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cardiogram machines to screen dozens of people 
in an afternoon and wirelessly send their ECGs to 
be read by doctors hundreds of miles away. Insur
ance is still rare in India, so Medtronic had to make 
its pacemaker more affordable. It worked wi th a lo
cal partner to create India's first financing plan for 
medical devices. 

No new technology was involved here—and 
that's the point. Medtronic used business model in
novation to enter markets formerly out of its reach. It 
follows in the footsteps of Vodafone (M-Pesa mobile 
payment service in Africa), Dow Corning (Xiameter 
online channel), and Hi l t i (tool fleet management 
services) as a market leader using a new model to 
power growth. 

Healthy Heart's first implant occurred in Sep
tember 2010. Over the subsequent 18 months, pilot 
programs in a handful of hospitals screened thou
sands of patients who previously would not have 
been diagnosed, let alone treated, and provided v i 
tal in-market learning. Though the total number of 
implants is still relatively small—approximately 50 
to date—the pilots have demonstrated the model's 
promise. On the basis of this early success, the com
pany plans to scale up the program across India and 
then in other emerging markets. The effort also po
sitions Medtronic to dramatically expand in those 
markets as it develops new technologies that lower 
costs. (CEO Omar Ishrak has announced a goal of 
radically reducing the cost of a simple pacemaker.) 

Think about the challenges that would face a 
start-up seeking to compete with Medtronic. It could 
mimic pieces of Medtronic's approach, such as the 
diagnostic camps and a financing plan. But it would 
have to either bui ld a new pacemaker and seek 
regulatory approval (which would take years, if not 
decades) or partner wi th an established pacemaker 
manufacturer. It would struggle to get meetings 
wi th local doctors wi th whom Medtronic already has 
deep relationships. And, of course, it would have to 
learn how to operate in India, a notoriously complex 
market. Medtronic simply has capabilities, experi
ence, relationships, expertise, and resources that 
entrepreneurs don't. 

This is a fourth-era-innovation story. Medtronic 
mixed the entrepreneurial approach of a third-era 
VC-backed start-up w i t h the unique capabilities 
once housed in second-era corporate labs. It's easy 
to bemoan the stifling bureaucracies that character
ize some large companies. But giants like Medtronic 
have hard-to-replicate advantages over start-ups. 

(See the sidebar "What Gives Big Companies an 
Advantage?") 

Once you recognize the fourth-era pattern, you 
see examples everywhere. Imagine going back to 
2007 and asking your friends to guess who would 
become the leader in the exploding e-reader market. 
Chances are they wouldn't guess Amazon (Kindle) 
or Barnes & Noble (Nook), because neither com
pany had device expertise. But both had unique 
distribution channels. The ready access to outside 
innovation that now enables entrepreneurs likewise 
allowed these big companies to develop devices in 
less than 24 months. The resulting business has been 
a boon for both of them. Google Android, Cisco Tele-
Presence, Nestle Nespresso, Tide Dry Cleaners, 
Microsoft Kinect, and many others fit this pattern. 

The Role of the Corporate Catalyst 
As companies have decentralized strategic and in 
novation activities, promoting agility, they have 
become increasingly hospitable to catalysts—those 
mission-driven leaders who corral corporate re
sources that are outside their traditional span of con
trol to address sprawling challenges. They form net
works or coalitions within and outside the company 
and are motivated by the desire to solve big—often 
global—problems. 

Healthy Heart, for example, could not exist wi th
out the Medtronic catalyst Keyne Monson. In 2008 
the head of the company's international arm asked 
Monson to devise a business model that would 
increase its presence in India. Monson launched 
the effort without a single direct report. He found 
advocates wi th in Medtronic's Indian organization 
and worked w i t h external enablers including Da
vid Green, of Ashoka (which backs social entrepre
neurs), to develop a case for broader investment. He 
drew in outside partners early in the process, and 
he engaged leadership by highlighting stories about 
individual patients whom Medtronic could help. 
(Mission-driven by nature, Monson was inspired 
by his work in India to set up a separate nonprofit 
company called Elevita, through which developed-
economy consumers can buy goods made by de-
veloping-country artisans.) Monson's early efforts 
earned him the support of regional leaders—notably 
Mil ind Shah, Medtronic's India country head, and 
Shamik Dasgupta, the regional head of Medtronic's 
pacemaker and defibrillator business, both of whom 
played critical roles in designing, staffing, and ex
ecuting the pilot and expanding the program. 
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Medtronic's effort, like those of many other 
fourth-era innovators, illustrates how big compa
nies are powerfully and uniquely suited to tackling 
large-scale social problems such as hunger, health 
care, sustainability, and education. These aren't 
stand-alone corporate social responsibility efforts— 
they are strategic initiatives to create profitable busi
nesses that improve the world. 

Unilever's Water Purification 
Unilever, which has operations in more than too 
countries and sales in 190, has increasingly i n 
tertwined its social and corporate goals. In 2010 
it launched the Unilever Sustainable Living Plan, 
which aims to halve the greenhouse gas impact of 
the company's products, source 100% of agricultural 
raw materials sustainably, and help more than a bi l
lion people improve their health and well-being. 

One effort that supports this plan is the Pureit 
water filtration business, overseen by Yuri Jain, a 
vice president who leads the company's global wa
ter initiatives. People in most parts of the world— 
especially developing countries—lack reliable access 
to safe drinking water. Studies show that low-cost 
interventions to purify water can have a big impact, 
reducing the risk of potentially lethal diarrheal dis
eases by 50%. However, many consumers in , for in
stance, Bangladesh and India have no choice but to 

boil water to purify i t , which is expensive, takes time, 
leaves the water vulnerable to recontamination, and 
consumes precious fossil fuels. 

Jain traces his involvement in the Pureit project 
back to the "creation of the first PowerPoint slide" 
on the business more than a decade ago. "Having 
lived in India, we all know that drinking water is a 
problem," he recalls. "As we looked around, govern
ments had tried, and NGOs had tried, but no one had 
figured out a scalable solution." So Jain and a small 
team set out to find one. Things looked grim a few 
years into the project, when the team found an ap
proach that would work—but at a prohibitive cost. 
Rather than pursue a lower-quality, cheaper solution, 
the team and other stakeholders pushed to both re
tain quality and lower cost. Ultimately, a group of 
100 Unilever scientists around the globe cracked the 
problem. "I think only a corporation could pull this 
off," Jain says. 

Pureit combines a dirt-removing mesh, a carbon 
filter, a processor that kills germs, and a "polisher" 
that removes residuals. It produces safe water at a 
cost of just half a cent per liter. Pureit doesn't need 
electric power (an important feature given the fre
quency of power outages in emerging markets) or 
running tap water. It's portable and can easily fit 
in small kitchens, and it switches off automatically 
when the replaceable processor is depleted, prevent -
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ing consumers from using unsterilized water. Hin
dustan Unilever launched Pureit in Chennai in 2004, 
leveraging its supply chain expertise and retailer re
lationships to distribute the product throughout the 
country. 

Like Monson at Medtronic, Jain enlisted a num
ber of external parties to help bring the company's 
innovation to market—in this case by partnering 
wi th NGOs to make Pureit available to schools and 
consumers who would have difficulty affording the 
technology. "I t really helps when you are a team of 
a few people w i th the disproportionately large mis
sion of protecting 500 mil l ion lives," he says. " I n 
this context, when you start from a blank slate and 
ask 'What is the best way to do it?' you are open to 
the idea that you have to partner and create an eco
system." Unilever also works closely w i th the Inte
grated Village Development Project, which helps 
women access small loans supporting the purchase 
of productivity tools and hygiene products such as 
Pureit. 

By early 2012 Unilever had sold millions of units. 
It estimates that 35 million people are drinking Pureit 
filtered water—a number the company hopes w i l l 
increase well more than 10-fold by 2020, creating a 
multibillion-dollar business. 

Syngenta's Productive Farming 
In the 1980s the sachet packaging model, which pro
vides affordable single doses of a product such as 
shampoo to poor consumers, was adopted by a few 
mass marketers (including Unilever). That model 
later inspired a catalyst at the agribusiness giant 
Syngenta to develop an innovative way of tackling 
hunger. 

Formed in 2000 through a merger between No-
vartis Agribusiness and Zeneca Agrochemicals, Syn
genta has played a key role in boosting the world's 
agricultural productivity. Although much of that 
work has focused on large farms, Syngenta recently 
introduced a range of efforts aimed at smallhold
ing farmers. Improving the productivity of the 500 
mill ion small farms across the world, the company 

realized, could pay enormous humanitarian and 
financial dividends. In Kenya alone, for example, 
4 million smallholders grow more than 80% of local 
produce. Many of these farmers live hand-to-mouth. 

The sheer numbers made this market an obvi
ous target. In 2005 Syngenta lured Nick Musyoka 
away from the British consumer goods giant Reck-
itt Benckiser, where he had worked on the Mortein 
Doom pesticide, to lead a smallholding initiative. 
The opportunity to attack such an enormous chal
lenge motivated Musyoka to become a catalyst in an 
unfamiliar industry. 

Musyoka and his team devised a program 
dubbed Uwezo ("capability" in Swahili), which uses 
the sachet distribution model to provide smallhold
ers w i th affordable, premeasured packages of crop-
protection chemicals—the same products sold to 
large farms. Farmers could simply pour one packet 
into 20 liters of water in the backpacks they used 
to spray their fields, eliminating dosing problems 
and waste. 

Musyoka quickly recognized that lowering prices 
was only part of the solution; education was needed, 
too. He and his team launched a multipronged in 
formation campaign that leveraged existing retailer 
relationships. Retailers serve as important advisers 
to farmers, so the team created a program to train 
retailers about productive farming practices. In ad
dition, it commissioned 45 field agents to travel on 
motorcycles to farms, plant demonstration plots, 
and advocate responsible farming. Mass-market 
media—including programs that farmers could lis
ten to on their mobile phones—broadened the pro
gram's reach. 

Like Monson, Musyoka drew inspiration from 
outside his company's industry. He created a busi
ness model that combined the capabilities of a large 
company (agronomic knowledge, retailer relation
ships, brand recognition) wi th external enablers and 
a stand-alone field force, and it is working. Syngenta 
projects that sales of Uwezo packs in Kenya (which 
is home to less than 1% of the world's smallholders) 
wi l l reach $6.5 mil l ion in 2012. The company plans 
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to expand the program to other African and Asian 
countries. It recently committed to building a $1 bi l
l ion business—in which Uwezo and related pro
grams wi l l play a significant part—in Africa over the 
next 10 years and wi l l invest more than $500 million 
to support i t . This w i l l involve recruiting and train
ing about 700 agronomic specialists and developing 
distribution networks, logistics, and local produc
tion facilities. 

More broadly, over the past five years Syngenta's 
corporatewide focus on innovation has led to an ex
plosion of offerings that have boosted land produc
tivity and the personal productivity of farmers. From 

2006 to 2011 its revenues increased by 65%—with 
new products contributing $700 million—and net 
income more than doubled. 

IBM's Smarter Cities 
Fourth-era innovations in emerging markets have 
huge growth potential, as the Medtronic, Unilever, 
and Syngenta initiatives show. But fourth-era ap
proaches apply equally in developed markets. In 
2006 the IBM master inventor and catalyst Colin 
Harrison took part in InnovationJam, two 72-hour 
crowdsourcing sessions that involved 150,000 em
ployees, family members, business partners, and 
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clients. Together they engaged in an online brain
storming exercise to conceive the next generation of 
growth businesses for IBM. 

IBM committed $100 mil l ion to 10 small-scale 
experiments that emerged from the jam in areas in
cluding water, energy, transportation systems, and 
health care. Harrison was selected to help simulate 
a venture environment on a new corporate strategy 
team located at company headquarters in Armonk, 
New York. The team presented its ideas directly to 
CEO Sam Palmisano. 

IBM has a vast array of resources, from R&D to 
sales and marketing, that no VC-backed start-up 
could even dream of. But like many multinationals, 
the company struggled to marshal them during in
novation's third era. (See the sidebar "IBM Through 
the Four Eras.") Harrison and fellow catalysts within 
the company helped to change this. 

Like Monson, Jain, and Musyoka, Harrison acti
vated resources beyond his traditional realm. "We 
started very small," he says. "I work w i th several 
hundred people, but no one reports to me. In a com
pany of this size, if you are persistent enough, you 
can find people w i th all kinds of skills." Today the 
democratization of innovation means that catalysts 
can have a huge impact without deep budgets or le
gions of reports. 

Harrison led one of the 10 prototype-development 
experiments, originally called Instrumented Planet. 
His team sought to answer this question: How could 
IBM combine its services acumen; the connectiv
ity of the web; and physical sensors, actuators, and 
RFID chips to improve efficiency by monitoring the 
movement of people and vehicles and the activity of 
energy systems? Many of the building blocks were in 
place, but the company needed a unifying vision and 
a specific service offering. 

In classic catalyst style, Harrison looked outside 
the organization for inspiration. In early 2008 he 
was visiting Masdar City, an urban-planning project 
in Abu Dhabi that seeks to create a carbon-neutral, 
zero-waste city of the future. He recalls, "I realized 
that this was the idea we were missing—that every

thing we wanted to do could coexist in one place— 
and I suddenly had this view of an integrated opera
tions center for a city." 

Thus Instrumented Planet became Smarter Cit
ies (part of IBM's Smarter Planet initiative), through 
which the company would offer a bundle of tech
nological infrastructure and related services to 
help cities save money and improve lives by bet
ter managing energy, water, traffic, parking, public 
transit, and other resources. Consider IBM's project 
in Stockholm. The city planned to build a $1 billion 
tunnel to help alleviate traffic congestion. In addi
tion to being expensive, the tunnel's construction 
would consume enormous amounts of time and fuel 
and would disrupt the city for years. IBM proposed 
a different plan: monitor every car from an "intel
ligent operations center," using sensors, and offer 
financial incentives to drivers to take alternative 
routes or public transportation when appropriate. 
The Smarter Cities plan was enacted at a 10th of the 
cost of the tunnel in a 10th of the time, and it reduced 
greenhouse gas emissions by 17% and traffic delays 
by more than 50%. 

IBM went on to complete Smarter Cities projects 
in Rio de Janeiro, Berlin, Beijing, Dublin, Singapore, 
and New York. In Chicago its network enabled an
other company to build an app that monitors all the 
city's snowplows during a storm and tells drivers 
which streets are clear at any moment. Smarter Cit
ies showcases how a company catalyst can harness 
innovation tools to solve big problems while simul
taneously accelerating revenue and profit growth. 
(Smarter Planet as a whole is well on its way to con
tributing $10 billion in revenues by 2015.) 

Are You Ready? 
In an earlier era, Monson, Jain, Musyoka, and Harri
son might have done their work in a not-for-profit or 
a VC-backed start-up. Indeed, they empathize wi th 
the stereotypical garage-based entrepreneur. Their 
garage just happens to be stocked wi th amazing tools. 

Unfortunately, not all corporate environments 
are conducive to fourth-era innovation. For cata-
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lysts to flourish, companies need to embrace open 
innovation, approach innovation systematically, 
simplify and decentralize decision-making mecha
nisms, and be learning-focused and failure-tolerant. 
Beyond that, they need to make the pursuit of 
transformative innovation a purpose-driven ac
tivity. Many corporate leaders fret about how to 
provide sufficient economic incentives to attract 
high-quality innovators. It is hard for them to offer 
the potential for wealth that a stand-alone entre
preneur might realize. But, as Daniel Pink discusses 
in his 2009 book Drive, additional financial incen
tives can actually decrease performance on creative 
tasks. Pink argues that the way to motivate creative 
people is to give them autonomy, provide oppor
tunities to develop mastery, and insti l l a sense of 
purpose in their work. That applies in spades to 
catalysts. 

The fourth era is already shifting the roles that in
novation players have traditionally held and creating 
new ones: 

Venture capitalists, who were the enablers of the 
th i rd era, must consider how their model has to 
change if they are to remain relevant. 

Young innovators set on improving the wor ld 
should recognize that working for a large company 
isn't "selling out"—it can maximize their impact. 

Corporate leaders must critically examine the 
degree to which their companies' environments are 
hospitable to the work of catalysts. 

Employees who find their innovation environ
ment inhospitable should consider whether another 
company would provide more-fertile ground for 
catalytic work. 

Catalysts who have just started their efforts 
should grit their teeth, because the work wi l l not be 
easy. Asked to give advice to fellow catalysts, Uni
lever's Yuri Jain advises having purpose and persis
tence. " I t is a daily struggle," he says. " I f you don't 
believe in the project, the barriers are going to be 
enormous." 

Entrepreneurs wi l l continue to give birth to great 
businesses, and nonprofits w i l l continue striving 
to build a better society. But the people changing 
the world today are as likely to be in corporate cu
bicles and conference rooms as in Silicon Valley or at 
social-impact conferences. Welcome to innovation's 
new era. 

A ut
iliz

aç
ão

 de
ste

 ar
tig

o é
 ex

clu
siv

a p
ar

a f
ins

 ed
uc

ac
ion

ais
.

Text Box
Fonte: Harvard Business Review International, Boston, v. 90, n. 9, p. 44-53, Sep. 2012.




