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How innovators can help their  
organizations navigate uncertain times

For the last few weeks, organizations have  
begun contending with both a never-before- 
seen pandemic and a daunting global economic 
downturn. The resulting changes to our work 
and personal lives have been radical and rapid, 
and have only compounded the stress we are all 
experiencing. Many of us find ourselves stuck at 
home wearing new hats as teachers and care- 
givers, all while navigating shifting business 
priorities and tightening budgets.

In the midst of the daily, hourly, and even minute-by-
minute pressures affecting us and the companies 
where we work, it may feel safest to wait for things to 
settle. But instead, this is the moment for corporate 
innovators to lead. We can bring different ways of 
thinking to the table to help transform how our 
companies think and do business, find new ways 
to support our co-workers, and bring stability to an 
organization in the midst of the chaos. 

Rather than being fearful about your staff or budget 
being cut, or your projects deprioritized, this is a 
moment for experimentation. The tectonic plates have 
suddenly shifted in your organization, and for your 
customers. What hypotheses could you be testing about 
new digital modes of interaction... new ways to deliver 
your product or service... new ways colleagues could be 
collaborating… or teaching one another new skills? 

Connecting with your leadership and finding 
opportunities to deliver answers, insights, quick 
experiments, and results will help your team and your 
organization as we navigate these uncharted waters. 
Here are some ideas for where to start: 

Get in the (virtual) room:
 — Set up new virtual meetings, or join those 
already happening. If you and your innovation 
team or program are well-established, you may 
already be in the middle of the response and calling 
the shots. If not, find out who is driving the effort 
and proactively join their meetings. When the path 
forward is unclear, every idea is worth a listen 
and every voice may carry a promise of hope. In 
many organizations, the door has cracked open to 
experiments that once would’ve been dismissed— 
or to efforts to test new digital tools or approaches.

 — Find opportunities to demonstrate how your 
unique resources, techniques, insights, and 
perspectives can rapidly create and test options 
for more confident decision-making. What unique 
assets can your innovation team bring to bear? It may 
be a design thinking or hack-a-thon type mindset. 

 — Remind your leadership that this is an 
unprecedented crisis and past patterns and 
approaches are not reliable. A new type of 
problem requires a new approach to problem 
solving. Show them how.

We often talk about helping our clients innovate in the face 
of unprecedented change. But today, it feels like the words 
“unprecedented change” have taken on a new level of seriousness.
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Be relevant:
 — If your pursuits and portfolio were already well 
aligned to the business and various leaders, 
leverage this knowledge and personal network 
to quickly identify risks, develop feasible 
responses, and activate personnel to execute.  
In this situation, you have already been invited to 
the task force.

 — If your innovation program was deliberately 
distanced from the core to provide greater freedom 
to explore new opportunities, accept that this 
mission is on hold for the time being and 
channel your talents to the tasks at hand. In this 
situation, you may need to invite yourself to the task 
force or even set up the task force yourself. Work 
with someone to understand the core operations 
and risks, ask to own one of the more complex/
fluid issues and work tirelessly to crack it. You will 
ingratiate yourself to your peer leaders when you do.

Be innovative virtually:
 — The transition to virtual work is a rough one for 
many. Gather and share best practices around doing 
your job and collaborating remotely.

 — Think through challenges your clients may be 
struggling with in this new virtual world, and if 
any of your internal solutions could help them  
move forward.

 — Host Design Thinking exercises and sessions 
to generate insights, brainstorm and develop 
response options. There are far more unknowns 
than knowns right now.

 — If you are part of a global network, tap into their 
experiences and virtual brainstorming sessions.

 — Host demos and showcases of new technologies 
(internal and external) to inspire new thinking around 
virtual teaming.

 — Utilize rapid prototyping to quickly test desirability 
and feasibility of new concepts.

 — Effectively facilitate virtual leadership meetings to 
quickly reach consensus on actions. Educate other 
parts of the business on how they can do the same.

Communicate:
 — Your CEO and other leaders are struggling with 
how to manage remote decision-making and 
teams. Anticipate their anxieties (likely cash flows, 
supply chains, customer service, contingency 
planning, workforce disruptions, etc.) and connect 
with them to understand their priorities. Offer your  
views and explore how you can help.

 — Cancel all non-essential portfolio updates or 
other non-mission-critical interactions. Emotions 
are running high, and it’s likely that one of two 
things will happen: they won’t be mentally engaged 
if they attend, and they may come to resent you for 
being tone-deaf to the competing priorities.

 — Connect with your team, face-to-face (on video), 
explain the shift in priorities and how they can 
help. Work through reassignments to ensure clarity 
and urgency, and allay concerns about the health of 
the organization or the future of the team.

Stay informed/be informative:
 — Fluid situations require a steady stream 
of information to act upon. However, such 
circumstances can generate more noise than signal. 
Act as a filter for other leaders by casting a wide net 
but producing a succinct summary of the key trends 
impacting their decisions.

 — Use your external network to quickly vet internal 
ideas, and learn about emerging ones from other 
sources that could be adopted.

 — Look for signals that indicate a stable “bottom” 
is looming. Estimate the depth/duration of the 
downturn period likely to follow. Anticipate when 
sentiments and spending will recover, and ensure 
your organization is positioned to capitalize.   

COVID-19 will continue to impact all of us on both a 
personal and professional level, and the fear of the 
evolving unknown, lack of precedent, and commands 
like “shelter in place” can lead to inertia as we await 
the situation to pass and clarity to return. Resist this 
instinct to put progress on pause (or “put everything 
on the back burner”), and embrace the potential to 
accelerate innovation and deliver real, lasting change. 
The new capabilities, solutions, mindsets, and 
technologies that emerge from this crisis may benefit 
generations to come. 
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No one would argue that the crises our world face 
today are tragic, and when the dust finally settles 
many people’s lives and livelihoods will be lost or 
permanently altered. We can already see the large-
scale and significant behavior shifts from social 
distancing pushing some technologies and business 
models forward, while crushing others. Although 
today’s world is unprecedented in many ways, history 
is littered with financial crises, political upheaval, 
and acts of God that we can look back on to better 
understand what lasting changes may result.

— Tragedy can expose holes and force 
transformation: The 1918 Spanish Flu epidemic 
drove widespread public health innovations.  
Public health ministries were revitalized and 
socialized medicine started to be adopted in  
some areas. Social programs such as public 
housing also became more prevalent.1

— New attitudes pave the way for new 
innovations: The SARS outbreak in 2002–2003  
left many Chinese citizens scared to leave their 
homes. They instead turned to online shopping— 
accelerating the growth of Alibaba, then in its 
infancy.2 The 2008 financial crisis led to a loss of 
trust in financial markets and centralized banking— 
paving the way for the rise of cryptocurrency.3

— The “bleeding edge” will be leveraged 
immediately to help handle immediate needs: 
After 9/11, as long-distance travel was halted,  
new regulations and technologies were adopted  
to enable remote deposits and digital scanning  
of checks.4 Today technology and services that 
remove the need for human contact have been 
rapidly adopted by people of all ages as they do 
everything from connecting with loved ones, 
attending school or a meeting, to buying groceries 
and necessities. If this continues, it seems likely 
that bleeding edge technology will accelerate, 
pushing light cargo delivery drones, autonomous 
mobile and smart robots, and smart workspaces 
into the mainstream rapidly.   

Amidst the current bleakness, we can find some 
solace in the past. Innovation leaders are best suited 
to explore this new white space and understand the 
new behaviors and needs while paying attention to 
what’s going to resist change and come back stronger. 
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