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Conventional wisdom is that corporations should not even try 
to lead disruptive innovation. It holds that companies grown fat 
on the profits of a mature business model are incapable of doing 
something new and surprising. They are too covetous of their prof-
its to risk pursuing unproven ideas, so, while they are willing to 
entertain good ideas, they rarely invest enough to see them pros-
per. That makes them ripe for what our colleague Clay Christensen 
has called disruption. Disruption is a phenomenon that turns all 
the rules of an industry upside down in a short time. Think Uber 
and the taxi industry. A stable industry for a century, Uber swept 
aside licensed taxi operators worldwide with its ride sharing service. 
Within a decade, the rules for an entire industry have been turned 
upside down. This phenomenon has only gathered pace as first the 
digital revolution and then the COVID pandemic fueled the fire of 
market change.

Christensen’s famous book The Innovator’s Dilemma (1997) 
concluded it was almost impossible for an established firm to lead 
disruption. His data showed that the winners were almost always 
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4  Explore Aspiration

insurgents, or startups, who succeed by attacking dominant market 
players. He argued that those that led in one generation of a prod-
uct had no incentive to invent and commercialize a replacement. 
On the contrary, they had an incentive to defend existing fran-
chises from being cannibalized. The rapid rise of the digital giants of 
the twenty-first century like Google, Amazon, and Alibaba, at the 
expense of technology, media, and retailing titans of the twentieth 
appears to confirm this hypothesis. The pace of disruption is now 
even faster than it was when Christensen did his initial research. 
Digital business makes it even tougher for established firms. Digital 
has democratized disruption with technologies that enable firms 
large or small to build revolutionary business models. More than 
ever, disruption is a game for startups. Firms like Uber, Lyft, Casper, 
Airbnb, SoFi, Warby Parker, and Bloom Energy can turn the world 
upside down. It is not a game for old mature business.

Conventional wisdom follows Christensen, concluding that 
old, slow, established organizations cannot hope to compete with 
the speed and ingenuity of digital startups. Despite having greater 
financial and technological assets than a startup, they lack the 
entrepreneurial spirit to grow new ventures. Innovation is a game 
for entrepreneurs with backing from venture capital. Corporate 
managers with a good idea are often advised to become entrepre-
neurs rather than to waste time slogging through big-company 
bureaucracy looking for approval. So goes the conventional wisdom 
that corporations cannot do radical innovation.

There is no question that large companies have struggled to 
respond to emerging threats from new firms that break the rules of 
the industry. There is a long list of firms that either no longer exist or 
are mere shells of themselves. One study concluded that 50% of the 
companies in the Standard and Poor’s stock index will be replaced 
by the end of the decade.1 The mobile phone company Nokia went 
from leading the digital mobile handset market in 2007 to being 
sold to Microsoft in 2013 for $7 billion, only to be written off a few 
years later. The music company EMI had a star-studded history of 
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putting out recordings in multiple formats, from 78-rpm recordings 
and the Beatles’ famous 33-rpm albums recorded at Abbey Road, to 
magnetic tapes and compact discs. Then, digital music and the busi-
ness model that came with it, destroyed profits, and EMI ceased to 
exist in 2012. We could name countless others: Kodak and Polaroid 
in photography and imaging, and Blockbuster and Debenhams in 
retail, and the list goes on. Disruption has no respect for age, geog-
raphy, or industry. It can happen anywhere.

Beating the Odds

So, why a book about Corporate Explorers?
The answer is that in the nearly 25 years since Christensen’s 

book was published, another reality has emerged: big companies are 
learning to use their assets to beat the odds of disruption. Amazon, 
one of the world’s few trillion-dollar value firms, has made the 
invention of new businesses core to its mode of operations. It is 
now not only an “everything store” and online marketplace, but 
also one of the world’s most important technology service providers 
with Amazon Web Services and a competitor to Netflix in the pro-
duction and streaming of movies and videos with Amazon Prime. 
Technology firm Nvidia saw the threat of being wedded to a rapidly 
commoditizing PC market. Even as its market share started to col-
lapse, it invested in relaunching as an artificial intelligence (AI) 
company. Meanwhile, Netflix was able to disrupt Blockbuster with 
mail-order DVD delivery and then pivot to create an online stream-
ing service and, most recently, become a hugely successful content 
creator. These are large firms making multiple reinventions within 
20 years and flatly contradicting the notion that only startups can 
lead disruption. They have learned to use their assets to create an 
innovation advantage.

To be fair, many of these companies are relatively young firms 
with founder owners. They are often “digital natives,” still imbued 
with the spirit of entrepreneurship. This is less true for Microsoft. 

Binns838326_c01.indd   5Binns838326_c01.indd   5 11/29/2021   10:37:33 PM11/29/2021   10:37:33 PM



6  Explore Aspiration

The software giant had for a generation made its money on soft-
ware installed on servers and personal computers on a company’s 
own premises. The onset of the Cloud enabled an explosion of new 
services and solutions from customer relationship management 
software (Salesforce) to human resource management (Workday). 
Disruption theory would predict that Microsoft should have been 
eclipsed by this software-as-a-service era.

Instead, Microsoft reinvented enterprise email with its Office 
365 online service, deliberately disrupting its own installed base 
of exchange servers to create a new suite of productivity offer-
ings. The same is true for less heralded firms like online informa-
tion provider LexisNexis. Twenty years ago, LexisNexis ran a legal 
and news information service for lawyers and corporations; it was 
a steady single-digit revenue growth company with high-margins. 
Then, starting from 2001, it created a new multibillion-dollar sis-
ter company, LexisNexis Risk Solutions. A manager won backing 
from his senior team to create a big data company, providing analyt-
ics and information solutions to insurance companies, government 
agencies, healthcare providers, and many others. Today, this new 
business generates more revenue than the old one.

In each case, these established firms realized that they had 
a head start compared with entrepreneurs. They had resources 
and capabilities they could leverage. They had financial muscle, 
skilled people, production capacity, customers, and a whole host 
of assets that are beyond those of even a well-funded early-stage 
firm. Microsoft had an enormous base of existing enterprise cus-
tomers that had their email exchanges installed on servers within 
the company. The Office 365 offering moved these email accounts 
to the Cloud, cutting costs for the enterprise customers, and creat-
ing a platform of innovation for Microsoft. LexisNexis had some of 
the assets that it needed – mechanisms for accessing and cataloging 
public records information, brand identity, financial resources – and 
where it lacked them it acquired, such as its data-linking software.
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In many firms, these assets act more as liabilities, prompting 
managers to defend what they have. In others, these assets are under-
stood as giving an advantage in getting ahead of disruption. What is 
different? We believe there are four main factors that permit firms 
to initiate disruption. First, senior leaders realized that they needed 
to set a strategic ambition with a scale equal to the opportunity or 
threat of disruption, which would mean that they would have to act 
differently. Second, a global innovation industry codified innovation 
disciplines so that corporations could improve the rigor with which 
these methods are applied. Third, more companies are becoming 
ambidextrous organizations, separating out the core business from the 
disruptive ventures, so that they had the autonomy to grow, while 
retaining access to the assets of the core business. Finally, explore 
leadership has emerged as a distinct capability in corporations, in 
both those we call Corporate Explorers and the leaders who are 
ready to commit resources to support new ventures.

We have organized the book around these four factors. We 
explain that much of the difference between those firms that suc-
ceed at building disruptive ventures and those that continue to 
struggle has to do with their adherence to these four factors.

Strategic Ambition

As digitally native firms like Google and Amazon surged to domi-
nance in the 2000s, more and more older firms rang the alarm: “We 
need to innovate like Google, Amazon, and Apple.” These leaders 
wanted to execute new ideas with the same freedom and velocity 
as Google, bake innovation into their strategy like Amazon, and 
create new markets like Apple. They wanted to understand how 
to apply emerging technologies, and they also wanted to tap into 
new ways of doing business. CEOs saw small, nimble firms race to 
extraordinary market valuations and wanted to bring some of that 
dynamism into their own firms.
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This awareness drove CEOs like Jensen Huang at Nvidia to 
make bold moves to get ahead of disruption when they saw the risk 
looming. Huang realized as early as 2007 that his firm’s fortunes 
would soon wane if he did not act. Nvidia made the technology 
that enabled a computer to show images on the screen that they 
sold to PC makers like Dell or HP. Intel started to combine this 
with their own technology that runs the software on the computer 
itself. Combining the “core” and “graphics” processing in this way 
was eliminating large parts of Nvidia’s market. Huang’s 20-year-old 
firm had grown to $10 billion of revenue and suddenly faced an 
existential threat. They were caught in the gravitational pull of the 
Intel “black hole.”

Huang’s response was to galvanize the firm around a new vision 
for Nvidia, one that deliberately staked out territory beyond the 
firm’s historic core. He built new businesses in AI and autonomous 
driving, and by 2015 Nvidia started to report to the financial mar-
kets on the revenues of these businesses alongside that of its tradi-
tional PC business. Analysts were skeptical until 2017 when the 
company’s performance suddenly leapt forward, showing that what 
Nvidia had been incubating was starting to gain traction. Now, 
Nvidia has seen its share price increase 3500% in five years. Nvidia 
was able to reinvent itself ahead of a crisis and put itself at the core 
of the digital revolution.

Others have demonstrated a similar level of commitment to 
getting ahead of disruption. Ajay Banga at Mastercard commit-
ted his firm to “waging a war on cash,” by offering a wider array 
of digital-cash-processing options. Vince Roche at Analog Devices 
has committed his company to growth beyond the core, creating 
both an innovation lab – the Analog Garage – and business units 
dedicated to new growth areas, such as digital health. Hubert Joly 
launched a reinvention at retailer Best Buy, creating new elderly 
care services that leveraged the firm’s expertise in home electron-
ics. German Automobile manufacturer Audi launched innovation 
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units separate from the core organization, charged with exploring 
business models of the future.

The technology firm Bosch has gone a step further creating 
an accelerator program for rigorously testing a range of disruptive 
new business models beyond the core business. Japanese firms are 
strongly focused on getting ahead of disruption. The technology 
giant NEC Corporation created a Business Innovation Unit spe-
cifically for the job of finding new sources of growth in emerging 
areas of business. Another Japanese firm, AGC, has diversified 
by creating new businesses with its marketing-incubation-transfer 
approach. We will illustrate lessons from each of these companies, 
and others such as the global consulting giant Deloitte, information 
firm LexisNexis, and the European insurance company, UNIQA.

In addition to these successes, there are also notable failures. Jeff 
Immelt failed to convert the industrial conglomerate GE into a soft-
ware firm. Mercedes spun out its 1886 innovation lab, implying that 
it could not solve the problem of integrating new business models 
into a legacy firm. Even Google, the one-time poster child for cor-
porate innovation, has had to accept that it has not fully cracked 
the code for creating businesses outside its core markets. The moth-
balling of its Stadia gaming platform in 2021 is a recent example.

Despite these failures the momentum is unstoppable. There are 
enough corporations that now see disruption as an opportunity, not 
something you guard against for fear of losing to upstart competitors.  
These companies are willing to experiment with business models 
that challenge the core purpose or identity of the firm, knowing 
that unless they do, they may become disruption’s victim, not victor.

In Chapter 2, we introduce the Corporate Explorer – that is, 
managers who are in the vanguard of this new approach to corpo-
rate innovation. We tell the story of Krisztian Kurtisz at UNIQA 
Hungary and his successful effort to create a disruptive new business 
in the insurance industry. In Chapter 3, we explain how a clear, com-
pelling strategic ambition for innovation enables Corporate Explorers 
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to go beyond the incremental. Although one of our core messages 
is that Corporate Explorers should not wait for permission to work 
on innovative new ventures, there is no question that a strategic 
ambition opens managers to new areas of potential exploration. It 
is more than a vision statement. It is a new belief system for the firm 
that makes it permissible to challenge some of the assumptions that 
might prove toxic to disruptive innovation.

Innovation Disciplines

This disruptive ambition led to a reinvention of corporate innova-
tion departments. These units used to be the preserve of experts and 
process managers. As recently as the 1990s, experts – be they scien-
tists, engineers, actuarial or otherwise – designed solutions to meet 
a customer need that they themselves defined. Ideas were managed 
through a “stage gate” process that, although helpful for improving 
core product development effectiveness, set rigid criteria for accept-
ance or rejection, mostly with the logic of eliminating risk from a 
project. The net effect was to focus on incremental advances and 
discourage disruptive ideas from emerging. In the past 20 years, a 
host of academics, venture capitalists, entrepreneurs, and consult-
ants have greatly advanced our understanding of how to generate 
disruptive innovation. This global innovation industry has produced 
a plethora of methods and tools to guide the Corporate Explorers 
in their work: design thinking, lean startup, business model canvas. 
Corporate Explorers do not need to know them all, they just need 
to know how to be excellent at ideating, incubating, and scaling new 
ventures. Excellence in these three disciplines is a critical under-
pinning to success.

Ideation is about generating new, breakthrough ideas with which 
to build disruptive businesses that realize a firm’s strategic ambitions. 
This is partly about generating a volume of ideas – the more ideas 
you have the more likely it is you will find a good one. More impor-
tantly, ideation is about learning how to work outside-in, solving 
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problems customers care about rather than focusing on inside-out 
expert-led solutions alone. Amazon has its PR/FAQ (Press Release/
Frequently Asked Questions) approach. Every employee can pro-
pose a new idea with a one-page press release that announces the 
launch and includes quotes from customers about why they find it 
valuable. Methodologies like design thinking have taught managers 
how to use deep levels of empathy with customers to stimulate crea-
tivity.2 Corporations also let the outside in by collaborating directly 
with entrepreneurs via outposts in startup hubs like Silicon Valley, 
Berlin, and Haifa. Ideas alone are not enough. They need to be ideas 
that match the firm’s strategic ambition. They also need validation.

Incubation is the discipline of converting a great concept into a 
validated business proposition. Or, if the evidence dictates, cance-
ling or pivoting the project. In the past, the better an idea seemed 
to the CEO, the more pressure a Corporate Explorer may have felt 
to accelerate it. For example, in the 1990s, the legendary CEO of 
Intel, Andy Grove, became convinced that Intel’s technology for 
videoconferencing (ProShare) would be a huge market winner. 
After five years of effort and $750 million in investment, the pro-
ject failed. Grove said, “We assumed that just because it could be 
done technically there would be high demand . . . it’s just that we 
were wrong.” Incubation replaces, or at least supplements, instinct 
with evidence that an idea is worth continued investment.3

Incubation starts with a set of hypotheses about the customer, 
the market, and the need the solution will meet. Innovators test 
these assumptions with low-cost experiments and iterate the pro-
posal based on what they learn. IBM’s highly successful Emerging 
Business Opportunity program used a six-question “business design” 
(for example, what is the customer problem we are solving?). At 
Amazon, employees whose ideas get approval at the PR/FAQ stage 
can form “two-pizza teams” (i.e., teams small enough to be fed with 
two pizzas) to validate the idea. In both cases the idea is to work 
backward from the business you aim to create, rather than forward 
from the product or technology you want to sell.
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This orients a Corporate Explorer to a customer (do they want 
it) and the commercial proposition (will they pay). However, it is 
only useful if you do in-depth validation by running business exper-
iments. Experiments analyze customer responses to low-fidelity, 
minimally viable versions of the solution, so that innovators can 
then build based on what they learn. This lean startup methodol-
ogy was originally designed to help entrepreneurs.4 However, large 
firms from around the world, have enthusiastically embraced it. GE, 
P&G, Intuit, and the National Security Agency are all adopters of 
the approach. At the end of a rigorous set of business experiments 
what emerges is a business proposal validated with real customer 
data and insight. It does not guarantee the success of the business, 
but it does improve the odds of success, and reduces the risk of costly 
failures like Intel’s ProShare.

Scaling is the third discipline that converts a validated busi-
ness model into a sustainable, revenue generating business. This 
means assembling the assets needed to build the business around 
the incubated concept. New ventures need access to customers 
(brand, customer relationships, sales force, route to market, distrib-
utors, etc.), capabilities (technology, product, service, operations, 
etc.), and capacity (manufacturing, global footprint, etc.). New ven-
tures need autonomy from the core business as a quasi-independent 
unit. This helps them to stay focused on scaling the opportunity, 
rather than making it conform to corporate practices designed for a 
more mature firm. However, they also need access to core business 
assets, so that they can leverage the advantage of being part of a 
larger corporation.

Arguably, scaling is the most important of the three disciplines 
of disruptive innovation; unless you scale the incubated idea, there 
is no market impact and revenue. Even so, there is still value from 
innovation. Firms learn about new technologies and capabilities, 
they attract talent that might otherwise have gone to startups or 
competitors, and it creates a buzz with customers. However, this 
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book is about leading disruptive new businesses and that means tak-
ing them to scale. Paradoxically, despite being the most important 
discipline, it receives the least attention. There are only a handful 
of books on the topic, very few consulting firms focused on it, and 
no public training programs, as there are for design thinking, lean 
startup, and others. For example, GE is said to have trained more 
than 60,000 of its employees in the lean startup method. However, 
that focus on ideation and incubation comes at a cost. It encourages 
a lot of ideas, few of which will receive funding to go to scale.

The disciplines of the global innovation industry have trans-
formed corporate practices for ideation and incubation. However, 
emulating the practices of entrepreneurs and participating in startup 
ecosystems alone are not a recipe for success. Too many corporate 
ventures are started but then undermined by the parent company 
whose short-term needs override such activities.

Across three chapters, we describe how they build new ventures 
using the three innovation disciplines. Chapter 4 on ideation looks 
at the specifics of generating ideas to solve customer problems. 
Corporate Explorers often start with an idea. The key to success is 
making sure that that this idea is one that matters to your intended 
user and buyer. Chapter 5 focuses on incubation and describes how 
to move from having an idea to a validated commercial proposition. 
Firms do this by applying the scientific method: run experiments 
to test our assumptions and find out if we can solve a customer 
problem in a way that they value, that they are willing to pay for, 
and we can deliver. This evidence-based approach runs counter to 
many corporate cultures, although it is essential if we are to over-
come corporate risk aversion. Chapter 6 takes us to the heart of the 
challenge: scaling a new business. Corporate Explorers need to gain 
access to their firm’s customers, capabilities, and capacity needed to 
scale. We describe how they do this by combining assets from the 
core with ones they build into the new venture and add from acqui-
sitions and/or strategic partnerships. We introduce scaling paths as 
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a tool to help Corporate Explorers map out potential scenarios for 
achieving their goals.

Ambidextrous Organization

One of the great myths of business is that corporations become vic-
tims of disruption because of innovations they do not see coming. 
The reality is that disrupted firms like Polaroid and Nokia both saw 
the disruption coming and had the technology assets to compete. 
Polaroid had the world’s first commercially available megapixel dig-
ital camera in the 1990s and Nokia had all the assets to win in the 
smartphone era. They all saw disruption coming, but the core busi-
ness was too focused on delivering immediate results to also build a 
new business. That’s because the core business has its own operat-
ing rhythm designed to optimize results, incrementally improve to 
defeat competitors, and maximize profitability.

In contrast, an explore business unit has a different rhythm. It 
lives with high uncertainty, testing and learning its way toward a suc-
cessful model. These are two equally valid, but contrasting logics – 
one operating in known, if complicated, environments, the other in 
highly complex uncertain ones. Sparks fly when you cross these two 
logics; one logic typically rejects the other. Core businesses drive 
short-term results to meet performance expectations. If this same 
logic is applied in an explore business, it forces the new venture to 
stop learning and start executing. Corporate leaders are forced to 
find the safest route to commercialization, often missing the disrup-
tive opportunity. The new venture underperforms, reinforcing the 
core business’ assumptions about the riskiness of these ventures.

One solution to the challenge of managing businesses at differ-
ent points of maturity is an ambidextrous organization. This approach 
enables a company to have a portfolio of businesses at different 
stages of maturity, some experimental, others mature profit engines. 
The key is to separate explore ventures from the core business, so 
enabling both units to execute strategies appropriate to their matu-
rity. They share a common strategic aspiration but operate to their 
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own rhythm. Explore has autonomy to operate, with a special sta-
tus reporting to the CEO or other senior executive, operating out-
side the core business system. In 2000, IBM created its Emerging 
Business Opportunity Program based on this approach. In 2006, the 
IBM strategy team reported to its board that the business created 
under this program contributed over $15 billion in revenue, 24% of 
the IBM total. The return on investment was double that of IBM’s 
acquisitions portfolio in the same period. The secret to success was 
putting the EBOs outside the company’s management system. This 
gave them the autonomy they needed to grow without sacrificing 
their access to IBM’s assets.5

This same approach of separating out explore business ventures, 
giving them autonomy to act, while retaining access to core busi-
ness assets, is one we have seen repeated at many other firms. The 
example of LexisNexis, we already mentioned, as well as others at 
Analog Devices, Amazon, Microsoft, NEC, AGC, will be explored 
in later chapters. In Chapter 7, we describe the options for setting 
up an explore organization, to support a single venture or a portfo-
lio of them. In Chapter 8 we examine the different nonstructure 
elements of the explore business system, including measurement 
and management systems. Then, Chapter 9 explores how corpora-
tions can balance risk and reward for new venture teams. Unlike 
entrepreneurs, Corporate Explorers do not have the opportunity for 
life-altering wealth from a company sale or public offering, or large 
personal financial risks. We outline how firms have answered 
this question and what we have learned about how to motivate 
Corporate Explorers.

Explore Leadership

We first met Corporate Explorers at IBM in 2000, as the computer 
giant launched Emerging Business Opportunities (EBOs), a man-
agement program designed to identify, fund, and guide new growth 
businesses. IBM initially incubated 7, then, over 20, new busi-
nesses within this program, and its results were startling. The EBOs 
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generated revenues that far exceeded the corporation’s acquisitions 
portfolio in the same period.6 Carol Kovac led the most success-
ful EBO, IBM Life Sciences. The innovation for this team was to 
create solutions relevant to a fast-emerging market. Kovac had 
her sights set on making IBM pivotal to the revolution in life sci-
ences that had been triggered by the decoding of the genome in 
the 1990s. That involved doing business with many hundreds of 
startups with deep science backgrounds, an anathema to IBM’s 
traditional focus on the largest companies in the most developed 
markets. Kovac and her team set the goal of building a $1 billion 
business inside of three years. At the end of five years, the unit’s 
revenues exceeded $3 billion. She got there by breaking rules and 
sustaining a commitment to her vision, even as she confronted the 
hostility of others.

A Corporate Explorer cannot be a consensus seeker who wants 
to remain popular with colleagues that cling to a model the explorer 
is committed to breaking. Kovac and her team needed to role-model 
a new way of working for the firm. In her case, that meant hiring 
people with PhDs and expertise in topics well beyond the firm’s tradi-
tional core. She hired computational chemists, genetic scientists, and 
pharmaceutical business experts. They dressed and spoke differently 
from the famously staid IBM executive. The best Corporate Explorers 
not only disrupt the markets in which they operate, they also break 
organizational norms by demonstrating new ways of working. They 
are passionate about an opportunity to reinvent the business, know 
how to get the attention of executives with compelling facts, want 
to design a new venture for success, do not want to conform, and are 
willing to break the rules to realize their vision.

Corporate Explorers are working “against the grain” of large, 
mature organizations. In Chapter 10, we describe the many silent 
killers of disruptive innovation this creates.7 As CEO of GE Digital, 
Bill Ruh was charged with creating a new future for a century-old 
industrial conglomerate. Despite active support from his CEO Jeff 
Immelt, the core business system undermined Ruh’s efforts. This is 
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the set of operating practices, routines, and processes that under-
pin a successful company. Typically, it is well tuned to the job of 
exploiting a current business model, but it inhibits a firm’s abil-
ity to build new ventures, creating these silent killers. This reality 
means that a Corporate Explorer needs to be as adept at managing 
change as they are at innovation. Chapter 11, on the double helix 
of change and innovation, describes how the Corporate Explorer 
can build support inside the organization that sustains them and the 
reputation of the new venture.

These four developments – leaders setting a disruptive ambition, 
the disciplines of ideation, incubation, scale discipline, and  the  
rise of the Corporate Explorer – put firms in a position to beat the 
odds of disruption. However, they still need a willing investor, 
one who will follow through and make a commitment to scaling 
the new venture. Some leaders, when faced with the opportunity 
to convert an incubated idea into a new revenue stream, fail to act. 
They stand at the precipice, ready to commit resources, but hesi-
tate. In Chapter 12, Readiness to Act, we describe this phenom-
enon and suggest how to overcome it. Corporate Explorers often 
ask: how do I know when I should scale? Experience tells us that 
you start asking and answering that question early on so that you 
know what it would take for senior leadership to commit resources 
to a new venture.

Explorer, Not Entrepreneur

This book is about and for the Corporate Explorer, as well as those 
that aspire to the role or who support, manage, or advise them. 
Corporate Explorers are often, and erroneously, seen as wannabe 
entrepreneurs. They practice many of the same disciplines, but 
with entirely different assets and constraints. That is why we felt 
it important to give them a distinct identity, not a derivative one 
like intrapreneurs or corporate entrepreneurs. We hope that there 
are real and aspiring Corporate Explorers reading this book. Our 
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goal is to encourage and empower you to succeed. We want to see 
more corporations focused on creating a cadre of potential business 
builders from within their own ranks. Our aim is to encourage more 
managers to follow the path to become a Corporate Explorer and for 
more senior leadership teams to give them the strategic, financial, 
and organizational support that they need. The driving question for 
this book is this: How to make a Corporate Explorer successful?

These chapters are based on what we have learned from the 
many Corporate Explorers we have met as clients through our con-
sulting firm, Change Logic, in our executive classes at Harvard and 
Stanford business schools, and as colleagues at IBM. We share some 
of the personal stories of these Corporate Explorers to show you how 
they inspire teams to innovate, lead change, and overcome barriers 
to successfully grow new businesses in existing organizations. These 
stories come from all parts of the world and from organizations of 
all sizes and types. Some are eye-catchingly successful, like Jensen 
Huang at Nvidia. Others are less well-known, and, still in progress. 
We will share the story of how the global consulting firm Deloitte 
used an experimental approach to advance its open innovation 
platform, Pixel. It illuminates how decision-making on new ven-
tures plays out at a large legacy firm. We will show how LexisNexis 
built a separate big data unit that 20 years on has larger revenues 
than the original company.

These stories will enable us to introduce methods and frame-
works for new business growth and demonstrate how real-world 
Corporate Explorers use them to overcome the barriers they face. 
We hope you will see that there is no single, catchall recipe to 
deploy. The context of each specific company, innovation, and 
Corporate Explorer make a one-size approach to managing disrup-
tive innovation unrealistic. Though many of the approaches we 
will describe are highly effective, the answer to beating the odds 
of disruption does not lie in which innovation techniques we use. 
Success as a Corporate Explorer depends on how you manage busi-
ness innovation in the context of an organization and its human 
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system. Corporate Explorers need to be great innovators and adept 
leaders of change.

Chapter Summary

Conventional wisdom is that big, mature companies cannot beat 
the odds of disruption and compete in both mature and emerg-
ing businesses. It is true that corporates have struggled in the past. 
However, some are upending this viewpoint by successfully creating 
new ventures in established organizations.

Three factors explain this turnaround. First, they set an explicit 
strategic ambition or strategic intent that justifies or legitimates the 
pursuit of two potentially competing goals, efficiency and profit in 
today’s business and exploration into new market spaces.

Second, they applied three distinct innovation disciplines: 
(1)  ideation to identify valuable customer problems and ways to 
solve them, (2) incubation to learn which ideas can grow into a 
profitable new business, and (3) scaling by assembling the custom-
ers, capabilities, and capacity to convert a validated idea into a fully 
operational business.

Third, companies have learned to adopt an ambidextrous 
organization approach that separates the exploratory ventures from 
the day-to-day operational business.

Fourth, a new class of manager emerged with an interest in 
applying these innovation disciplines to fulfill the company’s stra-
tegic ambition. These Corporate Explorers are not transplanted 
entrepreneurs; they bring a different skill set and motivation. They 
are adept at managing change, which helps them escape the nega-
tive effects of being a part of a large corporate. Together with the 
senior managers that authorize their work, they demonstrate a new 
capability of explore leadership, that corporations need to build 
new, disruptive ventures.
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