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Once upon a time, a rich farmer’s 
crop exceeded his storage space. 
So he conceived the plan of pulling 
down his old barns and construct-
ing larger ones, after which he in-
tended to enjoy life. But before he 
could realize his worldly scheme, 
God told him: “Fool, time is up!” 
The Almighty announced that dur-
ing the ensuing night he would take 
back the life of the wealthy man who 
had not been rich to his creator and 
provider.

This parable should serve as a 
wake-up call for leaders in differ-
ent walks of life. Storing riches for 
his organization while ignoring the 
outside world, which sustains his 
collective, can spell disaster for an 
idea farmer. He may have harvested 
many novel proposals during the in-
novation honeymoon, the unusually 
insightful and creative initial period 
of organizational newcomers. Un-
doubtedly, there needs to be time for 
introspection when the newly con-
ceived ideas are mentally digested. 
During this phase, the headman, 
with his team, should reshape them 
and select the most promising op-
tions. But then, he must not hesitate 
to open and empty what I call the 
“idea barn” whenever the benefi ts of 
doing so outweigh the costs in terms 
of giving up secrecy and exclusivity. 

There are fi ve interrelated ad-
vantages of exposing outsiders to a 
nascent concept as soon as possible 
after it has been earmarked for the 
fi rst stage of implementation (see il-
lustration).

1. Image enhancement
Idea tinkerers have to leave their 

garage and look at the big picture 
before it is too late. Even nerds must 
realize that what is good for the 
country is also good for the organi-
zation that resides in it! As institu-
tional citizens, organizations need 
to promote the welfare of what I 
call the “innovation abode”, because 
they will ultimately benefi t from a 
fl ourishing environment. Besides, 
the leader of an organization has a 
moral obligation to give back to so-
ciety, which gave birth to his institu-
tion or at least is currently hosting 
it. Gratitude is expressed not only 
by donating money, but also by dis-
seminating valuable ideas without 
unnecessary delay.

By holding back key insights and 
insisting on exclusive rights, lead-
ers stifl e the diffusion of innovation. 
This leads to suboptimal outcomes; 
the potential of a market economy 
will not be actualized. In contrast, 
through idea-sharing and collabo-
ration, men of premier rank can 

transform their habitat into a center 
of excellence. It may serve as a plat-
form for international expansion 
and become a key driver of sustain-
able growth.

A wide variety of stakeholders 
will perceive the proactive, perme-
able and outpouring organization 
not only as a dynamic innovator, but 
also respect it as an unselfi sh, open, 
honest, fair and generous player. 
Stakeholders, many of whom are 
becoming increasingly demand-
ing and outspoken, are less likely to 
objurgate it for being an aggressive 
monopolist or evil cult.

2. Liberation and focus
If the guiding light stops coveting, 

hording, and locking away ideas, he 
will be free to concentrate on their 
real purpose, which is to create 
value for all constituents, part of 
which his organization can capture. 
Having emptied his store, he will be 
mentally ready and have space at his 
disposal to receive diverse blessings. 
As a result of his new attitude, he 
probably will direct his efforts at ac-
tually making use of ideas together 
with outsiders. 

The torch-bearer thus will avoid 
spending all his resources on keep-
ing his mental products secret, 
which often is a futile attempt any-
way. Because loyalty to employers 
is waning and many employees can 
be easily poached, competitors often 
do not fi nd it diffi cult to gain access 
to the well-guarded idea laboratory 
of their rivals.

3. Networks and reciprocity
By letting outsiders partake in 

ideas, organizational chieftains can 
achieve exponential growth in hu-
man, social and intellectual capital. 
They will be able to develop trust-
based networks with many mem-
bers of their “extended innovation 
family”, who otherwise could easily 
turn into enemies. For example, if 

you grant suppliers and customers 
access to your “insight factory”, they 
probably will become eager to work 
with you. Honored to be invited as 
expert reviewers, as well as co-cre-
ators and co-owners of ideas, they 
will gladly join forces and help you 
shape the environment.

Spontaneous collaboration could 
fi nally be institutionalized in stra-
tegic alliances, for example. As an-
other networking effect, the positive 
organizational image will attract 
and motivate a pool of talent, who 
will potentiate the benefi ts.

If you open up and share ideas, 
others will feel compelled to recip-
rocate. Many stakeholders are likely 
to reach out to you to propose and 
discuss exciting business opportuni-
ties. When others ask you for input, 
you have the unique opportunity 
of jointly shaping their future with 
them. 

4. Collective intelligence
If you design an open system and, 

as a reality check, allow outsiders to 
scrutinize your ideas, you can ob-
tain valuable feedback. You may be 
able to prune errors before products 
have progressed to a development 
stage when changes become pro-
hibitively expensive. By building an 
“open innovation home”, in which 
outsiders are also allowed to dwell, 
you are likely to absorb and generate 
ideas through the process of cross-
fertilization.

In contrast, close-loop organiza-
tions, which develop products in 
isolation, face high risks. When in-
stitutional introverts fi nally unveil 
what they hail as a highly relevant 
product sensation, it may be per-
ceived as insignifi cant and outdated, 
a classic case of “too little, too late”. 
Besides, customers may complain 
about shortcomings that might have 
been corrected if the ideas had been 
subjected to external validation be-
fore the surprise launch.

5. Disguise and preemption
In most circumstances, even in-

tellectual Machiavellians will fi nd 
it benefi cial to share ideas as soon 
as possible. It is an effective strata-
gem to give utmost publicity to the 
greatest secret! In contrast, the more 
you try to cover something up, the 
harder others will toil to uncover 
the truth. Most gratifi ed with any 
discovery, they will eagerly capital-
ize on it.

Idea-sharing can also preempt 
competition. If a rival learns that 
a powerful player is working on a 
key new technology, for example, it 
might feel disheartened. 

Furthermore, after you have 
shared intellectual property with 
competitors, they will become re-
luctant subsequently to use it with-
out your permission, since their 
transgression would be obvious and 
embarrassment at the very least 
would be unavoidable.

Organizational character is des-
tiny! Leaders must choose between 
giving in order to receive, and suf-
fering the freedom of the fugitive. 
Those who appreciate the true value 
of sharing ideas as soon as possible 
with outsiders and actually empty 
their intellectual stores will be able 
to triumph like the man who ex-
claimed: “My barn having burned 
to the ground, I can now see the 
moon!”

(Part 10 of the “Innovation Ho-
neymoon” series. To be continued.) 

“Prof. Kai on Strategic Leader-
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ship at the National University of 
Singapore (NUS) Business School 
and author of The Art of Chinese 
Management (Oxford University 
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Jamaican sprinter Usain Bolt is 
the fastest man in human his-
tory after setting three world 

records at the Beijing Olympics last 
year. Reaching the heights that Bolt 
attained required motivation, criti-
cal thinking and focus. 

Even more important, it required 
turning early setbacks into advantag-
es, turning weaknesses into strengths 
and developing the motivation re-
quired of a world champion. These 
three attributes are lessons that can 
apply to those working in business.

Play to one’s strengths
If a sports coach hadn’t recog-

nized that Bolt’s special gift was 
speed when he was young, he might 
have stopped at being reason-
ably good at cricket, a sport he had 
been practicing in his youth. When 
coaches advised Bolt to concen-
trate on a 400-meter race, Bolt had 
enough self-confi dence to realize 
that his strength lay in the 100-me-
ter dash. The Olympics proved him 
right. Bolt was cognizant enough in 
his own abilities that he knew when 
to accept or ignore feedback.

In business, you often fi nd a heavy 
emphasis on gap-analysis, encourag-
ing executives to focus on improv-
ing their weak points. It is almost 
always the wrong advice. If you are 
a great writer, but a terrible speaker, 
focus on writing even better and get 
someone else to do the speaking. Of-
ten the things we are bad at are the 
things that we don’t really want to do. 
A recipe for success is to do fewer of 
the things we don’t like, and to con-
centrate on those that we are good 
at. I remember a salesman who was 
spectacular at signing up new clients, 
but terrible at following through. His 
boss fi nally fi red him. It was a stupid 
move. Finding his special talent is 
extremely diffi cult, while it is easy 
to fi nd someone to handle mundane 
details once the sale is made. His boss 
should have kept him on the job and 
hired someone else to handle the ad-
ministration. You need confi dence in 
yourself, and if you are not the CEO, 
you need an organization that will 
support you.

Turn setbacks into strength
After going professional Bolt ex-

perienced a series of injuries and 
setbacks that might have discour-
aged anyone. However, without 
these setbacks, he might never have 
achieved the focus, discipline and 
pacing required of a champion.

What distinguishes highly suc-
cessful people is not that they face 
fewer setbacks. We all face obsta-
cles in our lives. However, success-
ful people have the ability to fi nd a 
positive framing that allows them to 
learn from setbacks and use them as 
a source of motivation. Apple’s Steve 
Jobs likes to tell the story that had 
he not dropped out of college, the 
Macintosh would not have been as 
great a machine. He credits his cur-
rent success at Apple to having been 
fi red by that company 14 years ago. 
Facing death helped him focus on 
what he wanted to achieve in life.

Similarly, what distinguishes 
highly successful people is not they 
have no weaknesses. We are all hu-
man and are all weak. What distin-
guishes successful people is their 
ability to fi nd ways to use their 
weaknesses to their advantage and 
to fi nd strengths in themselves that 
others may not recognize. One of 
the heroes of the American Civil 
War was Joshua Lawrence Cham-
berlain, an English professor and 

poet but also a fervent opponent of 
slavery who felt he couldn’t live with 
himself if he didn’t contribute to the 
war effort. Many of his colleagues 
felt he was too bookish to lead men 
into battle and too intellectual to be 
an effective fi eld commander. But, 
when put to the test, the fact that 
he was different gave him credibil-
ity with men who mutinied against 
their more conventional offi cers. His 
ability to clearly articulate his vision 
of what the Union army was fi ght-
ing for proved to be inspirational to 
his soldiers. Their valiant defense 
of Little Round Top at the Battle of 
Gettysburg was an important part of 
the Union victory. Chamberlain was 
awarded the Congressional Medal 
of Honor.

Motivation is the key to every-
thing

Bolt had trouble early in his career 
because he was so much faster than 
everyone else that he neglected train-
ing, ate the wrong food and failed to 
concentrate. That was enough for 
local competition, but becoming a 
world champion required more. The 
key was motivation.

Motivation is equally important 
in business, and often as diffi cult to 
maintain. Some executives feel pas-
sionate about the job, or they feel a re-
sponsibility to the people they know 
in the company. Others want to hold 
on to the infl uence that comes with 
the position. What is the incentive 
for an executive at a company like 
Microsoft who has already earned 
millions to stay at the top of his or 
her form? Executives who already 
have everything they want can con-
tinue to give maximum effort by not 
resting on their laurels, but fi nding 
new challenges and other means of 
motivation to always be better. Many 
sport stars and executives share an 
intensely competitive spirit to win, 
which often has nothing to do with 
accumulating greater wealth.

What about the executive who 
sees his career at its limit with no 
prospects for moving further up the 
ladder, or is working for a company 
with a fl attened management struc-
ture? In some situations you may 
have to work at motivation, just as 
Bolt did. Even the most routine jobs 
can be made interesting by turn-
ing them into a game. The trick is 
to treat the component parts of the 
job as a series of challenges and then 
to set small goals. It is a question of 
identifying something that you want 
to do a little bit better, a little bit dif-
ferent and then working on it incre-
mentally. Usain Bolt is only 22 years 
old, but he knows the way. He has 
already been there. You in your job 
can do the same.

John Weeks is Professor of Organi-
zational Behavior at IMD (www.imd.

ch). He teaches on the Orchestrating 
Winning Performance and Advanced 

Strategic Management programs.
Professor Weeks will take part in 

an event with Usain Bolt on July 6, 
2009 at IMD in which the Olympic 

gold medalist will share his insights on 
motivation with a business audience.
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Prita Kemal Gani is quite well 
known among those who run 
public relations (PR) schools, 

having developed The London 
School of Public Relations’ Commu-
nications Vocational High School 
(STIKOM LSPR) into one of the 
best PR schools in Indonesia.

STIKOM LSPR was previously 
just a PR course center located 
at the World Trade Center on Jl. 
Sudirman, Jakarta, starting off with 
about 30 students.

Today, STIKOM LSPR has a huge 
campus where many parents send 
their children for an education in 
PR. Prita said it was not easy to turn 
it into the large and well-known 
campus that it is today, which would 
not have been possible had it not 
been for a dedicated team. 

“Thank goodness I had the sup-
port of my team members and 
friends that had the same mindset as 
me, which made it easy for STIKOM 
LSPR to progress. I also created 
harmonious work relations, which 
produced the right atmosphere for 
creativity,” said Prita.

“I also teach my students to be cre-
ative by giving them the opportunity 
to become involved in various activi-
ties. This differentiates The London 

School from other PR schools. Our 
students become independent, so 
that they can become anything, such 
as MC, PR consultant or event organ-
izer. We also teach them to make pro-
posals, presentations for clients and 
we teach them about public charac-
ter and culture,” said Prita, who was 
born in Jakarta in 1961.

While other private PR schools 
have opened branches in the coun-
try, STIKOM LSPR has not, although 
it does intend to open branches in 
neighboring countries. 

This is a small part of Prita’s am-
bition, which is in line with her 
character and way of thinking. All 
this has something to do with her 
past as she was raised mostly by 
her mother after her father’s death 
when she was fi ve. She grew up to 
be idealistic and independent just 
like her mother. Prita said that her 
mother was not only a good house-
wife, but was also successful in man-
aging a hotel in Bengkulu. Learning 
from her mother, Prita also became 
adept at housework and considers 
cooking a hobby.

Her success in the fi eld of educa-
tion is closely related to her child-
hood dream of becoming a teacher. 
“I wanted to be a teacher ever since 
I was a little girl. It is this dream that 
has brought me to where I am to-
day,” she said with a smile.

Next to her ambition to become 

a teacher, Prita was also interested 
in the PR world, especially after 
studying hotel management at Tri-
sakti University and the training she 
received at Hilton Hotel, now The 
Sultan, in the public relations de-
partment. “I love both teaching and 
the PR world. PR is lots of fun as I 
get to meet lots of people,” said Prita.

After graduating from Trisakti 
University in Jakarta she continued 
her PR studies at the London City 
College of Management, Britain, 
and then earned a master’s in busi-
ness administration at the Interna-
tional Academy of Management and 
Economics in Manila, the Philip-
pines. Later she was the PR director 
at Clark Hatch International, Jakar-
ta, for three years from 1989 to 1992. 

It was during this time that she 
met her future husband, Kemal Ef-
fendi Gani, who was then the editor 
of Swa magazine. To Prita, the world 
of journalism was close to PR and 
she found she had a lot in common 
with Kemal. Amid her activities as 
a professional businesswoman, the 
wife and mother of three still fi nds 
time for her family. 

“I still have time to arrange the 
daily menu, put fl owers on the table, 
change the children’s pillow slips 
and take them to school. I’m just 
like any other housewife. If we only 
thought about work, life would be 
boring,” she said. 

Prita, whose father was from 
Surakarta in Central Java and moth-
er from Padang in West Sumatra,
said her concept of family life is the 
strong cement in the form of similar 
dreams of the husband and wife in a 
marriage. She said life should be full 
of good karma. “My philosophy is 
simple: Do good things that are use-
ful for many people, including your 
family, relatives, as well as students,” 
said Prita.

Along with all her achievements, 
Prita has become a female entre-
preneur who is on a par with other 
reputable Indonesian women. She 
is now obsessed with improving the 
nation through her school. ”I want 
to raise the creativity of my students 
to the international level, so that the 
school gets international acknowl-
edgement that will have a positive 
impact on the Indonesian econo-
my,” said Prita, who has received a 
number of prestigious awards – one 
of them being the Achievement 
Award in Education from Perhumas 
in 2006.

As a person who cares about the 
nation’s youth and their education, 
Prita advises the young generation 
to prepare for globalization. She 
said that they need not only a quality 
education and to master the English 
language, but a high level of disci-
pline and professionalism to face 
the future.
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