Strategy Verde and 

Strategy Rojo. Strategy Verde is based on 

a possible low Latino population growth in 

the future and Strategy Rojo on a possible 

accelerated growth. Both plans offered 

a four-step approach including financial 

advisement, community empowerment, 

culturally relevant communications, and a 

longer-term offering as the family grows.

Lennar

RE/MAX
Wells Fargo

Fannie Mae

Freddie Mac

Latino Home Loans

Hispanic Business.com

Telemundo
PactoLatino

Small, local
homebuilders

in Latino community

Wall Homes Bank of America

International
Bank

Lending Tree
Loan USA

Chicago
Housing

Authority

Small, local
homebuilders

Centex

DR Horton

Habitat for Human

Homebuilder X

KB Homes
Non-

specific

Target

Integrated

Offering

Single

Offering

Latino

Target

buildeerr XX

2.8 Competitors- 
Complementors Map
Mapping the organization and their competitors and complementors
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WHAT IT DOES

A top view of an industry map can effectively show 

how the various organizations in that industry com-

pete or complement one another. This method maps 

an organization and its competitors to key business 

dimensions such as price, quality, revenue, market 

share, or type of audience. The resulting map picture 

shows how each company’s performance stands rela-

tive to others. A broader view of the map allows for the 

inclusion of complementors as well—companies that 

benefit the organization, giving them strategic advan-

tage over the competition.

A Competitor-Complementor Map can take a number 

of forms—a 2 × 2 map, scatterplot, or a network. 

These kinds of visualizations translate numeric data 

into graphic forms that can be understood at a glance 

without the need for time-consuming analyses.

HOW IT WORKS

STEP 1: Identify competitors and complementors in 
the industry.

Competitors are organizations that go after the same 

customers as your organization. Complementors are 

organizations that support each other in the same in-

dustry but may compete in another, or they can be or-

ganizations in a complementary industry. For example, 

the tire industry is complementary to the automobile 

industry in the sense that sales in the latter have a 

direct impact on what happens in the former.

STEP 2: Establish dimensions for comparison.

These can be market share, profitability, types of cus-

tomers, or any other dimensions you are interested 

in for comparisons. Make sure dimensions are broad 

enough so that they can be applied to all organizations 

you have identified in the earlier step.

STEP 3: Map the competitors and complementors.

Use the dimensions to create visualization; a 2 × 2 

map is most commonly used. Plot all the competitors 

and complementors in this map by placing them ac-

cording to their position on the dimensions and ac-

cording to their relative positions.

STEP 4: Review the map, reflect, and look for insights.

Discuss the map as a team. What are the relationships 

between competitors? How does the existing configu-

ration define or characterize what is happening? Does 

the map point to potential opportunities that have not 

been explored? What sorts of changes happening in 

the technology, the economy, or other sectors might 

impact the current map? Document these insights on 

the map.

Competitors

Your organization

Complementors

comparison

dimension 1

co
m

p
a
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so

n

d
im

en
si

o
n
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BENEFITS INPUT OUTPUT WHEN TO USE

 J Visualizes information

 J Facilitates comparison

 J Reveals opportunities

 J Reveals relationships

 J List of competitors and 

complementors

 J Visualization of the competitor-

complementor landscape

 J Opportunity areas for further 

exploration



User

Experience

BrandChannelServiceProduct

System

Product

Performance

Core

Processes

Enabling

Processes

NetworkBusiness

Model

Finance Processes Offering Delivery

International

nonprofit

organization

Conference

Seminar

Publication

Sponsors

Partners

(HBR)

Members

Board of

directors

Advisory

council

Partners

Speakers at

conferences

and seminars

Article

contributors

for

publications

Small-scale

conference

Academic

publication

Conference

video online

Knowledge

sharing

International

connection

Cross-

disciplinary

networking

Conferences

Seminars

Website

Mailing

Academic

senior level

Good

reputation

Personal

contact

One-way

communica-

tion

Clublike

In late ’80s DMI started innovative 

collaboration with HBR to publish case 

studies that bridged design and business.

DMI’s membership base from 

different design discipline enables 

cross-disciplinary networking.

DMI is known as high 

reputation resource for 

senior-level professionals.

DMI

AIGA

TED Businessweek

0

1

2

3

-1

-2

AIGA’s structured volunteer 

process involves entry level 

designers and students.

The TED conference covers a 

broad set of innovative and 

forward thinking topics.

TED created a global community around their 

website with live-streaming and archived videos.

AIGA builds on 

activism of 

local chapters.

BusinessWeek created a 

system that branches 

offline, online, video 

and audio delivery.

EXAMPLE PROJECT: Long-Term 
Strategy for a Professional Organization 
(2008)

Design Management Institute (DMI), a 

nonprofit organization founded in 1975, 

credited for being the first professional 

organization to address design as an essential 

part of business strategy, later found itself 

in a saturated industry with several similar 

services being offered. In light of this 

change, coupled with increased competition, 

the project objective was to assess how 

the organization could build on its current 

strengths to become a more relevant and 

innovative service to the design community.

The IIT Institute of Design project team 

reviewed the organization’s core innovations 

using Doblin’s Ten Types of Innovation method 

to diagnose which ones had the most impact 

for the organization. The team found that 

the most outstanding innovative initiatives 

were the organization’s partnership with HBR 

(Harvard Business Review), cross-disciplinary 

design reach, and strong brand as an expert 

in design leadership for senior professionals. 

The team also mapped out its innovations 

relative to those of its competitors and ranked 

them on a high-low scale. They found that 

the organization ranked considerably lower 

in both their offerings and service delivery 

systems compared to TED (Technology, 

Entertainment, Design) a company that has 

created a global online community via live 

streaming and videos, and AIGA (American 

Institute of Graphic Arts) an organization that 

has organized local chapters. The analysis also 

highlighted key challenges to be addressed 

such as the organization’s reliance on a U.S.-

centric and one-size-fits-all approach, not 

quickly adapting to the changes and trends in 

the marketplace, and having a limited target 

audience on senior management.

2.9 Ten Types of Innovation 
Diagnostics
Mapping the innovation portfolios of organizations and industries
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WHAT IT DOES

This is a diagnostic method that uses Doblin’s Ten 

Types of Innovation framework for understanding the 

organization’s innovations and identifying new op-

portunities. The ten types include business model and 

networking innovations in finance; enabling and core 

processes in process; product performance, product 

systems, and service in offering; and channel, brand, 

and customer experience in delivery. The Ten Types of 

Innovation framework provides a structure for assess-

ing the innovations the organization has developed in 

each type. As descriptions of innovations get put into 

the framework, what emerges is an innovation profile 

that is useful for identifying the strongest innovations 

as well as points of weakness. The method also helps 

compare the organization’s innovations with those of 

other organizations.

HOW IT WORKS

STEP 1: Identify organizations to study and find 
experts.

Make a list of organizations whose innovations you 

want to compare with yours. Find experts from within 

and outside your organization who can assess differ-

ent types of innovations.

STEP 2: Understand innovations by organizations.

Study innovations by your organization as well as oth-

ers’ in the following types: business model, network-

ing, core processes, enabling processes, product per-

formance, product system, service, channel, brand, 

and customer experience.

STEP 3: Assess the quantity and quality of 
innovations.

Consult with the experts and score the identified  

innovations based on a low and high scale, consider-

ing quantitative (revenue generated or growth in mar-

ket share) and qualitative (attention given in media/

publications or recognition) success measures.

STEP 4: Compare and look for insights.

Discuss the map and its patterns and extract in-

sights. What are the big differences between your 

organization’s profile and others plotted? What can 

be done to the low points on the map? What oppor-

tunities exist for raising certain types of innovations 

in your organization? Document your insights on  

the map.

Finance Process Offering

10 Types of Innovation

Delivery

Organization A

Organization B

Organization C

Organization ...

Org. A

Org. B

Org. C

BENEFITS INPUT OUTPUT WHEN TO USE

 J Helps understand best  

practices

 J Helps understand context

 J Reveals opportunities

 J Broadens mindset

 J List of relevant innovations  

from your organization and 

industry

 J Understanding of different  

types of innovation in your 

organization in comparison  

with others

 J Innovation opportunities for  

further exploration
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EXAMPLE PROJECT: Club V:  
A Strategic Venture (2006)

Club V is a strategic venture for a 

leading branded venture capital 

organization that combines 

entertainment, learning, and exercise 

into a unique experience for kids. The IIT 

Institute of Design team working on this 

strategic design project did background 

research to understand the opportunity 

space for the organization entering the 

U.S. market with a focus on activity 

centers for children. A key issue driving 

the opportunity space was the need for 

engaging, convenient, and high-quality 

childcare for modern professional 

parents due to the growing number of 

both parents in the workforce.

To assess its viability into the children 

fitness industry, the team performed 

Industry Diagnostics using Michael 

Porter’s Five Forces framework. The 

analysis showed the relative degree of 

threats coming from potential market 

entrants and the bargaining power 

from suppliers to be low to medium. 

In contrast, the threat of substitutes 

and rivalry among competitors were 

fairly high. Examining the strengths 

and weaknesses of substitutes for 

childcare such as organized sports, 

camps, and public park facilities helped 

them to identify solutions for children’s 

gyms as an area of unmet needs and 

in which competition was low. Solution 

concepts incorporated design principles 

for brand differentiation by creating a 

“cool” culture around diverse programs; 

promotion of a healthy lifestyle, 

technology, and connectivity to facilitate 

multitasking; enriching environment 

staffed with mentors; and convenience 

in accessing locations.

Potential entrants
Medium 

• Certification, training

• Background check/security

• Initial investment

• Trust

• Insurance

• Certified equipment 

Suppliers
Medium 

• Equipment

• Staff
• Typical gym equipment

• Custom equipment (bells, 
   slides, monkey bars) 

Rivalry among

existing firms
High 

• Children’s gyms
• Other activity centers
• Day care centers

Customers/Buyers
High 

• Not price sensitive

• Attrition cost are high

• Numbers/volume

Substitutes
High 

• Organized sports

• DDR and other 

   simulation games 

• Camps

• Parks/Playgrounds/Pools

2.10 Industry Diagnostics
Conduct multidimensional assessments of an industry’s innovations
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WHAT IT DOES

Industry Diagnostics employs frameworks to identify key 

aspects of an industry and clarify its current state of health. 

One framework that is particularly effective for understanding 

the competitive intensity of an industry is Michael Porter’s 

Five Forces. The Five Forces include: the threat of potential 

entrants to the market, the threat of substitute products or 

services, the bargaining power of customers/buyers, the bar-

gaining power of suppliers, and the intensity of rivalry among 

competitors. An extension of Porter’s framework, called Six 

Forces, added the concept of “complementors,” who strate-

gically align with the organization. This method is helpful in 

seeing early opportunities for the organization’s innovations 

and strategic positioning in the industry.

HOW IT WORKS

STEP 1: Gather information about the industry.

Prepare to assess the impact of all the Five Forces in your 

industry: potential entrants, substitutes, buyers, suppliers, 

and competitors. Review information that you may have 

already gathered that relate to any of these Five Forces and 

be prepared to do additional research if needed.

STEP 2: Assess the impact of the Five Forces on the 
industry.

1. Potential entrants: Using industry information, ask 

who might be new entrants to the market. How high 

are the barriers to their entry? How vulnerable is the 

industry to threats from these new entrants?

2. Substitute offerings: Ask how readily customers may 

switch to alternative or substitute offerings. How 

vulnerable is the industry to the threats from such 

substitute offerings?

3. Customers/buyers: Ask how much control customers 

have in dictating the kinds of products and services 

available in the industry. How much influence do 

customers have in pricing or other attributes of the 

offering?

4. Suppliers: Ask how suppliers exert their demands. How 

reliant is the industry on the suppliers? How much 

control do suppliers have in determining the kinds of 

products and services the industry produces?

5. Competitors: Understand the nature of rivalry among 

competitors. Is it technology driven, price driven, or 

service driven? Is the rivalry consistent across com-

petitors or variable?

STEP 3: Identify the organization’s response 
mechanisms.

Mechanisms are organization’s activities that can re-

spond to these Five Forces. Examples include policies, 

procedures, plans, budgets, controls, and protocols. 

What mechanisms are in place to monitor changes and 

make corrections as required?

STEP 4: Discuss the findings and look for insights.

Put together all the findings from previous steps in a 

presentational form. Discuss this as a team. What are 

the opportunities for your organization to play a new role 

in the industry?

Potential
Entrants

Substitute
Offerings

Su
p

p
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rs

C
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m
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rsCompetitors
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BENEFITS INPUT OUTP UT WHEN TO USE

 J Reveals opportunities

 J Captures current conditions

 J Identifies challenges

 J Industry information from 

contextual research

 J Understanding of the forces  

at play in an industry



•  Diversified parent company

•  Strong localism

•  Biggest brand newspaper in the Midwest

•  Chicagoland market dominance in

   circulation, distribution, local reporting

   presence, community connections

•  Wide range of media channels in portfolio

•  Owns three of the largest circulating

  papers in the US

•  Still represents an authoritative news

   institution

•  Publishes a Spanish language daily

•  Has only about 1/3 the circulation size as

   USA Today

•  Can become the authoritative voice on

   Chicago

•  Empowering readers through digital

   media and mobile accessibility

• Diversification of advertising channels

• Tailored newspaper or new delivery

   channel for specific users

• Hyper-local newspaper

• Embrace citizen journalists

• Change biz model for customized news

   and delivery

•  Lack international and national clout like

   the New York Times

•  As The Tribune tries to offer more news,

   people become oversaturated, and

   information becomes less relevant

•  Focus on personal relevant

• Customer-created content

• Overburdened staff whose journalistic role

   has taken on many more responsibilities

• Low-website traffic

• Fail to understand how people use website

•  Burdened down by the capital of its

   printing business

•  Heavily invested in a nondynamic, labor-

   intensive, and shrinking newsprint industry

•  Struggling to understand the online medium

•  Lots of other smaller online competition

•  More advertising money is still spent in the

   print arena, growth is flat, and advertisers are

   shifting into the online arena as the cost of

   entry is very low

•  The authority of newspaper institutions is

   being challenged by citizen journalists in the

   online world

WeaknessStrength

ThreatOpportunity

EXAMPLE PROJECT: The Future of  
News Media (2007)

The changing landscape of print news media has 

galvanized news organizations such as a large 

Midwest media conglomerate into thinking about 

how to move forward in an environment where 

new technology and reader behavior are changing 

the way news fits into people’s lives. A team from 

the IIT Institute of Design saw an opportunity for 

this organization by delving deep into its readers’ 

behaviors and translating those insights into 

actionable strategic plans and solutions.

One of the tools the team used was SWOT 

(strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats) 

to define the organization’s position within a 

highly competitive industry. A clear strength for 

the organization was its dominance in the Midwest 

region and its diversified parent company with 

multiple media channels. These strengths pointed 

to opportunities in building on these diversified 

channels and becoming an authoritative “local” 

voice through digital media. Weaknesses were 

driven by the internal organizational changes, 

dependence on its printing business, low website 

traffic, and an overall lack of international 

presence compared to its competitors. Because 

readers are actively creating and engaging with 

content online, new competition is growing in the 

online space, leaving advertisers to abandon print 

media for online, where cost of entry is low. In 

understanding these industry forces and through 

participatory user research, the team designed an 

innovation strategy comprising four main concepts: 

(1) Raw News, which offers news content in a raw 

and customizable format across different media; 

(2) Tribazon, which offers content tagging and 

recommendation technology; (3) Gap Map, which 

visualizes where gaps in news coverage exist; and 

(4) The News Place, where the organization can 

welcome and engage the public’s support.

2.11 SWOT Analysis
Evaluate an organization’s strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, 

and threats
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WHAT IT DOES

The SWOT Analysis, a method widely popular for de-

cades, is used to evaluate an organization’s strengths, 

weaknesses, opportunities, and threats. The analysis 

begins with studying the organization and its innovations 

and seeks to understand how the organization performs 

in relation to competitors in the market. A high-level as-

sessment is made of the strengths and weaknesses of 

the organization, the opportunities available as well as 

competitive threats. It looks at factors inside and outside 

the organization to determine whether defined business 

objectives are achievable or not. Because of its general 

nature, a SWOT Analysis can be done with relative ease 

and speed in the early part of knowing the context.

HOW IT WORKS

STEP 1: Describe the initial innovation intent.

Define the basic goal that you are considering for your 

innovation, and clarify the reasons for pursuing that 

direction. Think of the benefits from doing so.

STEP 2: Assess the organization’s strengths, 
weaknesses, opportunities, and threats.

Strengths: What about your organization gives your 

innovation an advantage over competitors in your 

industry? What are the organization’s capabilities 

in technology, operations, people, brand, user ex-

perience, and other areas?

Weaknesses: What aspects of your current organi-

zation will make it difficult for the innovation intent 

to be realized? Examples may include: financial 

constraints, unproven technologies, or an unreli-

able supply chain. How do your weaknesses put 

you at a disadvantage relative to your competition?

Opportunities: What is happening in the market-

place that indicates the likelihood that your in-

novation intent will succeed? Where are the gaps 

in offerings that you can fill? Why aren’t they cur-

rently being met?

Threats: What are the external threats to realize 

your innovation intent? What elements exist in the 

current environment that will be barriers? What is 

the nature of rivalry in the industry?

STEP 3: Organize findings into a 2 X 2 SWOT diagram.

Summarize findings into brief statements that can 

be listed in each of the four quadrants, no more than 

seven or eight statements per quadrant.

STEP 4: Review, discuss, and analyze the SWOT 
diagram.

Involve key team members to discuss the findings. 

What does the unified presentation of the different 

elements suggest about the opportunity space? Is 

the innovation intent worth pursuing? Is the level of 

risk acceptable to you? Do your strengths outweigh 

your weaknesses? Do the opportunities outweigh the 

threats? Discuss these questions and summarize them 

for sharing. Involve key decision makers to determine 

the directions to pursue for the project.

Strengths Weaknesses

Opportunities Threats
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Positive Negative
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BENEFITS INPUT OUTPUT WHEN TO USE

 J Creates overview

 J Provides direction

 J Identifies challenges

 J Reveals opportunities

 J Formal statement of the  

project objective and 

understanding of its  

context

 J Diagram showing the project’s 

strengths, weaknesses,  

opportunities, and threats



EXAMPLE PROJECT:  
Schools in the Digital Age (2007)

The U.S. school system has largely remained 

unchanged since the Henry Ford model of 

the Industrial Age. Despite the revolutionary 

changes of the Digital Age in how we live 

and work, schools have not responded in 

the same manner. A new model for learning 

requires transformational change—one that 

considers new technological capabilities 

and socioeconomic context. Through the 

sponsorship of one of the nation’s largest 

independent foundations, an IIT Institute of 

Design project team undertook the challenge 

of identifying how schools can respond to the 

disruptive effects of digital media.

To reframe the issues faced by an ailing school 

system, the team conducted Subject Matter 

Expert Interviews and reviewed literature in 

the areas of organizational transformation, 

disruptive technology, and education. 

Interviewees were professional executives, 

lecturers, and pioneers in their fields. The 

result was a long list of insights relating to four 

broad categories of problems: schools’ failure 

to respond to change in social and economic 

contexts, change in the culture and experience 

of schools’ audience, change in the knowledge 

and learning environment, and the growth of 

schools’ bureaucratic structures. Workshops 

were conducted with some of the expert 

interviewees to generate a list of research ideas 

that were then developed into concepts. Many 

of the new concepts focused on more flexible 

areas of social networks and digital technology 

as the experts suggested. The concepts also 

related to capital expenditure and other longer-

term elements of schools, including the physical 

facility and computer networks.

2.12 Subject Matter Experts  
Interview
Speak with subject matter experts to understand the most advanced 

and potential developments
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WHAT IT DOES

The Subject Matter Experts Interview is a method for 

getting up to speed quickly on your area of interest. 

Speaking with experts in a given field accelerates gen-

eral understanding about it, offers information about 

the most advanced developments, and provides guid-

ance for where to look for additional information. Using 

frameworks as a reference is useful for getting the most 

out of conversations with experts, for example, a frame-

work organized around time—the past (how did we get 

here?), present (what is happening today?), and future 

(where are things going?). It is beneficial to understand 

the topic from the expert’s specific point of view. The 

interview works as a guided conversation during which a 

combination of essential information, facts, expert opin-

ions, and interesting insights are gathered and shared.

HOW IT WORKS

Step 1: Define the subject to be covered.

The type of information you seek will guide how to find 

the appropriate experts. If the subject area is broad like 

economics, define the appropriate branch you want to 

understand: micro, macro, behavioral, and so forth.

Step 2: Identify experts.

Through a combination of Internet searches, conver-

sations with colleagues, literature searches, or other 

means pull together lists of people who are recognized 

as experts in the given subject. Survey people working 

in related fields for their recommendations of the sub-

ject matter experts. Look to conduct interviews with 

more than one expert in each area. Compare several 

experts’ views on a given subject to get a full picture 

of the context. Highlight points of alignments and dif-

ferences that may merit further exploration.

Step 3: Come prepared.

Read articles or books written by experts to familiarize 

yourself with their points of view. Prepare questions 

you hope to have answered during the course of the 

interview.

Step 4: Conduct the interview.

Interviews are about making the most of someone’s 

limited time and building a resource network that 

you can hopefully tap into in the future. Use prepared 

questions to guide the conversation. The conversation 

should focus on essential information, facts, or the 

expert’s opinions as needed.

Step 5: Listen, capture, and follow up.

Interviewing requires active listening. If allowed, use 

a recording device to capture the conversation. As the 

conversation unfolds, take copious notes and keep 

track of clarifying questions you may want to ask later.

Step 6: Transcribe and summarize.

Have the recorded conversation transcribed so that 

key phrases or interesting insights can be extracted, 

written as summary documents to be shared with  

the team.
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BENEFITS INPUT OUTPUT WHEN TO USE

 J Defines direction

 J Captures the latest

 J Brings in new perspectives

 J Subject areas relevant to  

the project

 J Pool of experts in subject  

areas

 J Understanding of  

essential information,  

latest developments,  

and varying opinions in  

a subject area



EXAMPLE PROJECT:  
Peapod Labs (2010)

Founded in 2010 by three IIT Institute of 

Design students who were also former 

engineers, Peapod Labs is a Chicago-

based start-up that makes playful learning 

apps for children and has quickly become 

a leader in media literacy for preschoolers. 

The mission behind Peapod Labs’ apps is 

to create an engaging and collaborative 

learning process between parents and 

children. As children share what they 

learn, parents are able to contribute.

With their target market focused on 

children and parents, Peapod Labs turned 

to the opinions, thoughts, and impressions 

of groups like Mom with Apps as part 

of their Interest Groups Discussion 

research. Mom with Apps is an online 

forum of family-friendly developers 

seeking to promote quality apps for kids 

and families. It is a forum for learning the 

approaches of other developers and also 

obtaining best practices information like 

subsidiary rights, licensing agreements, 

and strategies for product launch. It 

also serves as a place for the team to 

gain visibility and traction by being able 

to upload their app to the forum for 

feedback. Leveraging the information 

shared on the discussion boards, Peapod 

Labs is able to build greater agency in 

their apps and company. Though a young 

company, Peapod Labs’ successes rivals 

those of larger, more mature companies. 

They currently have seven apps in the 

iTunes app store and three main product 

channels: ABC Series for content delivery, 

Boxing for curriculum-based learning, and 

Firehouse Adventures for “edugaming.”

2.13 Interest Groups Discussion
Immerse with interest groups to learn about what is being discussed 

in a topic
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WHAT IT DOES

Groups often form around shared interests in particu-

lar subject matters. Whether the groups are affiliated 

with a professional organization or come together in 

an informal structure, their shared interests fuel active 

dialog about what is happening around a given context. 

Spending time on online forums or at planned gather-

ings and engaging in discussions is a way to find out 

about the latest developments. The key to gaining the 

most from interest group discussions is to be an active 

listener of conversations, or if online, an active follower 

of forums. By following what is being discussed among 

interest members, we can learn a lot about themes, 

points of view, news items, forthcoming changes, ex-

treme user behaviors, and other content that can be 

captured easily and shared with team members.

HOW IT WORKS

STEP 1: Seek out interest group forums.

Conduct online searches, visit professional association 

websites, and scan social networks for interest groups 

organized around the subject of interest to you. Find out 

when and where groups get together, how forums are or-

ganized, and what forthcoming topics will be addressed.

STEP 2: Find out what is being discussed in interest 
forums.

Scan interest forum directories for the topics being 

discussed. This will give you a high-level view of what 

matters to people organized around the subject matter.

STEP 3: Dive in.

If you are entering an online forum, read recent post-

ings to get a sense of what people are discussing. 

Read further back to understand how the conversation 

has changed over time. Participate and post questions 

and comments.

STEP 4: Capture your findings.

Write brief statements that capture what is discussed 

in these forums. Record what you see as the various 

points of view on the topic, the latest developments be-

ing discussed, trends mentioned, extreme contexts and 

behaviors that emerge, and similar types of information 

that is valuable to you. Collect these findings in a form 

that can be shared with others.

STEP 5: Review and summarize.

Review your findings to look for larger themes or pat-

terns that may be emerging. Try to identify what is driv-

ing these themes. This may suggest opportunities for 

additional research. Summarize.

STEP 6: Share and discuss.

Share your summary with stakeholders and/or subject 

matter experts to get their opinions of the findings.

Subject matter relevant 
to project topic

capture findings

BENEFITS INPUT OUTPUT WHEN TO USE

 J Brings in new perspectives

 J Captures the latest

 J Facilitates quick and early  

discovery

 J Reveals patterns

 J List of interest groups  

around topics of interest to  

your project and ways to  

access them

 J Understanding of latest 

developments, variety of 

viewpoints, and trends in  

a subject area
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