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One thing’s for certain: If you’re not innovating, your 
services will eventually become obsolete. Innovation 
isn’t an option – it’s a necessity. And it becomes more 
so every year.

So how, exactly, do you spark innovation? It’s an important 
question, especially if your organization has been around 
for a while and is comfortable with the status quo. Use these 
six tactics to point the way.

1.  Make innovation part of everyone’s job 
description 

The first line item on every job description should state 
that a primary duty is to introduce innovative ideas into 
the organization. All employees, from the reception desk 
to the executive door, should understand that it’s their job 
to offer ideas to improve the organization and its offerings. 
Innovation must be one of the organization’s core values, so 
much so that it’s tied to performance appraisals. Determine 
a way to measure innovation. Make innovative thought part 

of the performance review process. By doing so, not only do 
you give kudos to the employees who innovate, but you also 
say good-bye to the ones who don’t. Pretty harsh, isn’t it? So 
is what happens to all the nonprofit organizations who shut 
their doors every year because they’ve become outdated.

2. Invest in innovation 
Contrary to popular belief, everyone is creative. The key is 
to understand how to unlock that creativity. Train every 
single employee in the principles of creative problem-solving. 
Hold “innovation fairs,” similar to science fairs. Take your 
employees on field trips to highly innovative organizations 
outside your industry. 

3. Provide time to innovate
It isn’t enough to set the expectation to innovate. You must 
provide time for innovation. To really push the innovation 
envelope, you should encourage your employees to spend 20% 
of their time innovating and brainstorming new ideas. But 
if you still expect your team to accomplish the same amount 
of work in the remaining 80%, that would be unfair and, in 
the end, would never work. So you have to bite the bullet and 
find more people – paid staff, volunteers, interns – to cover 
that 20%. You need to set the expectation that “thinking 
about things” is just as important as “building things.”

4. Provide the space to innovate
Asking employees to innovate and brainstorm without 
providing a space to do it in can squelch creativity. Once 
you’ve established the practice of innovation, devote a 
location within your organization where people can meet 
regularly and without interruption.
This space can be as simple as an empty cube dedicated for 
innovative practices, or as involved as an offsite location 
where the round-the-clock focus is innovation. Above all 
else, you must make it clear that these spaces are for all 
employees, not just a select few.
Allotting spaces serves two purposes: 
•  It provides an assigned area in which to innovate.
•  It shows employees how serious your organization is 

about the process. 
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Keep in mind there is no magic in this space. The magic 
is in unlocking the creative genius in every one of your 
employees. The innovation space only facilitates this. Before 
you build your space, be sure you have taken the above steps 
in creating the culture and providing people the tools and 
training to innovate. 

5.  Celebrate, recognize, and reward 
innovation 

Recognizing innovation will change workplace culture for 
the better and reinforce positive behaviors. Rewards needn’t 
be expensive. You might invite the best innovators out to 
breakfast, offer them coupons for restaurants and get-aways, 
or have a professional photographer take photos of the team 
to mark their achievement. 
Praise innovative efforts every chance you get in every way 
you can think of. Be, well, creative in how you recognize 
people. Send them on hot-air balloon rides. Hire an airplane 
sky-writer. The crazier the ideas you come up with, the more 
they’ll ignite imagination and encourage further innovation.

6. Fight fear and resistance
Do you remember Woolworth’s, the five-and-dime retailer? 
No? That’s because it was out-innovated by Walmart and 
went belly up – likely because it stayed in its comfort zone 
until there was nothing left to do but close up shop.
Regardless of how long your organization has been around, 
it’s imperative to keep the creative wheels turning. The 
logistics may seem daunting, yet the biggest risk isn’t a 
technical one; it’s organizational. People fear what they 
don’t understand, and they’ll kill a project they’re afraid 
of. You have to get out in front of that resistance and fight 
it early and often.
As you move your organization toward more innovative 
thought, be prepared for some pushback. Also, be ready to 
restructure your organization and even cut people loose if 
necessary. You need to surround new developments with 
people who believe in innovation. Otherwise, you’ll be left 
with those who’ll do little more than look for flaws. 
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Be a Better Stormer
“The best way to get a good idea is to get a lot of ideas,” Linus 
Pauling has noted. That’s the concept behind brainstorming 
and “question-storming” (in which the group generates ideas 
in the form of questions). Storming is a skill you can learn, 
and Tom Kelly provides top-notch instruction in The Art 
of Innovation (penguinrandomhouse.com):
Storm often. You need to keep storming muscles in shape 
through frequent practice. The design firm IDEO holds 
hour-long storming sessions nearly every day, according 
to Kelly. You want the buzz of creativity “to blow through 
your offices as regularly as a breeze at the beach,” he says.
Create a problem statement. Before you begin question-
storming, be sure everyone knows the problem you’re 
trying to solve. Focus your problem statement outward, 
on the people who will benefit, rather than inward on some 
organizational objective. 
Ask people to write down as many questions as 
possible related to the problem statement. Then share 
people’s questions with the group.
Number each question. It’s helpful to decide beforehand 
how many questions you’ll come up with in your session. The 
group facilitator can scrawl down the numbers and questions 
on a whiteboard or other medium that’s visible to all.
“Build and jump.” Urge participants to build on each 
other’s questions and “jump” to a variation or slight twist 
of their own.
Prioritize the questions. At the top of the list should be 
those questions people are most eager to pursue.
Don’t forget to follow up. Select a few of the most 
promising ideas, and schedule a time to follow up on them. 
Don’t let your question-storming time go to waste. Be sure 
to bring your new ideas to fruition.

Stay Ahead of the Curve
For more on obtaining a creative edge, see these articles 
at NonprofitWorld.org:

Transforming Your Organization from the Inside Out 
(Vol. 25, No. 4)

How to Change the World by Changing Your Culture 
(Vol. 31, No. 2)

Outside the Comfort Zone (Vol. 25, No. 3)

Creating a Climate for Innovation (Vol. 29, No. 4)

When It’s Time for a Turnaround (Vol. 26, No. 2)

Dealing with Change in A VUCA World (Vol. 37, No. 4) 

If You’re Not Growing, You’re Dying (Vol. 22, No. 5)

Gain Extraordinary Impact (Vol. 32, No. 4) 

Creating Breakthroughs (Vol. 26, No. 4)

The Best Leaders Are Change Agents (Vol. 34, No. 1)

“Thinking about things” 
is just as important as 

“building things.”
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