
The future of lightweight
innovation
How new models  

for building the Web  

will reshape R&D

InstItute for the future 
124 University Avenue, 2nd Floor, Palo Alto, CA 94301 
650.854.6322  www.iftf.org



about the …
Technology horizons Program

The Technology Horizons Program combines a deep understanding of 
technology and societal forces to identify and evaluate discontinuities and 
innovations in the next three to ten years. Our approach to technology 
forecasting is unique—we put people at the center of our forecasts. 
Understanding humans as consumers, workers, householders, and 
community members allows IFTF to help companies look beyond technical 
feasibility to identify the value in new technologies, forecast adoption and 
diffusion patterns, and discover new market opportunities and threats.

The insTiTuTe for The fuTure

The Institute for the Future is an independent, nonprofit strategic research 
group with more than 40 years of forecasting experience. The core of our 
work is identifying emerging trends and discontinuities that will transform 
global society and the global marketplace. We provide our members with  
insights into business strategy, design process, innovation, and social  
dilemmas. Our research spans a broad territory of deeply transformative 
trends, from health and health care to technology, the workplace, and human 
identity. The Institute for the Future is located in Palo Alto, California.

crediTs:

Author: Anthony Townsend

Peer reviewers: Kathi Vian and Lyn Jeffery

Creative Direction: Jean Hagan 

Production editor: Lisa Mumbach

Design and Production: Karin Lubeck and Robin Weiss

©2009 Institute for the Future. All rights reserved. This report is proprietary for Technology  
Horizons Program members. Reproduction prohibited without written permission. SR-1259



Introduction  1

The Strategic Challenge  3

Lightweight Innovation  4

The Characteristics of Lightweight Innovation  6

The Drivers of Lightweight Innovation  7

Lightweight Innovation: Guidelines for Reinvention  8





1

Just a few years ago, launching an Internet startup typically entailed making the rounds 

on Sand Hill Road in Menlo Park, pitching venture capitalists an idea and a business plan 

illustrated by a handful of slides. Today, PowerPoint decks are replaced by working prototypes 

and the business plans by waiting lists for beta test accounts. Even the venture capitalists 

are being replaced by angels and self-financed entrepreneurs, as the cost of bringing a 

Web application to market falls below $100,000. Innovation, long the exclusive domain 

of research and development groups (R&D) and their long-range roadmaps, has gone 

lightweight—agile, capital-efficient, and user-focused. Welcome to the emerging world  

of lightweight innovation on the Web. 

Although this new model is currently most commonly found in the Web industry, over the 

next decade it is likely to set a new pace for every sector. While open innovation sought to 

merely expand the sources of new ideas, lightweight innovation seeks to disaggregate and 

accelerate R&D, more systematically engage end-users, and constantly invent and re-invent 

new platforms. Lightweight innovation itself is a disruptive way of thinking about idea gen-

eration and execution, and stands to fundamentally transform the way large organizations 

innovate and profit from innovation.  

inTroducTion
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While lightweight innovation is working for the Web, porting it 
to other sectors will require rethinking and tweaking some of 
its underlying assumptions. In industries as diverse as pharma-
ceuticals and automobiles, scale matters in bringing new ideas 
to market. Scaling is just as sticky a problem on the Web as 
anywhere, perhaps even more so because success often comes 
in the blink of an eye and without warning. For instance, dur-
ing 2009 the microblogging site, Twitter experienced multiple 
extended service outages as it struggled to provide sufficient 
server capacity to deal with a barrage of applications that 
utilized its open Application Program Interface (API). Yet in an 
indication of the kinds of synergy possible when lightweight 
and heavy innovation converge, Twitter quickly turned to the 
enormous infrastructure and talent resources at Google for 
assistance in scaling and managing capacity.

However, lightweight innovation does propose a central 
strategic challenge to large organizations over the next decade. 
How can we leverage the agility and austerity of lightweight 
innovation models, while simultaneously re-tooling traditional 
R&D organizations to create the supporting platforms needed 
for lightweight ecosystems to flourish?  Specifically, while large  
collections of lightweight efforts can add up to significant 
breakthroughs, there are important pieces of innovation 
systems that are growing in scale. Biomedical innovation often 
entails massive clinical trials involving thousands of patients, a 
hurdle that isn’t likely to disappear in the foreseeable future. 
Advanced scientific instruments are growing in scale and 

complexity, and the massive volumes of data they generate 
often require entirely new infrastructures for distributed 
analysis.  Many emerging R&D problems are so large and 
complex they can’t be solved inside an organization, and lend 
themselves to collective efforts that may be best undertaken 
through consortia or universities. The challenge will be to find 
ways to pair these very large-scale, long-term collaborative 
platform-building projects with lightweight innovation 
programs operating on a completely different pace and scale.

Another important challenge for R&D managers revolves 
around the scalability of lightweight innovation itself. While it 
will increasingly be possible to develop new innovations on a 
smaller and smaller scale, transaction costs will still exist around 
the management of large collections of lightweight research 
efforts. The question is whether the economies of scale of 
large R&D organizations are well-suited to manage these costs 
profitably, or whether some other organizational structure will 
emerge to drive these transaction costs down and disrupt the 
large-organization advantage. 

This report presents a set of guidelines for thinking about 
these challenges and insights on how to develop and engage 
new lightweight capabilities while simultaneously re-inventing 
the research organization. While “heavy” innovation platforms 
will not go away overnight, their position in the infrastructure 
of innovation will shift markedly. This report is a guide to antici-
pating and managing that shift.

Lightweight innovation systems won’t emerge in a vacuum. Existing “heavy” R&D efforts won’t entirely go away, but 
will be transformed through their relationship with new lightweight R&D campaigns. 

The sTraTegic challenge 
innovaTing The Process of innovaTion 1
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more Than oPen

Over the last five years, large organizations embraced new 
thinking about how to open up R&D. “Open innovation” 
strategies, which sought to broaden the pool of ideas by tap-
ping external sources, have produced remarkable successes. 
Open innovation, however, still reflects a traditional emphasis 
in big organizations on large bets and big breakthroughs. In 
the end, open innovation that seeks the source of the big 
breakthroughs from inside the company’s R&D organization to 
outside it.

Over the next decade the lightweight model of innovation 
currently emerging on the Web will force large organizations 
in all sectors to evolve open innovation models that are more 
agile, lean and user-driven. Rather than picking a handful of 
big projects to fund from an idea network of internal and external 
experts, they will need to build capacity for high-velocity, 
incremental, and parallel innovation over long periods of time. 
It won’t be enough to merely source innovations outside the 
laboratory walls—those ideas need to be developed through 
prototyping, engagement with end-users, and lean financing 
structures.

This evolution from open innovation to lightweight innovation 
will lead traditional R&D managers into new territory. Focus on 
several key shifts:

• from open Ideation to open Prototyping— 
Companies are getting good at sourcing product and  
service ideas from outside laboratory walls, but the next 
step will involve sourcing working models as well as accom-
panying business and manufacturing process innovations.

• from Locking in IP Value to unlocking IP Value—
Traditional R&D, even in open innovation frameworks, seeks 
to protect IP aggressively. Lightweight innovation seeks to 
find value in unlocking IP. 

• from top-down to Bottom-up Priorities— 
More often than not, research priorities, budgets and  
assignments are handled from the top down. Lightweight  
innovation shifts a good deal of that organizing and planning  
to the bottom. 

• from Big Budgets to Lean financing structures— 
In many large organizations, it’s hard to spend small amounts of 
money and be taken seriously. But making small investments 
quickly is the next big challenge. As veteran venture capitalist 
Alan Patricof recently commented, “Our biggest challenge today 
is to think smaller for venture capital.” 1

The differences don’t end there. These are simply a few of the key 
incongruities that will need to be delicately managed.

The kind of lightweight innovation that we see today in Web applications signals a number of important shifts that not 
only go well beyond recent experiments in open innovation but may also lead to an accelerated disruption across many 
sectors. Lightweight innovation fundamentally changes the landscape of activities that have been called R&D for the 
past half-century.

2 lighTweighT innovaTion 
beyond Today’s oPen innovaTion PracTices
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more Than incremenTal

Although lightweight innovation’s focus is mostly tactical, that’s not to say it can only 
produce incremental advances. Over time, small innovations produced by lightweight 
processes can add up to create significant breakthroughs in basic science, applied 
technology, and business models.

Lightweight innovation’s disruptive potential comes from three main sources:   

• rapid Incubation 
Lightweight innovation processes shorten the design and incubation stage by 
launching new products and services early. As one successful Web entrepreneur put 
it, “If you’re not somewhat embarrassed by your 1.0 product launch, then you’ve 
released too late.”2 The first public beta versions of Gmail and Twitter were written 
in a day and two weeks, respectively.3,4 As a retrospective survey of twenty popular 
websites at their launch shows, the basic interaction models for these sites have 
changed only incrementally—but they have been endlessly tweaked, enhanced 
with additional features and scaled in response to user demands.5 This suggests 
that lightweight innovation can quickly prove concepts to which traditional heavy 
R&D resources can be redirected to achieve scale, reliability, and precision.

• Deconstructing Problem solving 
Open innovation largely sees crowdsourcing as a technique for idea generation—
lightweight innovation sees it as a way of broadly re-organizing the lab,  
the workshop, the studio. Whereas open innovation transforms just one part of 
the R&D process, lightweight innovation threatens to completely re-plumb the  
entire pipeline ideas traverse on their way to market. Twentieth-century science 
and engineering was characterized by massive, micro-managed approaches to  
solving large and complex problems. In contrast, the incremental nature of light-
weight models offers the advantage of distributing pieces of larger problems to  
an array of solvers. 

• evolutionary, scalable Platforms 
In traditional R&D systems, platforms were big, capital-intensive projects that  
provided support services for a broad array of actors—such as the Human  
Genome Project. In lightweight models, platforms evolve constantly from the  
need to coordinate distributed actions. For instance, the BioBricks Foundation  
is developing a series of tools to coordinate open-source biological research.  
Because of this everyday need for sharing and coordinating highly distributed  
R&D efforts, lightweight processes seem to be particularly good at creating  
new platforms that are open, scale well, and reset the baseline of knowledge  
and capabilities for everyone.

The first beta version of Gmail was 
written in a day and released to the 

public for testing and feedback.

Twitter’s API allows for decentralized 
problem-solving and innovation around 

a common platform.

The BioBricks Foundation is developing 
tools to make biological research 

 open source.
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In 2006, the IFTF report Innovation in the Urban Wilderness: Lightweight Infrastructure meets Cooperative Strategy 
(SR-1050) introduced a set of characteristics common in the design of emerging technical systems.6 While we are more 
concerned with organizations and processes of innovation than the physical objects and networks of infrastructure, the 
characteristics of lightweight infrastructure are useful in recognizing lightweight innovation. Think of the characteristics as 
lenses that focus our attention on the assumptions that will shape the future of innovation. Today we see these characteristics 
most clearly in technology and business innovations on the Web, over the next decade these characteristics will inspire innova-
tion in many other sectors.

The characTerisTics  
of lighTweighT innovaTion
whaT iT looKs liKe and how To recognize iT

3

 CharaCteristiC DesCription examples 

AD hoC resPonse  
to ImmeDIAte neeDs

Disaster information  
sharing systems 
(Sahana, Ushahidi)

Lightweight innovaation often arises from the need to solve unexpected problems 
rapidly, often in crisis. This allows for early engagement with end-users and 
extended “beta” periods of testing, evaluation, and refinement. 

network sCALABILIty  
of ALL ComPonent  

ACtIVItIes

API ecosystems  
(Twitter)

Traditional R&D groups scale by growing bigger; lightweight innovation  
systems scale by engaging resources in a network. More than open innovation,  
lightweight processes distribute most or all of the work of innovation.

moDuLArIty AnD  
mAshuPs

real-time  
notification  
protocols 
(Pubsubhubbub)

The Web is rapidly evolving into a set of software modules that can be quickly and  
easily interconnected. This era of what economist Hal Varian calls “combinatorial  
innovation” allows for constant evolution of mashups that combine the capabilities  
of many different pieces of intellectual property — both code and content.

oPen stAnDArDs open mobile  
ecosystems  
(Android, iPhone)

Open innovation traditionally focuses on the idea sourcing part of innovation  
for large organizations. In lightweight innovation models, standards help spread 
openness throughout the entire R&D process, improving transparency.

muLtIPLe ACtors open-source  
software (Linux, 
Apache)

Traditional R&D is managed through hierarchical management structures.  
Lightweight innovation systems rely more heavily on peer-to-peer models that 
emphasize cooperation over coercion. 

new sCALe- 
ALterIng tooLs  

AnD mAterIALs

Agile web  
development 
(Ruby on Rails,  
Django)

Lightweight innovaation leverages new technologies that reduce the scale at which 
functions become economical or mobilize functions that used to be fixed. This 
allows new ideas to be rapidly prototyped, reducing risk from proof-of-concept 
experiments and allowing early focus on business model development.
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The shift to lightweight innovation will be fuelled by technologies that rewrite the pace, scale and choreography of research and 
development. These seven areas of technology will have the greatest impact on large research organizations over the next decade.

4The drivers of lighTweighT innovaTion 
new disruPTive Technologies

 teChnology area DesCription signals 

CLouD  
ComPutIng

Amazon eC2,  
eucalyptus

Cloud computing allows lightweight innovation groups to outsource non-core support  
functions and rapidly scale infrastructure for successful experiments. Beyond the Web industry, 
it will render on-demand supercomputer-based modeling and simulation more accessible—
this will make it possible to rapidly iterate simulated product and service designs in silico.

AgILe weB  
frAmeworks

rails rumble,  
Django

New frameworks for quickly building data-rich Web applications support “agile” 
development models that dispense with traditional product planning protocols. 
From a core idea, quickly developed prototypes can be tested on a daily basis, as the 
underlying code is standardized and modularized—allowing one part of a system to be 
changed while the overall service remains in operation.

oPen hArDwAre Accenture partnership  
with Bug Labs7, Chumby, 
programmable logic  
arrays/system-on-a-chip

The models of open-source licensing and collaborative development pioneered  
in software over the last decade will increasingly be applied to hardware. The free  
exchange of schematics, bills of materials, and logic designs will accelerate and  
expand innovation in hardware design, manufacturing, and application.

ComBInAtorIAL  
mAnufACturIng

micro-manufacturing, 
3-d printing

A host of technologies for programming matter will drive a broad shift from manu-
facturing to growing objects, one layer or molecule at a time. Much as low-cost  
laser printing jumpstarted the desktop publishing revolution, these technologies will 
“unleash a wave of small-scale manufacturing innovation.”8 

soCIAL IDeA AnD  
InnoVAtIon  

mAnAgement 

BrightIdea.com,  
InnoCentive@work

Open innovation strategies embrace the sourcing of ideas from outside traditional R&D 
organizations. However, collaborative platforms will allow management of the entire  
innovation process as a distributed network—from idea to evaluation to implementation.

uBIquItous  
sensIng

PachubeEvery sensory data stream is a potential site for lightweight innovation. As the kinds and  
number of sensors proliferate in places, on people and even inside us, the lightweight model  
of rapid, user-engaged prototyping of niche applications will allow us to discover novel uses.  
Mining these data sets on a large scale will revolutionize our understanding of human behavior.

DesktoP  
BIoteChnoLogy

macromolecule  
microarrays,  
DIybio.org,  
BioBricks

For the most part, the pharmaceutical industry has been a countercurrent to lightweight  
innovation—R&D is becoming more capital-intensive, lengthy, and centralized. But the 
falling cost and complexity of biotechnology tools and “source code” have the potential to 
unlock roadblocks in life sciences, by empowering a wave of “garage biotech” innovation akin 
to the shift in the computer industry that followed the introduction of personal computers.   
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Lightweight innovation processes are emerging in the Web industry, driven by new ideas about how to organize 
innovation and technologies that reduce the cost and complexity of incremental innovation. But how can we unlock 
the potential of lightweight models in other industries? This section highlights a few generalized tools that are likely to 
deliver specific capabilities to organizations that seek to experiment with lightweight models. The tools are organized 
into four broad domains: knowledge, people, money, and places.

Knowledge > inverT The incubaTor

Traditional incubators support start-up companies by provid-
ing office space and basic business services. For everything else, 
incubator tenants must go to the market—talent, Web hosting, 
and software components, for example. In an effort to address 
these issues, a new incubator model is emerging. Instead of 
providing commodity resources such as office space that can 
be easily obtained on the market (or bootstrapped), “inverted” 
incubators like Betaworks in New York City focus on mentor-
ing and sharing of mission-critical infrastructure and intellectual 
property across a portfolio of incubated, acquired, and funded 
projects and companies. 

what Does It mean? Inverted incubators seek to accelerate in-
novation by constantly developing a common platform of  
intellectual property that builds value on top of open data, 
knowledge commons, and other shared resources. This shortens 
the time needed to develop new products and services that 
leverage this pool of incremental innovations. 

how to get started: Create a fund for developing small ideas 
around big data sets or other commons. Target projects at the 
sub-$100,000 level, require 1 or 2 people to develop over a 
maximum of 3–4 months. Provide basic infrastructure com-
mon to all, but leave the entrepreneurs to secure only what 
they need from vendors. Pursue 5–6 parallel projects that 
have the potential for synergistic cross-fertilization. 

PeoPle > re-engineer innovaTion neTworKs

Open innovation strategies have helped many R&D organizations 
expand the range of partners they engage in creating and  
developing new ideas. Lightweight innovation networks push 
this even further by amplifying the agility, modularity and 
scalability of such efforts. Crowdsourcing allows organizations 
to quickly convene ad hoc groups around problems, and will 
provide new organization structures for moving those ideas 
from implementation. Platforms like BrightIdea’s Switchboard 
and Pipeline (http://www.brightidea.com) not only provide a 
place for people within a firm’s innovation network to submit 
ideas, but tools for managers to filter and sort a potentially 
overwhelming stream of possibilities, and then assign them for 
followup and exploration to partners in production networks.

what Does It mean? In their book, The Only Sustainable Edge, 
Hegel and Brown described the “vibrant local business ecosystem 
focused on incremental innovation in motorcycle design and  
manufacturing” in Chongqing, China. The cluster’s success derived 
from large networks of agile small-scale manufacturers working 
in close cooperation and competition. The use of social idea and 
innovation management platforms could replicate some of the 
advantages of these clusters, tapping many suppliers of incremental 
innovations. Idea management might allow firms to keep some 
aspects of R&D integration centralized, while decentralizing others.

how to get started: Deploy an idea management platform to 
crowdsource a couple of the most vexing and complex research 
problems you face. Try to break the problem up into smaller pieces 
and get the questions out to as big an audience as possible, espe-
cially outside the organization. As ideas emerge, aggressively filter 
and select candidates for micro-grants: short, small R&D efforts 
that engage end-users at the earliest feasible stage. 

5 lighTweighT innovaTion 
guidelines for reinvenTion
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money > from moon rocKeTs To cubesaTs

Many big companies still focus their long-term R&D strategy 
around Apollo-scale “moon rocket” projects, even while the 
economics of their business are rapidly changing. In areas 
where costs are rapidly falling—which increasingly encompass-
es large swaths of both manufacturing and services—shifting 
to a lightweight innovation strategy should involve re-focusing 
on smaller-scale, platform-focused incremental and combina-
torial innovation. Instead of moon rockets, organizations should 
be building figurative “cubesats”: small, cheap, expendable sat-
ellites based on open-reference platforms that can be rapidly 
designed, manufactured, and deployed.

what Does It mean? The lasting impact of the recession 
of 2009 will be an extended period of austerity for large 
organizations. We’ll see a lingering desire for rapid ROI, and 
faster and less capital-intensive R&D. Open innovation won’t 
keep the pipeline full as venture investment is at an historic low. 
In software and biotechnology, long-term structural shifts are 
underway and will likely reduce the flow of funds to startups 
over the next decade. 

how to get started: Cubesat-scale projects should focus 
on areas where costs are rapidly falling. Take a basic product 
or service that the organization can produce cost-effectively, 
and pare it back to as basic as possible; then publish as much 
information about it as you can. Use an innovation prize to 
encourage people to hack it, repurpose it, and redefine it. Bring 
the best ideas to market, no matter how small the potential. 
“Cubesat” projects should not only be smaller in scale and 
shorter in duration, but should break-even quickly. They need 
not be multi-billion dollar businesses in the beginning. The 
goal is to develop a new pipeline, where R&D is driven from the 
bottom up, not the top down.

Places > PoP-uP labs

Traditional office workplaces are starting to break down, 
driven by the demand of today’s knowledge work force for 
mobility and flexibility. As this broader trend filters down into 
laboratories and other spaces for R&D, we will see the need 
for more open, shared workplaces where people can come 
together around interests and problems. While the Internet 
has allowed teams to collaborate at great distances, from locations 
of their choosing, it has also created a desire for spaces that 
can provide the inter-personal face-to-face social aspects 
of work. “Pop-up labs” are where the rubber meets the road 
for open innovation strategies. As Andrew Witty, CEO of 
GlaxoSmithKline, remarked at a major science parks conference, 
his partnerships with biotechnology companies were forcing 
him to quite literally “tear down the walls” of his laboratories  
in order to co-locate them with his own scientists.

what Does It mean? “Science motels” will serve as project and 
community-specific hubs, where rapid sharing and creation of 
tacit knowledge will leverage face-to-face interactions. Some 
of these will be just pop-up labs, temporary facilities created 
to meet the needs of a lightweight innovation network. Some 
may fill the gaps in-between bigger “heavy” R&D facilities, such 
as Singapore’s Phase Z.Ro Technopreneur Park. Built out of 
old shipping containers, Phase Z.Ro occupied fallow land prior 
to the construction of the second phase of the much larger 
Biopolis science park.

how to get started: Transform a part of your organization’s 
workplace into pop-up lab space focused on a broad area of 
interest relevant to your business—open source, DIY manu-
facturing, or sustainable design, for instance. Draw inspiration 
by visiting a community “coworking” space in your area.9 Invite 
thought leaders from outside your organization to do their 
own work there on a daily basis, and encourage your own  
innovation teams to engage them informally and on real  
projects. Make the effort highly visible—put it in your lobby or 
central atrium, not the vacant office space left behind by some 
earlier failed venture.



10

do:
make many Very small, Very early Investments.

Companies traditionally shy away from very early stage 
seed funding due to poor economies of scale. But that’s 
where all the action is today—waiting for good ideas 
to rise up the food chain won’t cut it in the future. Run 
dozens of lightweight experiments simultaneously. The 
challenge will be resisting the urge for constant over-
sight, which will drive up transaction costs. 

Build off open knowledge Commons. Some of the 
lowest-hanging fruit in lightweight innovation are ideas 
that build on top of open-source knowledge commons. 
Today, for example, thousands of applications are now 
being build that leverage public government data sets. 
What knowledge commons are available to you and how 
do they enhance the value of your own proprietary data 
and knowledge?

set up Parallel Pipelines. For nearly every problem, there 
is both a lightweight and a heavy approach. If you’re 
already invested in heavy approaches, create a parallel 
lightweight innovation process to challenge and comple-
ment it. Build in mechanisms to transfer new ideas and 
insights between the efforts, but don’t couple them too 
tightly or they’ll lose their independence. 

Build Places for Prototyping. The physical organization 
of research and innovation workspaces should reflect 
your innovation strategy. As you embrace lightweight 
models, think about how to provide “shop” space where 

teams can form quickly around projects and draw upon 
“spare parts” readily at hand. Provide opportunities for 
innovators to move between traditional laboratories 
and more open, collaborative, and short-term focused 
project spaces. Where lightweight and open innovation 
strategies overlap, make every effort to remove physical 
barriers between organizations, departments, and teams.

Balance Design and Data. Lightweight innovation on the 
Web produces tremendous amounts of data about how 
end-users engage new products and services. While good 
design can be a source of game-changing breakthroughs, 
don’t ignore the data. This is especially critical in lightweight 
innovation, when your lead users may be pointing you 
towards something that doesn’t show up in broader user 
behavior, and there may not be enough time to really  
develop breakthrough designs. But keep a balance—
evolving new products and services is a socio-technical 
process, not a math problem to be solved. 10

Launch early and extend Beta Periods. Lightweight 
innovation allows you to quickly get new products and 
services into the hands of end-users. By launching early, 
and expanding participation in stages, you can learn what 
works and what doesn’t, and discover how your offerings 
are used in conjunction with other products and services. 
The resulting journey often leads you to unanticipated 
markets and applications—the photo-sharing site Flickr 
began its life as a game. Summize, which became Twitter’s 
search engine, was originally created as a ratings and 
reviews aggregation engine. Don’t be afraid of early 
glitches or incomplete products—in today’s market  

don’T:
Ignore your People. Open innovation was all about 

looking outside the organization for ideas. But lightweight 
approaches can take simple ideas from inside and quickly 
test the concepts. Couple idea-management platforms 
with rapid prototyping capacity to leverage existing 
knowledge and human capital. Give the idea creators 
time to work on side projects—at Google, employees 
use up to one day a week of their time to work on  
self-designed projects. 

focus exclusively on Big r&D Breakthroughs.  
Large organizations tend to focus on innovations that will 
succeed at a large scale. But this focus on silver bullets 
undervalues “rapid, incremental innovations, which actually 
begin to look like breakthroughs over time.”12 

Ignore Large-scale Commons efforts. While lightweight 
R&D might focus on the very small, don’t forget to make 
investments on very large-scale collaborative efforts outside 
the organization. Lightweight innovations on the Web almost 
always leverage large-scale commons of data, knowledge, 
and code. Engaging end-users and “makers” is often a short-
cut for any industry to identify potential commons-based 
approaches to innovation.

Dos and Don’ts for Putting Lightweight Innovation into Practice

D o

D o n ’ t
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