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CONCEPTION IS MESSY: A PARABLE ABOUT INNOVATION

InnovationMASTERPLAN INTERNATIONAL



Conception Is Messy: a parable
Introduction
A few years ago in 
preparation for a 
Product Z meeting I 
wrote a parable 
about Innovation. 
The context was that 
some people wanted 
to create a very 
logical, linear 
approach to 
innovation and others 
thought it needed to 
be more organic. 
Both approaches can 
lead to innovation but 
at the end of day 
innovation has a 
serendipitous, 
uncontrolled element.
You may find the 
following parable 
useful as you and 
your team launch out 
into uncharted 
waters. 

❧ ❧ ❧ ❧ ❧ ❧ ❧ ❧ ❧

Controlled Conception

Independently of each other 
two couples decided it was 
time to have a child.

The first couple were 
professionals living in a new 
suburban home. She was a 
Six Sigma Black Belt from 
Motorola. He was a partner 
in Ersnt &Young's 
technology group. 
Everything in their lives had 
gone exactly as planned. 
Even their "spontaneous get-
away weekends" had been 
entered in their Palm Pilots 
months in advance. They had 
both passed into their late 30s 
and believed that this would 
be a good time for them to 
bring a child into the world. 
They researched all the latest 
conception techniques. 
Began to chart her monthly 
rhythms. If they could have 
scheduled optimal ovulation 
time in their Palm Pilots they 
would have done so. But they 
knew that some things can't 

be scheduled so precisely in 
advance.

On Thursday, March 15 at 
4:20 PM she emailed him at 
work, "Today is the day." He 
immediately left work. We will 
respect their privacy 
regarding the following 
events. Suffice it to say, 9 
months later a beautiful baby 
girl entered their world. She 
grew up to be a process 
engineer for a Fortune 100 
company.
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Thursday, March 15, a professional 
couple leave work on a date



Free Spirited Conception

The second couple lived in a loft apartment in a funky part of town. He worked as a bicycle 
mechanic and wrote plays at night. She was a Montessori teacher. They pretty much lived 
from day to day. Neither wore a watch or owned a PDA. They decided about vacations on the 
spur of the moment.

On Thursday, March 15 at 4:20 PM he called her with the idea of going on a bike ride along 
the shore. She grabbed a bottle of wine on the way home. He tossed a couple of veggie 

wraps in his back pack. They found a sheltered place on the beach to watch the sunset and 
share their meal. Just as the sky erupted into exotic oranges and purples he 

caught a wild glint in her eye...Suffice it to say, 9 months later a lovely baby 
girl entered their world. She grew up to be a concert violinist. 

The Moral of the Story

There was not much in common between these two couples. But, as 
different as they both were, I feel fairly confident in asserting that at the 

actual moment of conception, at the moment when we discretely 
looked away to ensure their privacy, things were pretty messy. 

Messy emotionally and physically.

As your organization goes about the process of conceiving 
and innovating new products and services it's important to 

keep in mind that many things can (and should) be 
controlled and managed.

BUT the act of conception itself is messy. If we 
try to make it too tidy, nothing living will result.

Masterplan International                                     greg.bunch @ masterplanworks.com                                         312.933.2286                               3



Discussion Questions 
Questions

1. What’s the most successful innovation you’ve had a hand in? How did it come about? How 

“controlled” was it? How “messy”? 

How can you apply learnings from that experience to future innovation efforts?

2. Think about the distinctive characteristics of the two couples in the parable. 

Which one is most like our organization, as a whole?

Which one is most like our department, as a whole?

Which one would you like us to be?

3. What area should we focus our innovation efforts on at this time in the history of our organization? 

Products?

Services? 

Manufacturing processes?

Business processes? 

Business model?

4. What are three things we could start doing to encourage innovation in our organization?

	 1

	 2

	 3

5. What three things that discourage innovation in our organization should we stop doing?

	 1

	 2

	 3
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Resources
Masterplan offers keynotes, seminars, workshops and consulting on innovation. Contact us at 
312.933.2286 or greg.bunch @ masterplanworks.com

The resources below are just the tip of the iceberg when it comes to innovation. All of them have 
helped me and they tend to stay close at hand or bookmarked in my browser. Please email me 
your recommendations so I can add them to future handouts.

Authors, Videos & Books

Saul Bass, Why Man Creates (DVD) This short film made in 1968 has inspired generations of 
artists, designers & business people to think more creatively. 

Alan Fletcher, The Art of Looking Sideways. Hundreds of tips for innovation and creativity.
Tom Kelley, The Ten Faces of Innovation: IDEO’s Strategies for Defeating the Devil’s Advocate 

and Driving Creativity Throughout Your Organization. and The Art of Innovation: Lessons in 
Creativity from IDEO. These two books introduce processes for thinking innovatively and 
organizing people to achieve breakthrough innovations.

William Lidwell, et al, Universal Principles of Design: 100 Ways to Enhance Usability, Increase 
Appeal, Make Better Design Decisions, and Teach Through Design. 

Jeffrey Liker, The Toyota Way: 14 Management Principles from the World’s Greatest 
Manufacturer.  The best introduction to why and how Toyota innovates.

Scot McCloud, Understanding Comics: the invisible art. Trust me, this is one of the best 
books on innovation I’ve come across. But it will require an act of intentional nonlinearity on your 
part.

Michael Michalko, Cracking Creativity: the secrets of creative genius. A compendium of 
practical ideas for nurturing innovation.

Bill Moggridge, Designing Interactions. A solid introduction to how computer software and 
hardware designers innovate around the user. 

Marty Neumeier, Zag: The Number One Strategy of High-Performance Brands. This is more 
about differentiation of products & services but has lots of good innovation ideas.
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Websites 
BusinessWeek has a good blog on business related innovation. http://businessweek.com/

innovate/ 
Designing Interactions is the companion website to Moggridge’s book mentioned above. It 

includes short video interviews with many computer and software innovators. http://
www.designinginteractions.com

IDEO is an innovation firm; maybe the best in the world: www.ideo.com
Indexed is a site in which Jessica Hagy shows how almost any idea can be committed to an 

index card. http://indexed.blogspot.com/
I Innovate  is a podcast featuring interviews with leading innovators. http://

iinnovate.blogspot.com/
The Innovation Weblog aggregates a wide range of other resources in the field. http://

innovationtools.com/weblog/innovation-weblog.asp 
Tom Peters has something to say about everything... http://www.tompeters.com
Searching patents current and historic can be a source of inspiration for innovation. Google 

patents page http://www.google.com/patents. US patent office http://www.uspto.gov/patft/ UK 
patent office http://gb.espacenet.com

Simplicity by MIT professor John Maeda is a thoughtful collection on how to simplify 
technology & life. http://weblogs.media.mit.edu/SIMPLICITY/

Springwise is a great source of trends in every industry http://springwise.com/
Ted Talks is a collection of 17 minute speeches by some of the leading inventors, scientists, 

entertainers and politicians. You can download them from the TED website http://www.ted.com/
tedtalks/ or from TedTalks on iTunes.

Edward Tufte’s site is a good intro to his thinking about presenting information. http://
www.edwardtufte.com/tufte/

World Changing is a good collection of innovative ideas for building a better world http://
www.worldchanging.com/
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