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Let me start with what I have come to learn is the curse of innovation.

IT is often easier to get caught up with the final result. Part of the reason us tat 

by the time an innvoaiton reaches this stage it is easy to indentify ourselves with 

one of the problems it clearly solves. 

Over the last 7 years I have been developing capacity in entrepreneurship and 

innovation at MIT and wordlwide, in my class at MIT we have accompanied over 120+ 

new technologies through this process. The key question that drives my work and what I 

am going to talk about today is the opposite of what this slide reflects.  
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What problem was Ford aiming to solve when he started?

Which (how many) did he solve?

Notice the innovation here was not the car, which was by then a luxury product, but a 

car that could be assembled in a production line!

What went on between the two pictures?

Would we have been able to recognize the impact/problem solved by inspection of 

Ford’s first prototype?
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This is a problem I have queried people around the world. This is one of the exercises I 

use in my queries

I claim that these 5 pictures are pictures of the first versions of an innovation

In class I would hold a vote about which of these pictures does not belong in the list. 

Results are all over the place. Let me show you what they are. 
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Let me zoom into the story of one of these. 

Shockingly, nothing about the first laser was new.

No single part, that is

Not even first application (replacing scalpel in clinical eye surgery research)

It still took ~20 years for the laser to find its first mass market application (Barcodes)

In the meantime, however, academia experimented with lasers in all kinds of 

contexts. 

Meaning these technologies do not sit idle for 10-20 years, they simply do not 

get to society until society has caught up with the knowledge required to master

them into products, infrastructure, or services at the right scale.

Which seems to imply that for a long time receiving the right education first was 

a prerequisite to playing with these technologies.
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This opportunity has only become possible recently.
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All three, access to information and knowledge, to a community, and to parts with which 

to experiment quickly were critical to the Laser, Kinect, Apple Computer I, …
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This is a quick example of the parts an innovators may get delivered to their home in 

about a week.

Given this abundance, The question may no longer be, what do I need to become,

But rather:

What problem would I like to work on? What should I do?

What should I put together to start learning about the problem?

Who can I work with? Which is the right community?

Who can make us all smarter about the problem?
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These are the characteristics shared across the stories of the innovations we outlined 

earlier. 
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It seemed as though a classroom was a befitting environment in whgich to test this. 

We developed a new kind of experiential education class and introduced several new 

concepts like an innovation prototyping lab, innovation prototyping kits for technology 

and impact, notions on the tangibility of problems and the process to operate on the 

scale of problems,  

Teams came up with all kinds of solutions:  prototyped smart grids at a table scale that 

proposed a academia-industry partnership for research, machine vision systems to 

expedite inventory management,  location based systems to monitor traffic inside 

conferences for marketing purposes, and genetic systems to identify infectious diseases.

You may find more about what we did in the link above but in the interest of time let me 

jump to the results.   
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It builds on two seemingly contradictory statements that motivates a view of the 

innovation process as a learning process. 
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Today in the US, if you have an emergency ‘on the move’, you will be serviced as if 

at home…

…even if you can’t tell where you are.
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Over that period in our program at MIT we’ve overseen the translation of over 120+ 

technologies into fact-based opportunities for impact.
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- the process above does not make technology central, technology just makes it 

easier to explain the notions of scale and learning as you go and the peculiar 

interplay between novelty and old parts
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