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INNOVATION PORTFOLIOS AND A 
DESCRIPTION OF THE DOMAINS
By Seugnet van den Berg, MD of consulting from Bizmod and Bruce 
Adrain, a strategic client of Bizmod’s

By now most organisations realise the importance innovation plays. It is a requirement for staying in 
the game and remaining relevant. But, innovation means different things to different organisations. 
For some it may be driven by the need to increase speed to market. For others a different way 
of looking at problems when traditional project approaches and linear thinking is not yielding the 
required results. The last type of imperative is a requirement to become a customer centric type of 
organisation. This comes with the realisation that customer input into innovative products and ways 
of doing business is a requirement for future relevance. 

Regardless of the innovation imperative, there are regularly problems associated with choosing the 
innovation portfolio – obtaining funding for initiatives and showing traction across large enterprises. 
The problem with funding starts at a business case level. The traditional way of choosing which 
initiatives to fund, is based on a business case per initiative. The business case relies on benefits 
realisation based on financial outcomes. The first step for organisations to move away from 
individual innovation initiatives and towards portfolio view of innovation initiatives is to include 
additional selection criteria that is not purely financial return on investment. One of the key additional 
selection criteria to include is “desirability” in the sense that customer centricity and what the 
customer wants is considered early on.

By looking at innovation in a portfolio view we need to consider the dimensions in the portfolio. 
On the one hand there is product and assets and on the other there are new markets and new 
customers. Three different domains that emerge across these two dimensions are:
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Choosing innovation initiatives within a specific 
domain has both advantages and disadvantages. 
It is our thinking that innovation capability and 
maturity increase when an organisation moves from 
one domain into the next.

Play the game
Companies with a mindset of staying in the game usually focus their 
innovation efforts on optimising existing products and services, to 
serve existing markets and customers. This is the more calculated 
approach and the return on investment may be easier to prove. 

For many companies their innovation portfolio’s start off being 
contained in the “Play the game” domain. The innovation capability in 
the organisation will gain credibility by playing in this block because 
strategic alignment for these kinds of initiatives are usually easier to 
show. The measurement of innovation “success” is also easier to 
implement and track. Further characteristics of this domain include a 
decentralised funding model to support a multitude of initiatives that 
are usually business unit based and work on the existing customer 
base. Having an existing customer is a significant advantage and 
provides a launching pad into the radical domain.

An element not necessarily considered an advantage is the fact that people in the organisation are 
comfortable in the incremental domain. It is not a disruption of the status quo in terms of culture, role 
players and the way of interacting. Initiatives in the incremental domain are usually dealt with by in-
house innovation hubs and internal role players. 

Companies that only invest in the “Play the game” domain stand the risk of getting locked down 
in this space. They also have a tendency to become product focused and this tendency puts them 
in a solution hunting mode as opposed to understanding the problem they should be solving for 
the customer.
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Winning the game
Companies with intent of “winning the game” focus their 
innovation efforts mostly on adding incremental assets and 
products to their current portfolio to enter markets adjacent to the 
one they are playing in currently. 

In this domain companies are introducing new product to 
existing customers or they are moving into adjacent markets and 
gaining customers they previously didn’t have. This provides 
access to new data on market, customer and products. Data 
is the differentiator between the incremental and the disruptive 
domains. It is access to new data that allows companies to move 
into the “disruptive” domain.

Strategic intent is still relatively easy to align to and the initiatives 
are largely run internally by internal role players. Funding for initiatives comes from a strategic 
intent, across business units and the budget is usually controlled centrally. Cultural discomfort is 
usually introduced when innovation initiatives start falling in the disruptive domain.

Changing the game
The third kind of approach is a more radical one where investment 
and effort in innovation is in the development of totally new 
products and assets – something that does not currently exist 
and/or entering markets not previously occupied. In other words, 
“changing the game” by creating a need through disruptive 
innovation. It is this kind of innovation portfolio where strategic 
alignment becomes problematic. 

The initiatives can move outside of the current strategic intent 
and it might create something that changes the direction of the 
company radically. It becomes more difficult to prove the ROI on 
the innovation investment because there is little assurance that 
initiatives in this domain will yield financial gain in the specified 
time period. Funding models looks vastly different from the 
incremental and radical funding models. Funding models could 
include seed funding, venture capital funding or a proper in-house innovation fund where tracking 
is done at a fund level as opposed to an individual initiative level. Teams working on disruptive 
innovation can’t be the same as teams working on incremental and disruptive initiatives.
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The lack of control over resources, timelines and funding creates discomfort. Large cultural 
discomfort is introduced into the company because the role players are not internal to the 
organisation anymore and the way of interaction moves to collaborative as opposed to 
command and control. Disruptive innovation can only function where the bureaucracy is 
limited to a minimum.
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Organisations that seem to get the 
portfolio split right realise that the 
innovation portfolio need to spans 
across all three domains. It is not just 
a focus on one domain. A combination 
of initiatives across the incremental, 
radical and disruptive domains is 
required to create a sustainable 
investment in innovation. 

Successful innovation companies also 
realise that having the right ratios of 
initiatives in each domain is crucial. 
A good ratio in terms of effort and 
number of initiatives is a 70:20:10 split, 
where the bulk of the effort sits in the 
incremental domain but there is still 
representation in the disruptive and 
radical domains.
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