
 
Episode 13: Radical open innovation 
 
Guest: Pascal Finette, Co-Founder at be radical and Singularity University’s Chair for 
Entrepreneurship & Open Innovation in conversation with Kris Østergaard on how and why 
companies should use open innovation to structure their businesses, giving room to explore 
radical new frontiers while still keeping their core intact. 
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Kris: So, I'm here at the podcast with Pascal Finette. So, first of all, thank you so much, Pascal, 
for being on the podcast. 
 
Pascal: It is an honor and a pleasure to be here with you,  
 
1:06 
 
Kris: So, I'm very excited about speaking with you and deep diving into the headline right here is 
Open Innovation, but there's a lot to unfold beneath that. Few words on you - you're the 
co-founder of be radical. You're also the Chair for Entrepreneurship and Open Innovation at 
Singularity University, a venture partner at Bold. And you have a background of leadership 
positions at Google dot org, Mozilla, eBay, you build technology startups, launched a venture 
capital firm. You also run the Heretic dot org, which is a I'm sure you can describe better what it is 
than I can, but it's certainly a lot of thought-provoking insights as to all this stuff about 
entrepreneurship and innovation.  
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So, a really eclectic, really interesting background that you have. And what I would really love to 
deep dive into with you is sort of the notion of open innovation. What is it? What isn't it? Why is it 
crucial for organizations to think about and work with open innovation and also touching upon the 
startup angle, the corporate venture angle?  
 
And we will also be touching upon the notion of innovating in the core versus innovating on the 
edges. And what is important to think about that? So, there's plenty to talk about. But maybe first 
off, you would elaborate a little bit more on your sort of professional journey or journey within the 
field of innovation over the years.  
 
Pascal: Yeah, absolutely. And you already mentioned, I've had the great pleasure and fortune to 
do quite a few things in my life. And probably the easiest way to understand my life is I'm 
probably plagued by some mild form of ADHD so my attention span tends to be short.  
 
So, I tend to bounce around quite a bit. But really, for me, the journey begins with finding my first 
startup out of college during the first dot com boom in the late 90s and really getting my 
grounding in this whole internet thing.  
 
If you think about the core nature of the Internet, it's the openness, right? It's the notion of like we 
broke out of the shackles of the AOL’s of this world and had this like suddenly this open playing 
field where we all started to collaborate. And that thread goes forward with me. For me, I was on 
the team which built eBay, particularly in Germany and across Europe.  
 
And if you think about eBay as a marketplace that really connected buyers and sellers, it gave 
people the ability to sell stuff online, which they couldn't have done before. So, again, like a very 
open, decentralized approach. And then I took this probably I tuned it up to 11 when I joined 
Mozilla, the maker of the Firefox web browser. And what a lot of people don't know is Mozilla 
itself is a nonprofit organization, the core of Mozilla back when I was there, was very small, only 
about 200 people.  
 
I mean, we had a vast network of thousands and thousands of people doing anything from writing 
code to doing the marketing for us to doing customer support. So, I really saw how an open 
source community can grow to at the height, 25% percent market share in online browsers, 500 
million users. So, I really learned a lot about these techniques. And then, we started applying them 
to both startups, as well as a large incumbent company all around the world. So, I got pretty 
fascinated by this topic on how do you tap into the power of the masses, into the power of your 
user base or even into the power of your employee base in more interesting ways than the lone 
inventor syndrome. You know, like the person who sits in the lab and tries to come up with a 
genius idea. 
 
4:47 
 
Kris: Which isn’t really a thing, right? 
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Pascal: I mean, it sometimes is, you know, like I mean, Thomas Edison for sure, you know, did 
this really well. And, you know, probably Elon Musk is one of these people or Steve Jobs. But I 
would argue it’s very rare and it's hard to replicate. And I think there's better systems to build to 
do this and more robust systems. And again, like the concept of openness or decentralization 
plays a strong role here.  
 
5:12  
 
Kris: Yeah. And so maybe it would be helpful to hear your definition of open innovation that we 
often talk about in the corporate world and when it comes to innovation. I mean, what is open 
innovation? What isn't it in your interpretation?  
 
Pascal: So, I don't have a really good definition and I would probably like to sit down and write 
one day. But for me, the way I look at open innovation, broadly speaking, is the idea of involving a 
larger group of key stakeholders in your innovation efforts than you would probably normally do.  
 
So, kind of like breaking the silos of organization or organizational units by involving anything from 
the most extreme version, literally, the world to in the smallest version, a larger group of key 
stakeholders across your company. It really is, again, like the core for me is really about this 
notion of how do you take your innovation efforts? And I define innovation very broadly here, 
because you can apply this to many things other than the core product or service innovation, as in 
you can do this for your marketing efforts. You can do this for your customer support efforts, as 
we've shown with Mozilla very successfully. But it's really, it's a broader concept of innovation, 
really meaning. How do I harness the power of the masses?  
 
Kris: And just to sort of cover the basics here, maybe as a corporate out there, why is it, in your 
opinion, increasingly important to apply the principles of open innovation?  
 
Pascal: Well, it starts out with Bill Joy, the co-founder of Sun Microsystems and CTO of Sun 
Microsystems at the time said most of the smartest people work for someone else. And I think it's 
a universal truth that even if you are, you know, Google and you employed God knows how many 
people they are employing today, tens of thousands of people. There's an equal amount of super 
smart people who don't work for you.  
 
So, the question for me is, if you think about the value of the firm and you think about the firm 
creating innovations, then the question becomes, what is the best way for our firm to harness the 
best ideas? How do you get the best ideas? And the interesting thing for ideas for me or 
innovation is they effectively follow a typical bell curve shaped distribution, right?  
 
You've got a few ideas which are terrible. You don't want those. You've got a whole bunch of 
ideas which are, you know, OK. And then you have very few ideas at the far end of the bell curve, 
which are exceptional. So literally, like in the investment terms, you would say this is Alpha, right. 
And you are looking for Alpha and as Linus Pauling once said, he's an inventor, very famous 
inventor in the US. He said that if you want to have good ideas, you need to have lots of ideas. 
So, then the question becomes, how do you generate most lots of ideas? And again, the more 
brains you tap into, the more ideas you can generate. That's the simplest way I can explain this. 
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And particularly if you are not Google, so particular, if you don't employ, you know, whatever, 
100000 top engineers, it becomes even more important that you do this kind of stuff. Right, 
because your internal talent pool is just not big enough.  
 
8:32 
 
Kris: Yeah, and I guess it even applies to beyond the idea that there are many, many faces in the 
whole innovation funnel from idea to successful launch. One of the interesting stories I've seen, 
which applies primarily to manufacturing, is that it takes 3000 ideas to get to one hit. Right. I 
mean, so that funnel is pretty broad, really.  
 
So, what is your experience and what do you find interesting and important to share around, like 
the whole innovation funnel from idea to we launch and what will then hopefully become a hit. And 
the notion of open where it really applies and how to apply it in different phases in the innovation 
fund.  
 
Pascal: I think this is a very well, I think you're spot on. I think the big challenge is that these 
funnels, you know, we draw them on whiteboards. We love it. We all love to draw them on 
whiteboards and on whiteboards. They all look so manageable. You know, like the widest end of 
the funnel is still the maximum of, like, whatever your whiteboard is tall, you know. And in reality, 
exactly what you describe. It's like it's not like a two-meter funnel or a meter and a half. It's like 
three thousand goddamn ideas you need to get. 
 
The approach we see companies take are many folds, right? It really depends on many 
parameters around, for example, how important is the IP and the confidentiality around this IP for 
this particular project? In some projects for sure, it's very important to protect your IP and have it 
really buttoned up. Say, for example, in the pharmaceutical industry.  
 
In other areas we see this a lot in software. For example, the IP around a particular piece of 
software is often not that relevant for your success. Right. It's much more about the particular 
execution. So really, depending on a whole bunch of parameters and IP being surely one of the 
stronger ones, you can then think about how do you actually go about generating those three 
thousand ideas? Right. And it can be anything from in the most buttoned up closest version by 
running effectively open innovation contests or competitions inside of your own organization. And 
again, there's many different examples which highlight this.  
 
So, NASA, for example, does this very well. They do this like crowdsourcing of ideas across the 
NASA community for the simple reason that they know that if you work on a particular project that 
at NASA, let's say you work on the lunar landing or something, you might not know that someone 
you know, like two buildings down the road who works on a completely different project, might 
have solved your problem or your particular problem in a different context already. 
 
So, the question becomes, how do you unearth this and this? Different techniques around, you 
know, competitions, open innovation, sharing, etc., which allow these information pools to 
emerge. Other ways are you can engage with external but closed communities. There's a 
company called InnoCentive, which has done this very, very well.  
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They have a community of tens of thousands of typically scientists in the biosciences. And so, life 
sciences CEOs, anything from physics to chemistry to biology with whom you can't contract. 
They run basically competitions for you where this community then starts solving problems. That 
is really interesting.  
 
Case studies being available around this to all the way to, you know, our friends from PepsiCo for 
the Doritos brand, which is, you know, a very tasty chip courtship. They sourced outside of their 
community and community is being defined as people that we need to reach. Right. Like literally 
every like American on the planet and an even wider spread. They sourced marketing ideas from 
these people to create Super Bowl ads. Right. So, again, the starting point for me is figure out 
like, what do you actually want to solve and then define a little bit what are the parameters around 
us to do, then determine what is the best way to go about this.  
 
12:45  
 
Kris: And in regards to figuring out what it is that you want to solve, what are your thoughts 
around the notion of, depending on what the scope is, depending on what the problem is, you 
want to you want to try and solve? If you even know that the internal versus external, the sourcing 
from customers vs. the suppliers versus experts, etc., what’s your experience on where/what 
creates value? 
 
Pascal: So, I believe that you have to scope carefully. I mean, quite frankly, I think this is very true 
for any innovation effort generally, I think. And I'm sure your experience will back this up. It’s like 
when we work with companies or innovation teams and they have a problem, which is ill-defined, 
you know, badly scoped.  
 
Regardless what the innovation process is, the outcome is, kind of like it's pretty much a drunken 
walk, right? Because you don't know where you're walking towards. This becomes even more 
prevalent. The more stakeholders you involve, like the wider I go, the clearer I need to scope my 
project. So, one thing, you know, InnoCentive, for example, does with their clients is when they go 
- and their clients are typically Fortune 500 companies, right? - so when a Fortune 500 comes to 
InnoCentive, they spend quite a bit of time to really scope down the problem, to have a very clear, 
crisp problem definition so that then the solver community can actually make meaningful progress 
towards that problem.  
 
Because if the problem is too broad or the scoping is too wide, you end up with just this mass of 
stuff. And then it becomes really hard and cumbersome and expensive to sift through it and find 
the right kind, like literally the proverbial needle in the haystack.  
 
14:39 
 
Kris: Yeah. And on the other hand, I guess you have also I mean, that sometimes the problem 
definition can also be too narrow, right? I'm guessing depending a little bit on, of course, what it is 
you're trying to achieve.  
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So, Doritos, I'm not sure exactly what they were looking for, but if it's a new flavor, I guess it's 
narrow. And it's interesting to get your customers input on that. What I find, I don't know what 
your thoughts are on this, but what I find is that's why while it is incredibly important to listen in 
quotation marks to your customers, I also find in some ways that there is an overemphasis on it or 
is sort of taking over hand in regards to the whole build, measure and learn with your customers. 
 
You've got to involve them in every single thing because, not in an arrogant way, but, you know, 
they typically don't really know what they want, right? There's a huge limitation there. And what 
are your thoughts around that?  
 
15:40 I believe you're right. And I think the framing I use in this context is I believe customers 
often can't express what their problem is or what they're looking for or what they're frustrated 
with. But they can typically show it to you if you observe them.  
 
So, I think a mistake we're making is we're doing customer surveys where we like to talk to the 
customer and we say, hey, what's your problem? Or, you know, describe the process you're 
going through, etc.  And I think what would be better for us is if we just observe the customer, 
because very often not out of the observation, you can make the deductions as to knowing what 
you know, which the customer doesn't typically buy because you come from a particular product 
or service background.  
 
You can often see what the customer's problem is and how you can solve it. So, a good example 
is, you know, the alleged quote from Henry Ford who said, like, if I would have asked them what 
they wanted, they would have said, like faster horses, right? Now, here's the interesting thing. I 
actually don't think anyone would have ever said that. But I also don't think that customers would 
have necessarily said, I want an automobile because they have no idea what an automobile 
actually even looks like.  
 
But what you can observe is if you see customers, you know, getting into their horse drawn 
carriages is they're probably frustrated with the fact that it takes a long ride or that the horses 
need to stop and, you know, they need to be fed and whatever.  
 
So out of the observation, I believe you actually can create deep insight. Intuit, the software 
maker, they make accounting software here in the US. They have a process which they call the 
follow me home, which is really powerful, where they basically have every person in the company 
follow a customer, shadow a customer for a day a year. 
 
So literally, as an innovation manager, I spend a day with my customer, but not asking the 
customer per say, like not putting them into an artificial environment, you know, like a lab or 
something. I'm just looking at what it is they are doing? Because very often out of that, you see 
potential solutions, right? By applying what you already are in your head to what the customer is 
going through.  
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17:55 
 
Kris: Yeah. Absolutely. I don't know if you know this, but I actually used to be in market research 
and I spent a lot of years doing observational studies. We did this interesting one for a paint 
company where we were out literally watching people paint their porches.  
 
And it was kind of interesting, the whole notion of getting started with painting your porch and you 
had your bucket of paint and metal bucket, right? So, you need to open the lid and it's really hard 
to open. And people trying to find a tool and trying to use a key or something didn't work so they 
have to go to the shed and find a proper tool then to take the lid off. And it's full of paint. They 
don't know what to do with it. And then they have to stir the paint and then they know what to do 
with the thing they stirred it with, which is what's that thing? Right. And then they have to start 
painting. And you cannot really put your pencil on the porch because then the paint job doesn't 
get proper. But you don't know what else to do with it, right?  
 
And all of that, you could sort of observe within the first three to five minutes of that whole 
painting experience. And when I then asked people, so what was the experience like, sort of 
getting started with the whole painting and stuff, they were like it was fine because that's what 
paintings like.  
 
 
Pascal: It's there. It's a frame of reference. It's the only thing they know. You're 100 percent right. 
I love that example. Yeah, absolutely.  
 
Kris: So, there were like 10, 15, 20 incremental innovation possibilities there easily right in the first 
three to five minutes of the painting experience. So, there's a lot of that stuff in there for sure.  
 
How do you think about these different sort of target groups, if you like, in regards to because this 
is like very incremental, right? This is like optimizing the existing wish. Of course, we all want 
convenience and it's important as well. And it's also important for your market potential. But what 
if we move beyond those very incremental things in regards to who to collaborate with and where 
do you see real power?  
 
Pascal: Well, I think and I'm not telling you anything new here, but really it comes to me when I 
think about innovations and then you think about the disruptive side of innovation, I think there's 
for me there's two buckets. The one is you create something which is radically transforming what 
you were doing before. And I believe a good way to look at this is even if you look into your paint 
example, like if you take a step back and say, why do you want to paint your porch, right? 
 
And then you ask that famous why question right? And you might get to a different answer. 
Maybe they don't care at all about painting that porch. All they want is that the porch doesn't rot 
or whatever it is, right? And that gives you an “in” to redefine the experience and saying, well, we 
don't do paint at all anymore, but we do whatever it is, right? 
 
And that can create an innovation and disruption in a space you are already, which the market 
needs are existing. And then every once in a while, you create a market need in a space, and 
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that's much harder, I think. Which hasn't existed before. Like when the customer actually doesn't 
even know that they have that particular need.  
 
And that is I think we kind of over exaggerate. But because we all have this feeling that like these 
disruptions are more common than they actually are, I would argue that most of what we label the 
disruption is really an innovation. And the new needs are very relative, they come about every 
once in a while, but they're pretty rare.  
 
I mean, a good example for me is like, oh, everybody loves to talk about how Kodak got disrupted 
by the digital camera but really, they got out innovated by the digital camera because we're still 
taking pictures. It's the same thing. It's just a different medium and we're not printing them.  
 
And what's on, like, all these kinds of things which of course, make Kodak disappear, but 
ultimately, it's the same thing. Tesla, the same thing. It's still a goddamn car, right? Yes. It drives 
on batteries and has, you know, is basically a phone on wheels, but it's still a car. Nokia. It's like 
the iPhone is still a phone, right? Yes, there's the Internet on it. So, I think there's a misnomer in 
the industry about what disruption really is and how often it's really a cure. 
 
And I think what’s collapsing is the term disruption in the context of innovation versus disruption 
versus companies going under because they can't keep up with the change which is happening in 
the marketplace.  
 
22:41  
 
Kris: Yeah, I guess it depends a little bit on your definition of disruption, right? Which is one of 
those words just like innovation that's very thick and there's like a billion definitions or there are 
not really definitions. So, an even bigger problem, right? So, what's your perception of this? What 
is disruption? What isn't it? As opposed to what innovation is.  
 
Pascal: There's a really famous one by now, at least in the SU universe, which we both inhabit. I 
forgot who did the original quote, but it got popularized by our friend, David Roberts. Well, he 
says innovation is like you do the same things just better. And disruption is when you make 
something new, which makes the old thing obsolete.  
 
And I think it's as good as it gets for me as a definition for disruption, it points particularly to an 
interesting fact, which is that I find the challenge with quote unquote disruption is that you 
typically don't see it because it's happening typically outside of your primary like point of view, 
your vantage point, right? Because it is a new thing which makes the old thing obsolete, which 
typically doesn't happen in your industry.  
 
Why does someone else like pulling something out? An example I love to give is if you think about 
washing powder, if you are the product manager for Henkel washing powder, I guarantee you, 
you know everything there is to know about washing powder for sure. But if you are getting then 
disrupted by someone making a washing machine which doesn't need washing powder anymore 
because it uses ultrasonic waves or something, you might not see that because it's kind of like 
adjacent to you. And I think it is as good as it gets for just definition.  
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24:31 
 
Kris: This is a classic ride where we look at what product we have, so we create washing powder 
or we make washing machines that need washing powder or somebody maybe working at 
something that completely rethinks, this whole thing.  
 
And so, then the notion, of course, becomes how can you then ensure that this doesn't happen to 
you? And again, back to innovation and open innovation. What other tools here in your experience 
that enables corporates not to get so tied up in their products or services that they are only 
looking incrementally to improve them, but actually are able to see that there might be a whole 
different solution to that problem that they're working on?  
 
Pascal: Quite frankly, I think it's pretty tricky. And I mean, of course, it's the reason why I like 
incumbent companies, particularly large companies, especially if they are driven on a more of a 
quarterly basis, you know, like a typically publicly traded company where they're struggling.  
 
I believe that at the end of the day, large corporations are really, really made to take something 
and make it more efficient than effective. They have machines and they are amazing at it. Now, 
that very skill basically prevents you from seeing the crazy stuff which is happening at the edges. 
So, I think the challenge for me is how do you set up organizations where a part of the 
organization, not the organization itself, but a part of the organization, is back to basically 
repeatedly asking the question, what does the customer actually want and how do we best solve 
that problem?  
 
It's a customer problem, first approach. Clayton Christiansen has this model around the problems 
to be solved. So instead of asking, like, what is the service or product we need to build, it's like 
what is the customer's problem we actually need to solve? And I believe that if you continuously 
ask that question and continuously have a beginner's mindset, you know, like this goes all in this 
whole debate around unlearning, et cetera. But if you have that ability to go to a customer and 
say, what are you actually trying to solve and how do we solve it better or different than how 
we're solving it today, I think you can actually do this.  
 
But again, like, it kind of goes in a lot of ways. It goes against the grain of the larger corporation 
because the larger corporation is not set up for it, and rightfully so, by the way, like we built these 
corporations. The reason why they are successful is to build them to be these hyper effective 
machines churning out as many gizmos as possible at the lowest cost. So, it's tricky.  
 
27:21  
 
Kris: Does the whole notion here or dilemma, does that then play into the core versus edge 
innovation? And what's your thinking on that?  
 
Pascal: Yeah, absolutely. And I mean, there's many different models and I really like the framing 
of core versus edge, which of course has been around for quite a while.   
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Kris: Maybe just unpack it briefly for listeners who may not be as familiar.  
 
Pascal: Yeah, absolutely. So, the idea between core and edge is that core is your core business 
like what you're doing today. There’s a model called the Three Horizons model, which was 
developed by McKinsey like some 20 years ago or so. And they have this like Horizon One which 
is where you are here and present now.  
 
Here is the reason why core is important. Core generates all your cash flow. There's no future for 
you if your cash flow disappears. So, core is the most important thing. But the core might wither 
as in, there's innovation in the market, the core needs to stay innovative in its core products, so 
the core is your washing powder, for example.  
 
And you need to innovate in the core because otherwise the core withers and doesn't generate 
the free cash flow you need to do all the crazy stuff and then the edge stuff is kind of like the stuff 
that is literally on the edges, the stuff which is adjacent to your core business and sometimes 
edge, you know, some companies have edge stuff, which has nothing to do with the core.  
 
A good example is if you look at Google and you say, well, Google is all about data and, you 
know, like search and so on and the edge, when you look at Alphabet X, like a lot of the X stuff 
has very little to do with the core business of Google. So, they go very far out. 
 
In other cases, you could define edge as a new answer to the question of what is the problem the 
customer has, which is not in our core business. So, say, for example, you’re a washing powder 
maker, you might invest into making washing machines which don't need washing powder, right? 
Or you're Kodak and you start investing into chips, image chips instead of making filament 
emulsion and so on.  
 
So that's the core definition between core and edge and then there's a massive ongoing debate 
about how do you actually do this? And there's you know, there's some people who are pretty 
dogmatic about it. They say core and edge needs to be super separated, so think about Google 
and Google X or Alphabet X now. 
 
There are other people who say you need to integrate them because there needs to be a flow of 
talent and capital and so on. So, the jury is out. My personal view on this is that you need to figure 
out – I don’t think dogma helps you - I don't think that there's a right or wrong. And I think what's 
really important is that you spend time with the organization figuring out like, what's the core DNA 
of your organization? How do you take and then find a model which is custom to you and not just 
the dogmatic all we need is Google X which sometimes I see people do, and I'm always cringing 
because it might work for Google, but Google is a very special place.  
 
30:31 
 
Kris: Yeah, Google X is also a special entity, right? It's an innovation lab of sorts that is decently 
funded. There are more and more corporations who try to create innovation labs and with varying 
degrees of success. That in itself is not easy. But I guess you can also do edge innovation in other 
ways.  
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I mean, how do you actually know whether to do something in the core or on the edge? And one 
of the considerations here is if the capabilities you need are radically different from what you have, 
if the core of the technologies are radically different, If the business models probably are very 
different, that's a very good signal as too well, then it probably makes sense to set it up in a 
separate entity and to try and develop it and grow it in a separate entity because you don't have, 
you know, the package, the system, etc. around it already.  
 
Pascal: Yeah, I think that's a spot on. I think there's a second part to that which I would like to 
add to what you just described, Herb Kelleher, the founder of Southwest Airlines, once said that 
the business of business is people yesterday, today and tomorrow.  
 
And I think that's true. It’s like ultimately, you know, companies are effectively this conglomerate 
of people that has a culture around it. And I think that's an interesting challenge with the core and 
the edge as well, which is, who are the people who actually are thriving in each of those 
environments and how do you set them up to thrive?  
 
I mean, this is a massive oversimplification, of course, very complex human beings. But broadly 
speaking, I think people in the core tend to be a little bit more on the risk side. They tend to be 
more incentivized by my base salary and then maybe a bonus and so on. Whereas people at the 
edge, them or the entrepreneurial people that like venturing out, they are okay with failure, 
catastrophic failure, as in I tried something and really didn't work.  
 
It also means that you probably need to incentivize them very differently. So, I think an interesting 
challenge I find in this context is that companies sometimes throw people into the edge and then 
either they don't incentivize them correctly. So basically, they have the same incentivization 
structure as they use in the core, which isn't sufficient for people on the edge, given the risks 
they're taking and the way they're set up and/or the other interesting challenge I find sometimes is 
you find someone who's working on the edge. And this happened a couple times to me. 
 
They're successful and then they get promoted back into the core. Because they're so 
successful, you're like, oh, my God, he is doing so well on this, like, crazy initiative. And we 
should totally bring him back and have him run, you know, our factory in China.  
 
And then, of course, mayhem happens. You killed your edge. The person probably is not the right 
person to actually run the core business. I think it is important to understand that when you think 
core edge, A is what you just described, which is capabilities. I would again, like throw in the H.R. 
aspect as well, because it really comes down to people.  
 
34:46  
 
Kris: Yes. Absolutely. And that then leads to also the problem of identifying the right people. And 
I've looked really hard and it's very difficult to find these great success cases where organizations 
are able to spot their more radical innovators versus their more incremental innovators or even 
know if they have them. And then that leads also to open innovation and trying to find them other 
ways. Do you have any great insights here?  
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Pascal: I think you're touching on one of the hardest problems of all times, which is people, 
because people are inherently messy, right? I believe that typically when I sit down with leaders 
and you really like you cut through the noise of like, oh, the performance measurement system 
and that whatever the level structure and so on.  
 
And you just say, like, hey, who in your organization do you think would leave and start a startup? 
Leaders can typically tell me “Oh my god yeah, Kris, I’m sure Kris will start a startup”. That is your 
guy. That is the person you want on the edge. So, I find often, like when you cut through a little bit 
of the artificial layer of where we try to make everything measurable and normalize it and you get 
down to, who do we actually have the organizations? What do we think about them? Like, what 
are they as people? 
 
Very often, you can find a first pass on it. Granted, there are many other things they need to do. 
But I'm curious, like what your experiences as I know you worked with a lot of legacy companies 
like incumbent companies who are facing that issue. 
 
Kris: I think one of the interesting methods I've seen work when it comes to running internal 
accelerators or kickstarting internal projects that often sort of don't necessarily materialize in 
companies but you know big projects are sort of like starting a startup is, which also then points 
to another topic that we want to touch upon, which is the collaboration between startups and 
corporates, is to actually take founders from the startups that a company has acquired.  
 
And what typically happens, and I know you know this very well also, is that when a company 
acquires a startup and then they sort of acquire the founder as part of this and they then sign a 
two year or something contract where they have to stay with the corporate and then they sort of 
wither and die or, you know, they go play x box or whatever and wait that two years out so they 
can move on.  
 
But there are some companies who've actually sort of cracked part, at least in taking some of 
these startup founders and then putting them to good use and actually being founders of these 
internal projects where they can really use their entrepreneurial skills rather than having to 
become V.P. of something and it's all about the spreadsheets and daily routine. So that's one 
model I think is pretty interesting, actually, for companies.  
 
38:08 
 
Pascal: Yeah, I absolutely agree. And just to add, I love the way you describe this because, of 
course, I've seen it as many times as well as you have. And I think it's an interesting question for 
companies.  
 
So, when I work with corporations who are acquiring startups, I always ask them a simple 
question, like the startup you acquire, do you think it's ready for scale? Because if it's ready for 
scale, do me one favor. Take the founder or the founding team. Put them to the side. Have them 
do something differently and run that startup into your machine. 
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Like, put it into your processes because you're good at that stuff. But if you think that the startup 
you acquire is still pretty much in its infancy and it needs to have the like the freedom to explore 
and build and so on, and you buy them because you want to have these founders be like part of 
that DNA, keep them alone. Like, just let them do their thing.  
 
Because exactly what you described is like, you know, like the funny story for me is the funny and 
the sad stories for me is the amount of founders I know who have sold their companies to large 
corporations and who literally the said the same thing to me, which is they came to me and said, 
like, listen, I know this is not going to work out for me. And I just started playing x box all day long 
when I had to fill out an expense report. Because they're not used to that stuff. They're like, don't 
give me it's freaking like a 12-page expense report. Like, that's not how we roll. Right. And it's 
kind of funny because it's you know, it's such a small little detail. But like, I get it right, the big 
corporation comes and throws their processes at these people and then like everything grinds to 
a halt. And, you know, most founders just don't deal very well with that. So, you're absolutely 
right. I think it's like it's really important to, like, figure out, like, what do you want to do with them 
and then find a place and create the right conditions for them to thrive.  
 
39:57  
 
Kris: Oh, yeah, for sure. Right. I guess it's a basic necessity in terms of the pace of change that 
even the most innovative companies in the world, the Apples and Googles, etc, are acquiring like 
hell to keep up as well, it is faster for them than to have to develop everything themselves.  
 
And they may also not have all the best people inside of their organizations. So, if we were to 
deep dive a little bit into the sort of startup and corporate thing. I’m curious as to your 
perspectives on this. I mean, of course, there's different levels of maturity and incorporates in 
terms of innovation, maturity. Often, we see that they take up a subscription with like an 
accelerator factory, like plug and play to sort of, they do a lot of filtering, literally thousands of 
startups into a dozen or so that are really, really interesting.  
 
But then actually getting value out of that versus how else you can find the right startups and then 
ensure that you get the value you need out of it and figure out building the bridge to the corporate 
part. What are your experiences here on what is sort of the crucial do's and don'ts?  
 
Pascal: I think for me, it starts with for the company, the incumbent company, to really figure out 
what they actually want to achieve, because I think the biggest challenge is that there is this 
misalignment of expectations. And I believe you can kind of only do this in like a somewhat binary 
way. You can either say we look at startups in particular, if you do corporate venture, so you have 
your own venture fund, you invest money, et cetera. And we look at this as purely a financial 
returns model. So, you set up your venture group and the venture group go out there and they 
invest into whatever they think is the right thing to get you financial returns. And that's fine. So, 
leave them alone, let them do this thing, and they will invest into stuff which has nothing to do 
with you. 
 
Like, if you were a I don't know, like you're an electricity and electricity company, they might 
invest into stuff like growing meat in petri dishes. Doesn't matter. Because they returned 
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financially. The other way is to say we have a startup engagement group or a corporate venture 
group which is really focused on finding startups with whom we can learn and whom we probably 
can acquire.  
 
That's a very different approach because you're not actually looking at financial returns at all. And 
the challenge is I find these groups quite often, actually. We've got this double mandate, which is, 
yes, we need to learn, and we want to engage with the startup ecosystem, but we also need to 
return financially. And then you're in hell because it just doesn’t work. Your constrained base is so 
tall, so big that you will just make bad decisions. So, I'd rather have you go out there and say, 
okay, so this is whatever like whatever the budget is a ten million dollar per year innovation effort 
and be fully aware that we will not return any of that capital.  
 
But we think that we mid-term long term return a lot of that capital because we learned from the 
startups, we might require some we bring in talent and we get market intelligence. You know, all 
kinds of different things. But I think you need to be super clear and very from the get go on what 
do you actually want to achieve?  
 
43:26  
 
Kris: So, it's interesting. And that touches upon the venture part here. So, I think in December, I 
went to a conference in New York organized by CBN sites where there were a lot of different 
companies and their venture arms and talking about what they were up to. And it seemed to me 
that back to what you are pointing at here, that actually there was a trend that these venture arms 
were increasingly moving away from focusing on engaging with startups from a strategic 
perspective in regards to where the company needs to go and increasingly on investing in 
startups for financial return.  
 
And I was wondering, I don't know what your opinion is on this, if that is because it's quote 
unquote easier that eventually, this is where they sort of turn and it's, you know, it can provide 
revenue for the organization. It's an easier mandate or it sort of struck me in many of these 
venture arms that that was sort of what they were pivoting towards and not using venture as a 
tool to figure out which startups and their talents technologies might actually help the corporate 
move into the future. What are your thoughts on this?  
 
Pascal: So I think I think you're right in terms of it, it surely is easier if you look at a venture, at an 
investment purely from a financial returns perspective, because you remove a lot of the shackles 
off, like the boundary conditions of like what kind of startups can you look at and how do you 
need to think about them. 
 
It also removes all of the integration pain, which we just talked about. Like that whole founder 
thing playing X box. I think there's a second part to this, which is probably also a sign of the 
times, because due to the extreme low interest rates we have globally, corporates, and generally 
speaking, an economy which is which is forging ahead pretty successfully globally, again, 
corporate sitting on massive amounts of cash, and they have an obligation to put that cash to 
work and which they have an obligation technically to put it to work at a better return rate than 
what market gives it right.  
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You see some of the corporations are choosing to do stock buybacks, which season a lot in the 
U.S. a lot but they literally sit on billions of dollars of literally invested cash. And then the question 
becomes, what do you do with it? And corporate ventures might be a thing they can be thinking in 
the mix of investment opportunities might be a thing with us where they believe they can actually 
create above market returns.  
 
I think that's one of the reasons why also these corporate ventures on some of them get pretty 
big. As in just the investable amount of money. Way bigger than what you would think would be 
necessary or would be even smart for them to invest as an acquisition tool or a learning tool.  
 
So, I think there's a big shift in the market, which you observed, which goes back to a multitude of 
factors. But for sure, it's happening. And then you've got this other thing, which is I think 
companies have tried to do this whole startup integration thing for quite a while now.  
 
And many companies have tried and failed because it's really hard and they kind of give up on it. I 
think there's this, like, understanding of like, man, we can't do this. So, let's do the easy route, 
which is that just invest and get like financial returns. Which then throws up questions about 
what's the purpose of an organization, actually, if it's just to return financially. Why wouldn't you 
just then invest into hedge funds or something like that?  
 
47:17  
 
Kris: What do you see are tools that are working for organizations, for corporations beyond the 
venture arm in regards to finding the right startups and collaborating with them and using 
whatever powers they have to increase your own innovation policy?  
 
Pascal: Yeah, I think the best, probably best approaches I've seen. And again, I am super curious 
to hear as you were running startup incubation and acceleration in the space and you're very 
deeply tied into the community in the Scandinavia region. I mean, I'm really curious to hear your 
experiences from your perspective with what I see are the best companies. 
 
First, as a longer term approach, it's not a thing where you take some money and you just run 
around and you throw it at an accelerator and like, you know, magic happens or you go to one of 
these accelerator in a box companies and you say, run an accelerator for me and find the best 
startups in my space, which I think just doesn't work.  
 
You need to engage in this ecosystem in a longer-term fashion, and you really need to think about 
how you drive value to all the sides in the ecosystem. And again, like the best companies I've 
seen, take a longer-term approach, they start engaging with a multitude of stakeholders.  
 
So they do anything from they might invest some money into an accelerator program, which they 
like, but they often do things for the local ecosystem. They engage with the local ecosystem, and 
they're also creating inside of the organization conditions, which makes it easy for startups to 
partner with them. So, a classic example for us is I remember very well there was a startup which 
came out of Singularity University, out of the Global Solutions Program way back when.  
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They wanted to partner with another corporate partner of Singularity University and a corporate 
partner sent them basically their partnership documents, which was, you know, some 200 pages 
of legal language, literally 200 pages. I saw it. And the startup, the simple answer from the startup 
was, we can't do this because the legal fees for us to go through this are so high. We can't do it 
right. So, you know, even that kind of stuff where you like. Okay, how do you take a 200-page 
document and boil it down to like 10 pages so that a startup can actually even engage? And 
again, this takes time. It's not something you build overnight.  
 
49:47 
 
Kris: So, there’s a whole notion of a corporate really looking at all your processes for engaging in 
partnerships in one way or another and sort of tooling them towards an understaffed startup with 
almost no funds that they are able to and to move quickly.  
 
You also touched upon and you talked about incentives a couple of times, both in regards to 
finding the innovators and the entrepreneurs inside the organization, but also to be able to build 
the bridge between startup and corporate and getting the core excited and motivated about 
engaging here. What do you find to be the important incentives to think about here?  
 
Pascal: On the corporate innovation disruption slash startup side, I think you really need to think 
about the startup founder. What the startup founder does is effectively roll the dice. But if you 
have a six-sided dice like you roll the dice, your chance of getting a six, which is like your big 
payoff, is a one in six. The rest is basically failure.  
 
So, the people who are motivated by this, they see the disproportion in rewards, right. Like the 
classic example is like you roll the dice, you get to six, you make millions, not tens of thousands, 
or hundreds of thousands as well as they work on something where they have lots of autonomy, 
etc. So, to the best of the capabilities, I think you need to recreate those conditions inside of your 
inside of your disruptive unit. Here is a good example. So, if you are a let's say you were the 
manager of a disruptive unit for a large corporation and you built what amounts to what we called 
in the startup world, a unicorn, you build a billion-dollar business. You own it. And your incentive 
structure is you get a nice salary and then eventually get a bonus from which you can buy a car. 
I'm not sure that flies right. I'm not sure if you attract the people who are willing to, like, sleep 
underneath the desk to really make this work. If that is what it's like, basically in it for them. 
 
It’s hard for companies to do because you have to deal with two different types of incentive 
structures. You have got the edge incentive structure, which is rewarding risk on a massively 
disproportional scale. And then you've got your core infrastructure incentive infrastructure, which 
is, you know, like that core, a person that works at a factory probably doesn't want to have a 
situation where they might go home without a paycheck for a year. But then have the chance that 
if that factory performs really well, they make millions. It's tricky for companies to do.  
 
So, I think that's a thing most companies need to wrap their heads around eventually. And I see 
very few companies actually doing that. Which then leads you to the unfortunate outcome of what 
you discussed earlier with the founders, you know, like who they wait out there. And I've seen this 
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also with intrapreneurs, people who like to rise through the ranks, become a leader of one of 
these innovation efforts who then eventually quit and say, you know what? I want to reap the 
rewards of my work, but I can't reap them in the right way inside of this corporation. So, I go and 
quit and do my own thing. And we see this pretty often, actually.  
 
53:25  
 
Kris: Yeah. Which also one is sort of the financial incentives here, but it can also be the more 
purpose driven part of it, right which is actually being in a system that allows you to try and create 
whatever vision you may have that isn't held back by legacy, I.T. structures, etc cetera. And as I'm 
sure you've also seen many times. 
 
So, sort of not entirely closing down but moving towards it here, if we look towards the future and 
where we live in this world of accelerating change and all of these converging technologies and all 
of this opportunity that it creates. What does that mean for innovation? I mean, what do 
corporates need to think about in terms of getting to or staying on top of their game in regards to 
innovation, in your opinion?  
 
Pascal: Well, I think, generally speaking, it just gets faster. I mean, that's just the general theme. 
So, I believe that there's an interesting lag between the systems we have built and we start to 
adopt and the pace of change we're seeing in the marketplace. And you see corporations now 
speaking about things like agile or the startup method, you know, like the whole startup, you 
know, fail fast, fail cheaply, failed early, etc. method.  
 
And it's fascinating to me because it's in some way, shape or form. This is all like I mean, agile is 
like more than 10 years old, like 15 years old. So, kind of like old stuff by now. So, I think there's 
an interesting catching up to be done in terms of understanding the methodologies and 
implementing them and implementing them in a way which actually works for you as a corporate 
into your DNA.  
 
The place where I think it gets really tricky for organizations is, I believe it requires, at least in most 
organizations, a change in the very fabric of the organizational structure. So, this notion of like, 
you know, like the old notion of like you've got the CEO and then there's the C suite and the 
SVP’s and the VIP’s and it goes down and gets this massive branch. Again, that's probably also in 
the future, to a certain extent, still a useful model for efficiency and effectiveness. But it doesn't 
allow you to be agile and nimble.  
 
And I think if you want to capture these new waves, these large new waves which are coming by 
and some of them might bury you, some of them might crush you - you have to become much 
more agile. And it goes a lot to this notion around unlearning, which, of course, I know you talk 
quite a bit about as well, which is tricky, right? Because as we've grown up with a certain set of 
tools, which corroborates certain set of expectations, and we have honed them over like 20, 30 
years in our careers. And now we need to change them. There's a lot to be done. The best advice 
I can always give a company is go to SU Nordics and like participate in one of the programs, 
because that's what you do, right, all day long and you're masters at preparing organizations for 
this future. 
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56:42 
 
Kris: Well, I appreciate that free piece of advertising. So, thank you very much Pascal. I have this 
thinking and I am curious to hear your thoughts around this. We are speaking on February 4th and 
today and there’s a book launch called Aftershock and I had the good fortune of contributing an 
essay to which celebrates the 50th birthday of the legendary Future Shock by Alvin Toffler, which 
was remarkably visionary as to what kind of future we are looking at.  
 
And so, I got the opportunity to try and contemplate on what we look like 50 years ahead and 
what kind of organizations will we see then? One of the thoughts I had around this, the large 
established organizations will become ever more lean, the hyper lean organizations that are 
almost automated to the core with only very few employees, really. They may have a lot of 
contractors, which will, of course, be the biggest pool of employees we will see. We are almost 
already there in the US. The gig economy, which for a few blessed people is, you know, utopia. 
And for most people is a basic necessity to have multiple jobs to make ends meet.  
 
But what sort of got me thinking then is that, you know, acceleration and the automation and all of 
that and the increase pace also in the trend cycles of, you know, ultimately and I don't know how 
far down the road we are, you know, we already have unicorn launches in days that you can sell 
for a million dollars. Pretty soon that will be hours. That will be seconds. The pace will be so fast 
that how can you possibly keep up innovating and meeting demand or even sparking demands 
and potentials and patents out there to see the holes where you can provide whatever offering 
that might create value as a human being.  
 
So, the future of innovation ultimately may be, I mean, completely A.I. born where the human 
intervention here is more by choice than by needs or to add a certain flavor to it. That, you know, 
no A.I. involved in the development of this project. I don't know what you think about that.  
 
Pascal: I think you're spot on, it's interesting because I have the book on order, so I hope that it 
arrives soon. I'm really curious to read it. Also, just to say this, when they asked me to write an 
essay as well, and quite frankly, I say, like, I'm not smart enough to, like, figure out what's 
happening in 50 years.  
 
You know, one thing I've been contemplating about quite recently is if you think about the future 
of quantum computing particularly, and if you think about quantum computing being really at its 
core, really, really good at simulations, that's what it does, basic probability simulations, all that 
stuff.  
 
And then you think about a company that consists of so much data today and it will only get more 
right. Like every machine will have sensors and so on. So, you have this massive amount of data. 
You feed this into a quantum computer. I could envision a future where the way we look at 
running a company is much more like playing SIM City. You run it in a continuous simulation 
where you simulate all kinds of different outcomes depending on different inputs. You say, for 
example. I don't know. You know, Trump tweets again, like the stock price crashes by seven 
percent. What does this mean for my bike, international trade and so on and so on?  
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And then an interesting question comes for me is exactly to your point, what is the role of the C 
suite like? What is the role of management and the situation actually? Right. Like where you have 
these almighty systems which can simulate pretty much any outcome you are interested in and 
even give you probabilities of what like the most likely outcomes are, et cetera. And I think we will 
see a very dramatic shift in the way we think about the very core essence of what a company is 
and how a company might be run. And again, that's not happening. And as you pointed out, 
rightly, not in 10 years.  
 
But, you know, if you do the aftershock 50 years from now, I think that's a very real chance that 
this will happen. And then the question becomes for me as a little bit like, what's the company of 
the future in? The way I look at this is I think you will. You will, broadly speaking, work for two 
types of companies. One is hyper specialized niche companies serving a very specific customer 
need. And you can stay on top of that need because you're so deeply embedded into your 
customer base. And then the other ones are kind of more infrastructural companies, you know, 
like the companies which like to provide all the stuff in their world champions at efficiency and 
effectiveness.  
 
And they all need to do as they need to stay on top of those two aspects, efficiency and 
effectiveness. And the kind of stuff in the middle will just disappear. You know, like the companies 
which are serving multitude of markets are somewhat vertically integrated, but not fully integrated, 
integrated, etc. I think they just disappear because it's too hard for them to compete at the top or 
at the bottom of this model.  
 
62:32 
 
Kris: Yeah. Interesting stuff, and I guess at the core of this also ultimately is ethics, right? 
Because it's whether we choose to or not choose to put some ethical boundaries on what is it 
that we will allow machines and artificial intelligence to control or not control. So that's going to 
be interesting to see how that pans out.  
 
Pascal: Unfortunately, that discussion is not going very well at the moment. It's so muted. It's so 
like siloed interests, that very specific use case and not a broader, broader discussion. So, for 
sure is something we need to do more of.  
 
Kris: Yeah, I agree. We need to accelerate that as well. There's also some urgency to that. So 
that's absolutely fascinating to talk to you, Pascal and as I envisioned it would be. And I would 
love to just pick your brain on one final thing here, which is sort of the notion of, you know, our 
limited brains, our linear brains right on this. Of course, something that is spoken a lot about it at 
Singularity University.  
 
How do we actually ensure that we continue to challenge our limited by all biological brains here 
and challenge our linear thinking? And I'm curious as to what your advice here is. What's your 
best method to share on ensuring that listeners out there and the rest of us can, you know, use 
tools that continue to challenge that linear mindset?  
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Pascal: Good question. You know, for me, I would make the argument that we have for quite a 
while, we have become literally cyborgs. We have already fused man and machine. 
 
And the simple example I always give is just think about Google Maps, you know, like the last 
time I took a paper map and tried to actually navigate through a city is like 10 years ago or so. 
Since then, I've completely outsourced that part of my brain to my phone. For better or worse, 
you can make many arguments that, as is probably not a good idea, but it is what it is.  
 
And I think continuing to do this, I mean, today, you know, like you take Gmail. I don't remember 
any email anymore. I know I can search more than I can find it. And as we're building these tools, 
I think two things are important to me.  
 
One is we need to be as individuals, I think we should be more mindful and better at using the 
tools and probably building this tool if we're in the process of building these tools. I'm still looking 
for a really good, universal knowledge base where I can just toss in all my stuff. So, if any one of 
the listeners has a good idea, I'd like to send it to me. You know, we all thought Evernote would 
be it 10 years ago and then it never took off that way, at least.  
 
And so, for me, use of tools. The second one is to really stay curious. I think there's a really 
powerful question which Guy Kawasaki, the first evangelist over at Apple taught me once, he said 
that the question I think you want to be in is Isn't that interesting? Because it's a very quick filter 
we have when we hear something which doesn't fit into our patterns or our biases or our interests, 
that we say, oh, I don't care.  
 
And if you allow yourself to just ask this question, isn't that interesting? Because I believe the 
interesting stuff and at least for me, I have evidence in my own work. The interesting insights from 
me always come at the intersection of disciplines which were probably properly connected, at 
least for me before.  
 
So, allowing yourself to go right really broad and getting curious about a lot of stuff like childlike 
curiosity, I think is probably the best way to describe this goes a long way. And it helps with the 
unlearning, too, because if you allow yourself to continuously be in the question, you allow 
yourself to be at least continuously informed and then, you know, magic emerges.  
 
Kris: That's great advice. Thank you very much for sharing that, Pascal. Thanks a million for being 
on the podcast. He has been a great pleasure talking to you.  
 
Pascal: Likewise. I'm absolutely stoked to be on this podcast. Thank you.  
 

Listen to all things corporate innovation with host Kris Østergaard and subscribe to the newsletter for your 
weekly injection of innovation at sunordic.org/podcast/#newsletter. 
 


