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Unit 1.1 Sources
Unit introduction
This unit will help you to identify and explore different business opportunities. Change is a part of everyday life,
your work is subject to continuous change and to stay up to date you need to seek new ways of working and
doing business. By developing these skills, it will also allow you to deal with the change and uncertainty of
everyday life. This unit will show you how to identify sources of business opportunities, and how to collaborate
with potential sources including sample ways of collecting ideas from these sources.

Unit objectives
At the end of this unit, you will be able to:





Identify potential sources of ideas inside your organisation
Identify potential sources of ideas external to your organisation
Collect data from internal sources to identify business opportunities
Collect data from external sources to develop business opportunities
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1.1.1: Sources of business opportunities
Traditionally entrepreneurship is concerned with creating business however, the European Commission and
other public-sector bodies are emphasising the need for people to become entrepreneurial in all aspects of life,
by looking for opportunities to improve our personal and professional lives. It is in this context we are exploring
business opportunities.
The new world of work is subject to continuous change, to keep up to date we need the ability to identify and
assess the validity of opportunities and realise new opportunities in the workplace. Rather than focusing on
creating products, services or business, we will look at opportunities inside and outside the organisation that
can improve the business through either enhancing reputation, increasing sales, reducing costs or time spent on
unnecessary activities.
Idea generation is the starting point of new ideas. Koen, Ajamian, Burkart, and Clamen (2001) describe idea
generation as an activity in which ideas are progressively built upon, torn down, refined, reshaped, adapted and
advanced. All businesses have access to an extensive pool of knowledge - whether this is their understanding
of customers' needs and the business environment or the skills and experience of staff. Business ideas can come
from many different sources, in your own organisation or from other organisations such as your customers and
suppliers. They can also come from other sources such as external individuals and communities.

Idea Generation Process
New business opportunities and ideas typically emerge through a combination of converging activities.

The Five-Step Concept Generation Method
A more structured method of generating concepts (shown in Figure 1) is Ulrich and Eppinger’s five-step method
(2008, pp. 99–100):
1.
1.
2.
3.
4.

Clarify the problem.
Search for concepts externally.
Search for concepts internally.
Explore possible concepts systematically.
Reflect on the solutions and the process.

Figure 1 Ulrich and Eppinger's five-step concept generation method

Step 1: Clarify the problem
Clarifying the problem involves developing a general understanding of the problem and breaking it down into
sub-problems if necessary. Some problems as a whole may be too complex to understand. For instance, the
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design of a new type of photocopier can be broken down into several design problems—the design of the
document handler, paper feeder, and printing device.
Step 2: Search for concepts externally
When an organisation searches externally, it can gain insights from a variety of external sources. There are
several methods of generating concepts externally. These include:






Interviewing lead users
Interviewing subject matter experts
Searching patent listings
Searching published literature about similar products
Benchmarking related products, services and processes

Step 3: Search for concepts internally
Internal searching involves the use of personal and team knowledge and a high degree of creative and innovative
thinking to generate concepts.
Ulrich and Eppinger (2008) suggest four guidelines for improving internal searching:





Suspend judgement—that is, avoid direct criticism of concepts.
Generate a lot of ideas.
Welcome ideas that seem unfeasible.
Use graphical and physical media such as sketches.

Table 1 shows some methods used for internal concept generation including the brainstorming method. This

method is discussed in detail later in this unit.
Table 1 Internal Concept Generation Methods

Internal Concept Generation Method

Description

Gallery method

Uses storyboards of concepts for simultaneous discussion

Graphical and physical media

Promotes the use of aids to communicate the concept or
problem solution; for example, sketching surfaces, analogical and
physical examples, and benchmarked concepts

Team brainstorming and trading of
ideas in a group

This Is a practical way of hosting group concept generation and
can unveil the most unexpected of concepts.

Related and unrelated stimuli

Uses stimuli generated in the context of the problem at hand
(related stimuli) and stimuli that encourage abstract thinking and
new ideas (unrelated or random stimuli)

Imagination through visualisation

Is powerful when mastered for the “mental modelling” of a
solution. It involves picturing a model in your mind as if it already
exists. You can imagine a working model or a user interacting
with the model.

Step 4: Explore possible concepts systematically
As a result of external and internal searches, the team will have collected solutions to the overall problem and
many solutions to the sub-problems. These solutions must be explored systematically to enable the team to
consider all possible combinations.
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Step 5: Reflect on the solutions and the process
As always, the process needs to be reviewed. During the review, ask the following questions:





Is the team confident that possible solutions have been fully explored?
Are there alternative ways to decompose the problem?
Have external sources been thoroughly pursued?
Have all the proposed ideas been evaluated and either combined with other concepts or rejected?

Lateral Thinking
Throughout this unit, we discuss idea generation, information sources, and idea generation methods. However,
we also need to bear in mind that ideas can spring from no information at all. In “The Use of Lateral Thinking”,
Edward De Bono attributes this to “lateral thinking” as opposed to sheer intelligence.

“Lateral thinking is made necessary by the limitations of vertical thinking.”

De Bono uses the analogy of digging a hole. Vertical thinking is digging the same hole deeper. Lateral thinking is
trying again elsewhere. The first principle of lateral thinking is to realise that a dominant idea can be an obstacle
instead of a benefit. De Bono defined four principles of lateral thinking:





The recognition of dominant polarising ideas
The search for different ways of looking at things
The relaxation of the rigid control of vertical thinking
The use of chance.

Dominant ideas are all around us. The idea that the Earth was flat is an example of a dominant idea that
polarised thought along set lines. Dominant ideas are the assumptions, rules and conventions that underpin
systems and influence people’s thinking and attitudes. Once a dominant idea is in place then everything else is
viewed in a way that supports them. For example, large airlines used to work with the beliefs that customers
wanted high standards of service; that tickets are issued for all flights; that sales occur through travel agents and
that seating is allocated in advance. As we know, the low-cost airlines challenged these dominant beliefs
creating new markets.
Lateral thinking involves breaking away from traditional modes of thinking and abandoning assumptions, rules
and conventions enabling the identification of innovative solutions and ideas that may not be considered.

1.1.2: Identifying opportunities from internal sources
Your organisation is one of the main sources of business ideas and opportunities. Reflecting on your own work,
processes or functional area can help you to identify opportunities for improvement or innovation. In addition,
speaking to other employees will identify further opportunities.
All organisations have problems. Problems can take the form of frustrations, annoyances and issues and taken
together they can be described as pain points. Pain points can be catalysts for great business ideas. A business
idea can represent solutions to problems that make things, better, easier, faster or more efficient.

Methods of collecting data from internal sources
It is important that identifying opportunities from your internal sources is completed using a structured method
which will ensure that opportunities are based on objective data rather than subjective opinions. This section
will examine methods to identify opportunities internally within your organisation.
Reflective practice/personal experiences
Reflecting on your experience and identifying something that is happening or happened during your work that
you feel causes frustration. To become aware of problems, observation of what is happening is key. Asking
questions about the problem may provide an opportunity, here are some questions that could be asked:
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Why are we doing this?
Is there a better way to do it?
How often does the problem occur?
How does the problem affect other areas of the organisation?
What do I need to know to help me to understand the problem more (what is missing)?

Monitoring and Observation
Observation can be a very powerful way of collecting information that will highlight business opportunities in
the workplace context.
Working with other employees
Internal searching involves the use of personal and team knowledge and a high degree of creative and innovative
thinking to generate business opportunities and ideas. Brainstorming is a practical way of hosting group idea
generation and can unveil a wealth of ideas and knowledge sharing.
Classic Brainstorming
Most people will have noticed at some time that, when listening to other people’s ideas, they sometimes think
of other ideas that support what they are hearing. Alternatively, what they hear may trigger a completely new
idea. This ‘freewheeling’ is due to the power of association, where one thought leads to another because of
some form of connection between them. Brainstorming relies on the associative nature of thoughts or ideas and
has led to a technique known as Classic Brainstorming.
Brainstorming Rules
The process of brainstorming is delicate. It can break down quickly if people criticise each others’ ideas or if
there is a loss of focus in the brainstorming session due to a clash of personalities. Clifford (2006) devised the
following set of rules for brainstorming:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Communicate the rules to the team at the beginning of each session.
Acknowledge that everybody has the right to participate fully.
Ensure participants listen to each others’ opinions and are not interrupted by anyone other than the
facilitator.
Ensure participants are committed to persistent effort and complete openness.
Use past failures as a learning experience and disallow personal criticisms of past failures.
Use deferred judgement to help enable the free flow of ideas.

Brainstorming Procedure
Clifford (2006) outlined the following procedure for classic brainstorming, outlined in Figure 2:









Assign a facilitator from the staff or hire a suitable facilitator. A good facilitator is important to ensure
the process does not end when you get to the end of the first phase of ideas. Most teams fail because
they do not wait for the second rush of ideas.
Prepare the creativity space. This can be an on-site meeting room or an off-site location where the
idea generation session is to be held. This step involves placing flip charts at various locations
depending on the number of participants. Have markers and post-its® available.
Assemble a multi-disciplinary team. Six to twelve people per session is advised. The group becomes
more difficult to manage with increasing numbers.
Gather the team together and schedule two hours for the brainstorming session. If the session
appears to be progressing well, let it continue to develop as many ideas as possible. Ideas generally
come in two phases. There is the initial “first rush” from the things you already know and the ideas
you already have in your head. Then there is a pause, which can last for 10 to 15 minutes and
eventually leads to another rush. This is the second and usually more imaginative wave of ideas.
Explain the process fully. Freewheeling requires trust. Encourage the giving of ideas, especially when
they are wild, weird, and wonderful. These act as great triggers for new ideas.

REINNOVATE 2017-1-IE01-KA202-025689
Reinnovate | Module 1 | Using research to identify future opportunities

Page 9 of 42







Record the ideas quickly and write them on the flip charts. Participants can write ideas on post-its®
and stick them on the flip chart. This will enable them to move the ideas around. The ideas should be
written with markers and all participants using the flip chart should be able to read all the ideas.
Add the ideas that were generated during the session to a master ideas list and number them
sequentially. It is important to keep a history of the ideas that were generated because these ideas
can act as triggers for new ideas in the future. If some of the ideas are not technically feasible at the
time, they may be feasible in the future after further technological developments.
Hold a follow-up session. Incubate the ideas for one day and night and repeat the exercise using the
ideas already generated to trigger other ideas during the follow-up session.

Figure 2 Brainstorming Procedure (Clifford, 2006)
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1.1.3: Identifying opportunities from external sources
When an organisation searches for opportunities externally, it can gain insights from a variety of sources
including its customers, suppliers and competitors.

Customers
Hearing, understanding and responding to customers’ feedback on their needs and expectations are crucial
requirements for any company looking to understand its customers and create a customer-centric organisation.
Many organisations have formal customer service functions, yet most companies do not have a process to
actively listen to customers in order to analyse and act on the information received. Developing a systematic
approach to listening to customers, and responding to what they communicate is essential for any organisation
to embed a truly customer focused culture.

Suppliers
Listening to your suppliers may provide business ideas and opportunities for improvement. Soliciting supplier
feedback and ideas can be achieved using the VOC method which is outlined in the next section.

Competitors & Market knowledge
Watch developments in your sector. How are your competitors performing? How much are they charging? Are
there any new entrants to the market? Have any significant new products been launched? Trade exhibitions
and conferences can provide an easy way of finding out what your competitors are doing and to see the latest
innovations in your sector. Professional associations and trade bodies are another external source of business
opportunities. These include professional association publications, academic publications, government
publications, reports from research bodies, trade and technical magazines.

Methods of collecting data from external sources
Voice of the customer (VOC)
The voice of the customer (VOC) is a method of capturing stated and unstated customer needs and expectations.
It provides a means for organisations to adopt an ‘outside-in’ perspective on its business performance and ability
to meet or exceed customer expectations.
Implementing a formal VOC process provides the means to gather customer intelligence in a structured manner.
The information and data can relate not only to customer satisfaction feedback on current offerings and
products; but can also provide useful and insightful information relating to future product development and
potential growth opportunities – such as identifying potential opportunities to add further value for customers
by modifying or building additional offerings around existing services or products.
VOC can provide valuable additional information including customer improvement suggestions relating to
existing products or services; perceived quality across a range of criteria; areas of dissatisfaction relating not just
to products, but also to customer support, responsiveness etc; and features and ideas for incorporation into
future designs.
There are different ways of gathering VOC data and these can be grouped into three broad categories:
1.
2.
3.

Active - Surveys, focus groups, site visits, in-depth interviews etc.
Receptive - Customer complaints, product returns, warranty claims, etc.
Indirect - Customer-driven measures, repeat business etc.

The techniques used to gather formal VOC information will depend on the nature of the relationship existing
between company and customer. Where there is a direct business relationship, the organisation may have the
opportunity for regular meetings with customers or their representatives; these meetings should be used to
capture customer feedback on supplier and product performance as well as eliciting input on new product or
service ideas/ developments. The VOC should also, where possible, be obtained from different players in the
customer organisation – a buyer will define value differently from a design or quality engineer, who in turn may
not have the same value perspective as an operator using the product or service in their own organisation.
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Many companies have an indirect relationship with their customers, where there may be too many customers
to deal directly with, or where there are distributors or other intermediaries between the company and the
customer. Nevertheless, reliable and useful VOC data can be obtained using a variety of techniques – such as
surveys, focus groups, market research, customer service departments etc.
Customer surveys
Customer surveys are used to elicit quality, service and performance data by asking a standardised set of
questions. They are either mailed to customers for them to complete and return or are administered by an
interviewer.
Focus groups
Focus groups are small groups of customers invited to a meeting and asked for their thoughts and opinions on
specific questions.
Face-to-face interviews
Face-to-face interviews are conducted by an interviewer with individual customers or potential customers who
are asked about their experience with specific products or services.
Internet monitoring & social listening
Internet monitoring requires the review of forums, blogs and social networks that feature your company’s
products. Social media is a great resource for collecting VOC data online. Your customer’s posts describing
positive interactions or sharing complaints with your company provide a great insight into their expectations,
and how you are currently delivering on those.
Field intelligence
Any employee who comes into direct contact with customers, such as salespeople, repair technicians, telephone
operators, and receptionists, can obtain useful information simply by engaging in conversation and listening to
customers
Complaint Analysis
Complaints, although undesirable from a service point of view, can be a key source of customer information.
Complaints allow an organisation to learn about product failures and service problems, particularly the gaps
between expectations and performance.
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1.1.4: Identifying opportunities from national & international perspectives
Globalisation will affect both SMEs and entrepreneurs in different type of economies on a national and regional
perspective. All organisation types in the future will be actors within the global market. Certainly, new
technology means that even very small local firms have such a possibility and opportunities to consider.
All organisations must address the changes that have arisen, or can be predicted to arise, within their operating
business environment. Such changes occur constantly, and organisations should identify and respond to these
changes which can also be viewed as business opportunities. There are several approaches that can be used to
investigate the global business environment and the most commonly used approaches include the PESTLE
analysis.
Every business is affected by numerous outside factors. Developments in politics, the economy, technology,
society and the environment together with digital transformation will affect your organisation and may provide
business opportunities, so you need to keep yourself informed.

PESTLE analysis
This is a way of looking at a business from an external perspective and allows you to consider the key influences
and the implications. Done properly, a PESTLE analysis can test your business’s sensitivities to the business
environment. Each of the letters in the term PESTLE stands for a factor:


Political – this can cover developments at national and international levels of markets and customer
behaviours. Government stability, regulation and political ethos are among many factors that can
affect a business. An impending election, for example, could create uncertainty and a drop in
consumer confidence.



Economic – policies on currencies, inflation and a host of other factors have far-reaching
consequences. For instance, an increase in the inflation rate would mean that prices of products or
services might have to increase.



Social – demographic, behavioural and attitudes need to be considered. An example might be how
well a business can adapt to an ageing population.



Technological – rapid changes in technology adoption, as well as increased automation, present
opportunities (a chance to take costs out of a business) as well as challenges (customer expectations
can be higher).



Legal – from HR and regulatory compliance to health and safety and data protection, there are a
range of laws that impact on businesses and affect day-to-day operations of business.



Environmental – climate change, pollution and waste management are among a number of factors
that impact on how businesses operate.

How to use a PESTLE analysis technique
The PESTLE analysis technique is usually used in a meeting or workshop where several ideas and opinions can
be sought. Representatives from a range of functions should be present so that they can provide specialist
information. When using the PESTLE technique it is important to recognise that we are looking for factors that
fit two criteria: they are outside the sphere of influence (i.e. control) of the organisation, and they will have
some level of impact upon it.
Displaying a PESTLE
A simple template for the display of a PESTLE analysis is shown in Figure 3. Please note that whilst three factors
are indicated in each category there is no upper or lower limit on a PESTLE analysis.
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Figure 3 Pestle Analysis Template
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Unit summary
In this unit, you looked at identifying different sources of business opportunities both inside and outside of your
organisation. This unit also identified how to collaborate with potential sources including sample ways of
collecting ideas from these sources.

Unit activities
Activity 1: Successful business opportunities
Purpose of activity
Identify successful business opportunities in your organisation and reflect on why they were successful .
Task Details
Post to the discussion forum







What industry your company is in
A successful business idea in your organisation.
Where did the source of the idea come from?
Why was it successful?
What implications did it have on the future of your organisation?
How changed the business opportunities in connection with digital workplace and digital
strategies?

Response
Respond to at least one individual detailing what you learned and how it can be applied to your
organisation and particularly for your workplace.

Activity 2: Identifying your idea sources
Purpose
Identify potential sources of ideas in your organisation and plan how you could collaborate with these
sources.
Task Details
Post to the discussion forum:





A list of potential sources of business ideas. Why are they good sources
Identify one source that you would like to work with
Detail how you will work with them to identify opportunities
Highlight what difficulties you might have and how to overcome them

Response
Respond to at least one individual suggesting how they might overcome some of the difficulties they
foresee

Unit self-assessment questions
Question 1
Outline the five-step method for concept generation.
Question 2
Outline the brainstorming process.
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Unit answers to self-assessment questions
Answer 1
The five-step method for concept generation is as follows:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Clarify the problem.
Search for concepts externally.
Search for concepts internally.
Explore possible concepts systematically.
Reflect on the solutions and the process.

Answer 2
The procedure for classic brainstorming is as follows:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Assign a facilitator from the staff or hire a suitable facilitator.
Prepare the creativity space.
Assemble a multi-disciplinary team.
Gather the team together and schedule two hours for the session. If the session appears to be
progressing well, let it continue to develop as many ideas as possible.
Explain the process fully and encourage the giving of ideas, especially when they are wild, weird, and
wonderful.
Record the ideas quickly and write them on flip charts.
Add the ideas that were generated during the session to a master ideas list and number them
sequentially.
Incubate the ideas for one day and night and repeat the exercise using the ideas already generated to
trigger other ideas in a follow-up session.

Unit supplementary resources
Link 1: Where good ideas come from | Steven Johnson | TED Global 2010
Details
People often credit their ideas to individual "Eureka!" moments. But Steven Johnson shows how history
tells a different story. His fascinating tour takes us from the "liquid networks" of London's coffee houses
to Charles Darwin's long, slow hunch to today's high-velocity web.
The Link
https://www.ted.com/talks/steven_johnson_where_good_ideas_come_from?utm_campaign=tedspr
ead&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=tedcomshare

Link 2: How to Come Up With Good Ideas | Mark Rober | TEDxYouth@ColumbiaSC
Details
Mark Rober is a YouTuber and former NASA Engineer turned Inventor/Entrepreneur. He received his
Bachelor’s degree in Mechanical Engineering from BYU and Masters from USC. He worked at NASA’s
Jet Propulsion Laboratory for 9 years, 7 of which were spent working on the Curiosity Rover which is
now on Mars. In 2011, he uploaded his Halloween costume to YouTube that featured 2 iPads using a
FaceTime chat so it looked like he had a hole in his body. The video went viral overnight with 3M views
and he decided to start posting monthly videos about creativity, science and design and now has over
77M total views and 350k subscribers.
The Link
https://youtu.be/L1kbrlZRDvU
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Unit 1.2 Innovation
Unit introduction
Operating successfully in business today requires and demands innovation. Due to the dynamic and global
markets that organisations now operate within, they must create new products and services and adopt stateof-the-art technology if they are to compete successfully. The purpose of this unit is to explore the complexities
surrounding the concept of innovation.
The first section of the unit outlines the importance of creativity and innovation in organisational success. Having
identified the importance of innovation, the next section moves on to look at how innovation is actually
stimulated and nurtured within organisations. Organisations can stimulate and nurture innovation by moving
towards more flexible structures and more open communication. Innovation can also be nurtured in a culture
that is relaxed, is supportive of new ideas, encourages monitoring of the environment, and has creative people
who are well trained, possess current knowledge in their respective fields of expertise, and who are secure in
their jobs.
There are detailed videos, text and slides to support this unit. Within each topic, you may be provided with
additional reference material for further reading, which must be studied. There will also be tasks to complete
in some topics to provide you with opportunities to apply what you have learned. At the end of this unit, there
will be an assignment for you to complete which is related to what you have learned.

Unit objectives
When you have successfully completed this unit you will be able to:




Differentiate between creativity and innovation
Explain the various innovation types and variables
Evaluate the various barriers to innovation that exist
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1.2.1: Creativity versus Innovation
Creativity refers to the ability to combine ideas and make unusual associations between those ideas. An
organisation that stimulates creativity develops unique ways of working, or novel solutions to problems.

Innovation is the introduction of new goods, services or new ways of working.

An organisation must adapt to changes in consumer demands and to new competitors. Like other sources of
competitive advantage, innovation comes from people. Innovation is the process of taking a creative idea and
turning it into a useful product, service, or work method. Therefore, the innovative organisation is characterised
by its ability to channel creativity into useful outcomes.
When management talk about changing an organisation’s structure to make it more creative, they usually mean
they want to stimulate and nurture innovation. Sony and Intel are often described as innovation organisations,
as they take novel ideas and turn them into profitable products and work methods.
However, innovation is not just related to high technology industries. Likewise, innovation is more than simply
the ‘big idea’ or the end product that results from it. Innovation is more accurately defined as a process through
which knowledge can be translated into new products, new services or an increase in productivity through new
production methods.
The success of any new product, new service, or new production method depends on the availability of a
complete system of interactions between the innovator and those individuals and organisations who can help
move the innovation from the idea stage to research and development and commercialisation. The elements
of such an ‘innovation system’ can be grouped as:






Knowledge infrastructure, including the R&D capacity and design and prototype aspects
Human resource infrastructure, including both education and training
Business climate, including aspects of finance, regulation and business infrastructure
The linkages to primary markets through commercialisation, including support for demonstration
Links to global markets, including market intelligence and export support

Entrepreneurship
The roots of sustained competitive advantage lie in an organisation’ ability to be proactive. Entrepreneurship is
a process whereby an individual or a group of individuals uses organised efforts and means to pursue
opportunities to create value and growth by fulfilling wants and needs through innovation and uniqueness, no
matter what resources are currently controlled.
Entrepreneurship involves the discovery of opportunities and the resources to exploit them. The spirit of
innovation that motivates an entrepreneur to start a new venture often permeates every aspect of the
organisation, from its products and services to its corporate culture and even its advertising.
There are three key elements of entrepreneurship:
1.
2.

3.

The First is the Pursuit of Opportunities: This involves pursuing environmental trends and changes that no
one else has seen or paid attention to.
The Second Key Element is that of Innovation: Entrepreneurship incorporates changing, revolutionising,
transforming, and introducing new approaches - that is, new products or services or new ways of doing
business. Entrepreneurial firms act as ‘agents of change’ by providing an essential source of new and
unique ideas that might otherwise go untapped.
The Final Key Element of Entrepreneurship is Growth: Entrepreneurs want their businesses to grow and
work hard to pursue growth as they continually look for new trends and continue to innovate new
products and new approaches.

There are four stages within the entrepreneurial process, as follows:
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1.

2.

3.

4.

Exploring the Entrepreneurial Context: The context includes the realities of the new economy, laws and
regulations that compose the legal environment, and the realities of the changing world of work. It is
critical to analyse the entrepreneurial context because it determines the rules of the game and what
decisions and actions are likely to meet with success.
Identifying Opportunities and Possible Competitive Advantages: It is through exploring the entrepreneurial
context that potential competitive advantages arise. These factors will determine whether the venture is
worth pursuing further.
Starting the Venture: If the factors in stage two point towards a competitive advantage, then the next
stage is to start the venture. This stage involves researching the feasibility of the venture, planning the
venture, organising and launching the venture.
Managing the Venture: This is the final stage of the entrepreneurial process. It incorporates managing
processes, managing people, and managing growth.

Innovation variables
For innovation to occur within organisations, just having creative people is not enough. It takes the right
environment for the innovation process to take hold and prosper. There are three sets of environmental
variables that have been found to stimulate innovation within organisations. These are: the organisation’s
structure, culture, and human resource management practices.
Structural variables
Structural variables can be divided into three sub-categories:






Organic structures positively influence innovation because this type of organisation is low in formalisation,
centralisation, and work specialisation. Organic structures also facilitate the flexibility, adaptability, and
cross-fertilisation necessary for innovation.
The availability of abundant resources provides a solid foundation for innovation. With a plentiful supply
of resources, management can afford to purchase innovations, can afford the cost of instituting
innovations, and can absorb failures.
A high level of inter-unit communication can help to break down potential barriers to innovation. Crossfunctional teams, task forces, and other such organisational designs facilitate interaction across
departmental lines and are widely used in innovative organisations.

Cultural variables
Innovative organisations tend to have unique cultures. They encourage experimentation, reward both successes
and failures, in order to successfully identify mistakes.
An innovative culture is likely to have the following characteristics:
Acceptance of ambiguity - too much emphasis on objectivity and specificity may constrain creativity.
Tolerance of the impractical - employees who put forward impractical, even foolish, suggestions should not be
put down for their efforts. What at first seems impractical might lead to innovative solutions through
brainstorming and creative thinking. What first seemed foolish may in fact prove to be the spark that lights the
way for innovation.
Low External Controls
Rules, regulations, policies, and other organisational controls should be kept to a minimum to avoid stifling
creative thinking.
Acceptance of Risk
Employees are encouraged to experiment without fear of consequences should they fail. Mistakes are treated
as learning opportunities.
Focus on the ‘Ends’ rather than the ‘Means’
Goals should be identified and made clear to employees, and they should be encouraged to consider alternative
routes toward meeting their goals. Focusing on the ends suggests to employees that there might be several
correct solutions to any one particular problem.
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Tolerance of Conflict
Diversity of opinions should be encouraged. Harmony and agreement between employees should not
necessarily be positively linked to high performance. Diversity of opinions can stimulate positive and forward
thinking that can lead to creative thinking.
Open-system Focus
Management should closely monitor the environment that the organisation operates within and should
proactively respond to changes as they occur.
Human Resource Management Variables
Innovative organisations tend to actively promote the training and development of their employees so that their
knowledge remains up to date. Such organisations also tend to offer high levels of job security to reduce the
fear of making mistakes and to promote the concept of employees becoming ‘champions’ of change. Idea
champions actively and enthusiastically support new ideas, build support, overcome resistance, and ensure that
innovations are implemented. Idea champions typically inspire and energise other employees with their vision
and through their strong personal conviction and commitment to innovation. Idea champions typically have
roles within the organisation that allow for a considerable level of decision-making discretion. This autonomy
enables them to introduce and implement innovations.

Barriers to innovation
Constant innovation has become a strategy for business survival. An organisation's long-term viability can be
ensured through consistent forward-looking analysis and a willingness to initiate change. Survival demands a
response to this analysis, including investment in new opportunities. With such a powerful and straightforward
strategy, why are many organisations struggling to survive? It is not uncommon to see frantic energy at a failing
business yield nothing but continued layoffs. In a sluggish economy, even industry leaders can fail to recognise
the need for change, or fail to change in the right direction given the prevailing pressures and constraints. There
is little surprise when these companies fold or downsize.
Many businesses recognise the need for innovation and embrace the concept, but struggle to put it into practice.
In such organisations, innovation is often approached in a traditional fashion, through narrowly focused
attempts to solve highly visible business problems. This approach often misses larger opportunities and fails to
yield the most successful outcomes. The success of an organisation’s innovative effort may depend on
overcoming the four certain barriers to innovation set out below.
Overwhelming Problem
It is uncommon for most businesses to recognise and embrace the need for continuous innovation. Most often,
organisations see a need for new ideas when they are in trouble - when there is an urgent problem facing their
organisation or industry. These overwhelming problems generally result in innovation attempts that are too
little and too late. This can lead to a degree of panic within the organisation. An overwhelming problem can be
both threatening to the organisation's long-term existence and can seriously affect the current health of the
business. At this advanced stage, often the only viable solutions involve organisational restructuring or
significant new investment. Both options can be time-consuming and can lead to uncertainty within the
organisation. When attempting to tackle an overwhelming problem, innovative options are drastically reduced
in a stressed environment with limited ability to be proactive, take risks or make new investments. While many
organisations may respond adequately to overwhelming problems, the real secret to handling these problems
is to avoid them in the first place.
Over-Focusing
Some organisations invest in ongoing strategic planning and R&D to introduce innovation and avoid the surprise
of overwhelming problems. For these organisations, innovation is usually highly focused on a predetermined
number of active controls or decision-making areas. This allows organisations that may ordinarily resist change
to be dynamic and innovative within specific areas of their business. This innovation method works well when
an industry, environment, or economic shift is visibly identified. Frequently, however, these problems shift in
different ways and in different directions that do not lend themselves to an overall innovative solution; or worse,
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the organisation fails to recognise a potential problem or opportunity if it does not fit into a group's area of
expertise. This is what is referred to as over-focusing.
Advisor Agendas
A potential solution to keep from succumbing to both overwhelming problems and over-focusing is to solicit the
assistance of professionals external to an organisation that have a wide-range of expertise and a variety of
business knowledge. For this to work, an organisation requires contract professional services well in advance of
recognising specific business problems. An advisor relationship is developed and the leaders within a business
rely on the ongoing advice and counsel of these consultants to recognise opportunities and challenges where a
focused company may not. However, consulting advisors raise the possibility of another innovation barrier. This
is due to the fact that the consulting world generates revenue by spending time on a client's problems, so one
can imagine the motivation an advisor may have to discover concerns that need immediate attention. There is
a price tag to every problem, particularly if the consultant is uniquely poised to solve particular types of
problems. Due to this advisor bias, it becomes difficult to trust the validity of presented business problems.
Solution Orientation
The largest single barrier to successful innovation is that attempts are usually only made from within the context
of a single, well defined problem. This solution orientation directs 100% of an innovator's creative energy at
deriving the most appropriate answer to a single question. These well-defined problems and strict solution
requirements rule out certain creative avenues rich with potential rewards. Creative avenues apply innovative
techniques to find problems ripe with opportunity rather than solutions to an already recognised problem. If an
innovator is only approached with problems, there is never the chance to go hunting for opportunities. This
forces the traditional innovator to rely upon others to discover and evaluate problems. Solution-oriented
innovation leaves large areas of opportunity completely unexplored.

Overcoming the Barriers
Organisations are now recognising these significant innovation barriers. It is no longer enough to seek innovative
solutions to big problems when they arise. To make innovation work against large-scale problems, organisations
must anticipate real world concerns early, understand the potential impact to their business, and act in time to
realise positive change.
To realise concerns and capture opportunities early, organisations need to approach innovation using a team of
diverse professionals with capabilities across disciplines and with expertise in several industries. These
professionals need to focus primarily on generating creative insight and should strive to expose potential bias in
their problem identification and solution restrictions. Finally, to capture the best opportunities for change,
innovators need to become problem seekers, hunting down difficult-to-recognise innovation opportunities quite
apart from dealing with specific problem solving requests. There is an immediate and valuable impact of
implementing these techniques to overcome barriers to innovation. Innovators should expect to provide insight
into potential problems and opportunities while there is still time and resources to proactively address them,
expose unbiased and unrestricted solutions and ideas for change, and uncover opportunities for problem
resolution not possible when faced with the four barriers to traditionally applied innovation.
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1.2.2: Types of innovation
Innovation can be the implementation of a new or significantly improved product (e.g. change in product
properties), process (e.g. changed delivery methods), marketing method (e.g. new product packaging) or
organizational method (e.g. changes in workplace organization) in business practices, workplace organization,
or external relations. Innovation allows organizations to better meet consumer needs, stay ahead of the
competition, capitalize on strategic market opportunities, and align organizational strengths with market
opportunities (Rujirawanich et al., 2011).

Object of Innovation
Innovation can affect the performance of the organization itself, i.e. the product or service, but also the
structures of how the service is provided. The first classification is thus the object of innovation.






Product innovation: providing an entirely new product or service (externally orientated)
Process innovation: the innovation is in how the product/service is created/constructed rather than
changing the offering (internally orientated).
Platform innovation: creating innovations using the same consistent underlying approach or platform.
Reverse innovation: developing an innovation in the developing world/emerging economies prior to
introduction in the traditional industrialised world – “uphill” rather than “downhill” innovation.
Digital innovation: the application of new technologies to existing business problems or processes.

Degrees of innovation
Another frequently used classification for innovation is according to the extent of change:




An incremental innovation is defined as a gradual improvement on an existing product or service.
Incremental innovations occur at regular intervals, even continuously, usually involve less risk but can
lead to reward.
A radical innovation is an innovation, which entails an organisation abandoning the existing business
model or embarking on providing an entirely new product or service. Radical innovations tend to
occur irregularly, are higher risk but potentially high-reward. The most radical innovations tend to be
truly disruptive.

Disruptive innovation
Clayton Christensen introduced the term ‘Disruptive Innovation’ in 1995. He defined the notion of a disruptive
innovation as an innovation that creates new markets and value, and disrupts and supplants an existing market
thus destroying the old ways of creating value. Examples include the PC and the typewriter; the railroad industry
and the pony express; and another is plane travel and ocean liners. Disruptive innovations begin slowly then get
so much traction that the old ways of doing things become irrelevant.
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1.2.3: Approaches to innovation
Sustaining innovation
Preserving continuous innovation refers to the improvement of existing, similar to incremental innovations. This
type of innovation focuses on current customers and their needs.

User-enabled innovation
In the late 1970s Von Hippel proposed that users were as important, if not more so, than producers as sources
of innovation. "User innovation" is an umbrella term used to define innovations driven or created by users. The
user-innovation principle provides useful methods for firms to engage, access, and tap user-driven and usercreated innovations.

Sources of innovation opportunity
Peter F. Drucker identified seven sources of innovative opportunity, listed below, where the first four sources
are those that are visible primarily within the industry, whilst the remaining three involve external changes to
industry (1985):
1.
2.
3.
4.

5.
6.

7.

Unexpected Successes: Analysing unexpected successes provides rich opportunities for successful
innovation opportunities.
Unexpected Failures: Failures rarely go unnoticed and can be seen as symptoms of opportunity in so
far as they often indicate underlying change and with that comes opportunity.
Incongruities: Discrepancy between what is and what should be, e.g. Facebook noted what Myspace
(the dominant player) was versus what it should be and proceeded to build that platform.
Process Need: this involves identifying your organisations process weak spots and correcting or
redesigning them. This source of innovation comes from within your existing capabilities and ways of
doing business.
Changes in Demographics: Paying attention to demographic data is a powerful source of innovation
opportunity as populations, income levels, education and age ranges are all constantly changing.
Changes in Meaning and Perception: Over time populations and people change. The way we view life
and where we take meaning from changes. How we feel about things also changes over time.
Organisations must pay attention to this in order to capitalize and stay current. An example is where
over time people look at 50 as being 40. Industries have responded to this change, particularly in the
cosmetic industry, which now provides plenty of solutions to help these people look younger.
New Knowledge: As the speed of technological revolution increases there will be an ever increasing
number of opportunities that open up. The internet is perhaps the most notable but there have been
many other industries and opportunities emerge as a result of this technological revolution. New
knowledge is not only about technology but finding better ways of doing things and improving
processes, and looking to new knowledge for ways to improve incrementally

Unit summary
The first organisation to capitalise on an innovation reaps the greatest rewards and most improved operating
margins. However, when competitors start using the same technologies, an organisation’s competitive
advantage comes under threat. At this point, it is time to move on to the next creative idea. Therefore,
innovation is a continuous process. As you saw in this unit, it is not enough to have creative people within the
organisation. This will not facilitate a sustained competitive advantage. It takes the right environment for the
innovation process to take hold and prosper. This unit outlined the different environmental variables for
innovation. Then, the different barriers to innovation were discussed as well as possible ways for organisations
to overcome such barriers.

Unit activities
Activity 1: Identifying barriers to innovation
Purpose
Identify potential barriers to innovation in your organisation and plan how you could overcome them.
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Task Details
Post to the discussion forum:



A list of potential barriers to innovation within your organisation.
Highlight what difficulties you might have and how to overcome them

Response
Respond to at least one individual suggesting how they might overcome innovation barriers that they
foresee

Unit self-assessment questions
Question 1
Can you describe, in your own words, how creativity differs from innovation?
Question 2
“Just having creative people is not enough. It takes the right environment for the innovation process to take
hold and prosper." Can you outline, in your own words, the variables that provide the right environment for
innovation to occur?
Question 3
Describe, in your own words, how the various barriers to innovation outlined in this unit, may be overcome?

Unit answers to self-assessment questions
Answer 1
Creativity refers to the ability to combine ideas in a unique way or to make unusual associations between ideas.
An organisation that stimulates creativity develops unique ways to work or novel solutions to problems.
Innovation is the introduction of new goods and services, or new ways of working. Innovation is the process of
taking a creative idea and turning it into a useful product, service, or work method. Therefore, the innovative
organisation is characterised by its ability to channel creativity into useful outcomes. Innovation is not just
related to high technology industries. Likewise, innovation is more than simply the initial ‘big idea’ or the end
product or service that results from it. Innovation is more accurately defined as a process through which
knowledge can be translated into new products, new services or an increase in productivity through new
production methods. The success of any new product, new service, or new production method is dependent
upon the availability of a complete system of interactions between the innovator and those individuals and
organisations who can help move the innovation from the idea stage to research and development and finally
commercialisation.
Answer 2
There are three sets of environmental variables that have been found to stimulate innovation within
organisations, they are:
1.

2.



Structural Variables: Structural variables can be divided into three sub-categories. Firstly, organic
structures positively influence innovation because this type of organisation is low in formalisation,
centralisation, and work specialisation. Organic structures also facilitate the flexibility, adaptability,
and cross-fertilisation necessary for innovation. Secondly, the availability of abundant resources
provides a solid foundation for innovation. Thirdly, a high level of inter-unit communication can help
to break down potential barriers to innovation. Cross-functional teams, task forces, and other such
organisational designs facilitate interaction across departmental lines and are widely used in
innovative organisations.
Cultural Variables: Innovative organisations tend to have similar cultures. They encourage
experimentation, reward both successes and failures, and celebrate mistakes. An innovative culture
is likely to have the following characteristics:
Acceptance of ambiguity
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Tolerance of the impractical
Low external controls
Acceptance of Risk
Focus on the ends rather than the means
Tolerance of conflict
Open-system focus

3.

Human Resource Management Variables: Innovative organisations tend to actively promote the
training and development of their employees so that their knowledge remains up to date. Such
organisations also tend to offer high levels of job security to reduce the fear of getting punished for
making mistakes, and to promote the concept of employees becoming ‘champions’ of change.

Answer 3
Organisations are now recognising these significant innovation barriers. It is no longer enough to seek innovative
solutions to big problems when they arise. To make innovation work against large-scale problems, organisations
must anticipate real world concerns early, understand the potential impact to their business, and act in time to
realise positive change. To realise concerns and capture opportunities early, organisations need to approach
innovation using a team of diverse professionals with capabilities across disciplines and with expertise in several
industries. These professionals need to focus primarily on generating creative insight and should strive to expose
potential bias in their problem identification and solution restrictions. And finally, to capture the best
opportunities for change, innovators need to become problem seekers, hunting down difficult-to-recognise
innovation opportunities rather than having to focus on specific problem-solving requests.

Unit supplementary resources
Link 1: Innovation Portal| Joe Tidd & John Bessant
Details
The Innovation Portal site contains a variety of open resources including: case studies; media clips, video
and audio; innovation tools and activities for individuals and groups to help explore aspects of
innovation management
The Link
http://www.innovation-portal.info/

Unit references
Robbins and Coulter, (2002). Management. 7th Edition. Prentice hall.
Drucker, P. F. (1985). Innovation and entrepreneurship: Practice and principles. New York: Harper & Row.
Rujirawanich, P., Addison, R., & Smallman, C. (2011). The effects of cultural factors on innovation in a Thai SME.
Management Research Review, 34(12), 1264-1279.
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Unit 1.3 Research Approaches
Unit introduction
This unit focuses on research approaches for the assessment of new business opportunities and their
commercial feasibility. This unit also incorporates the development of a research proposal.
The topics within this unit are:



1.3.1. Research approaches to assess new business opportunity, including ethical considerations.
1.3.2. Developing a research proposal

Unit objectives
At the end of this unit, you will be able to:





List methods used for selecting business opportunities
Identify the factors to take into account when considering market attractiveness as a selection criteria
Outline the six-step process for concept screening and concept scoring
Develop a research proposal to pursue a business opportunity
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1.3.1: Research approaches to assess new business opportunities
Having generated a list of potential new business opportunities and ideas, the next step is to decide which ideas
to research and pursue and which to discard. These ideas and opportunities need to be evaluated and properly
selected and this process is often described as idea screening. Idea screening aims to identify the best
opportunities and the most promising ideas from the pool of ideas that have been generated.

Convergent thinking
When we have enough ideas or when we have exhausted our creative process then we use convergent thinking
to select the best ideas. We can now be critical and analytical. We compare the ideas against clear criteria and
make judgements as to which will succeed and which will not.

Methods for choosing concepts
All teams use some form of method when deciding what ideas and concepts to develop. The following are some
examples of methods:








Decision matrices: The team rates each idea against defined selection criteria and decides which to
proceed with.
Intuition: Subjective criteria are used to decide which concept is best.
Multi-voting: Team members vote for their favourite and the concept with the most votes is selected.
Pros and cons: The team lists strengths and weaknesses and decides based on opinions.
Product champion: An influential team member chooses the concept based on their own preference.
External decision: Concepts are decided by customers, clients, or other external parties.
Prototype and testing: The team builds and tests several prototypes and decides based on results.

Concept and Market Attractiveness
“Concept selection is the process of evaluating concepts with respect to customer needs
and other criteria, comparing the relative strengths and weaknesses of the concepts and
selecting one or more concepts for further investigation, testing or development.”
(Ulrich and Eppinger, 2008).
Market attractiveness is a key concept selection criterion. When analysing market attractiveness, you need to
consider:



Market potential; that is, size, growth and need
Competitive situation; that is, price basis competition, intensive competition leading to market
saturation, and core competitive strengths such as sales force, service, and products
 Estimated sales potential
By gearing concept selection criteria towards commercial viability, you increase the chances that the concept
evolves into a successful product and becomes a real solution to a real customer problem.

Concept Development Funnel
The concept development funnel (see Figure 4) illustrates the stages in the ideation process and the position of
concept generation. The funnel acts as a filter. Each stage of ideation is illustrated with numerous concepts
being generated and filtered down until the final concept is tested and selected.
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Figure 4 The Concept Development Funnel (Ulrich & Eppinger 2008, p.128)

The selection process is divided into two principal activities; concept screening and concept scoring. The concept
development funnel is a form of filter. Each stage in the ideation process is illustrated with numerous concepts
and ideas being generated and filtered down until the final concept is selected and tested. This unit will describe
a sample concept selection process based on these principles.
Scoring Methodology and Selection Matrix
Ulrich and Eppinger (2008) provide a scoring methodology and propose a selection matrix for concepts. The
following steps apply to both the concept screening and concept scoring stages of the selection process:
1. Prepare the selection matrix.
2. Rate the concepts.
3. Rank the concepts.
4. Combine or improve the concepts.
5. Select one or more concepts.
6. Reflect on the process.
In the following sections, you will learn how these steps apply to concept screening and concept scoring.

Concept Screening
Step 1: Prepare the selection matrix
The inputs for this step are the concepts themselves and the criteria against which they are measured. Concepts
are displayed across the top of the matrix and selection criteria are displayed down the left side of the matrix. A
concept is chosen as a benchmark or reference concept against which all other concepts are rated. One example
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of a reference concept is a similar product or service from a competitor, another example is where the baseline
is the system that is in place at the moment.
Criteria to evaluate ideas
For incremental improvement ideas the evaluation criteria may include:









Does the idea fit within the current priorities of the organisation?
What is the business potential of the idea?
What is the effort or the cost of implementing the idea?
Do we have the necessary team and resources to implement the idea?
Is it technically feasible to carry out?
Is it better for customers?
Is it simpler for staff?
Can it be implemented within a desired timeframe?

Concept selection and market attractiveness
Market attractiveness is a key concept selection criterion. When analysing market attractiveness, you need to
consider:



Market potential; that is, size, growth, and need
Competitive situation; that is, price basis competition, intensive competition leading to market
saturation, and core competitive strengths such as sales force, service, and products
 Estimated sales potential
By gearing concept selection criteria towards commercial viability, you increase the chances that the concept
evolves into a successful product and becomes a real solution to a real customer problem.
Ethical considerations
What ethical values are associated with this industry? Are there any ethical guidelines for the industry? How can
you be proactive and develop a set of ethical norms and behaviours in this business? Are there concerns
perceived by customers or others in the industry about ethical behaviour?
Step 2: Rate the concepts.
A relative score is placed in each cell of the matrix to represent how each concept compares with the reference
concept for each of the given criteria.




+ (better than)
0 (the same as)
- (worse than)

Step 3: Rank the concepts
After rating the concepts, the team can sum the number of “better than”, “same as”, and “worse than” scores.
By calculating a net score for each concept, they can rank them.
Step 4: Combine or improve the concepts
Having rated and ranked each of the concepts, the team can analyse the results. If a concept fails a particular
criterion at this stage, it can be improved upon or combined with other concepts.
Step 5: Select one or more concepts
When the team members are satisfied with the relative quality of each concept, they can decide which concepts
to select for further analysis. The team may decide to do another round of screening or apply the concept scoring
method.
Table 2 shows a concept screening matrix that compares four different concepts for a type of syringe. As you can

see, the final decision is to kill Concept C and proceed with the other three concepts.
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Table 2 Concept Screening Matrix for new product idea (Adapted from Ulrich and Eppinger 2008)

Concept A

Concept B

Ease of handling
Ease of use
Readability of settings
Accuracy
Durability
Ease of manufacture
Portability

0
0
0
0
0
+
+

0
0
0
0
+
+

Concept C
(Reference)
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

Sum of +’s
Sum of 0’s
Sum of –‘s

2
5
0

2
4
1

0
7
0

Net score
Rank
Continue

2
1
yes

1
2
yes

0
3
yes

Selection Criteria

Table 3 shows a concept screening matrix that could be used when considering improvement ideas for a current

system. The baseline is the system that is in place at the moment, which is scored as 0 against the criteria.
Table 3 Concept Screening Matrix for Improvement Ideas (Adapted from Ulrich and Eppinger 2008)

Selection Criteria

Baseline
(Existing
system)
0
0

Concept A

Concept B

+
+

+
0

0

0

0

0
0
0

0
+

0
+

Sum of +’s
Sum of 0’s
Sum of –‘s

0
6
0

3
2
1

2
3
1

Net score
Rank
Continue

0
0
yes

2
1
yes

1
2
yes

Financial Business Benefit
Strategic Business Benefit
Implementation
Resources
Implementation Risk
Implementation Time
Impact on performance

Step 6: Reflect on the output of the process
To improve the process in subsequent attempts, the team should always reflect on the process and its outcome.

Concept Scoring
You use concept scoring when increased resolution will enable you to better differentiate between concepts.
During this stage, the team weighs up the relative importance of the selection criteria. The same six steps used
in the concept screening stage are used here also.
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Step 1: Prepare the selection matrix
As in the screening stage, the team develops a matrix and selects a reference concept. The concepts are again
listed across the top of the matrix and the criteria are listed along the left side. This time, the team weights the
criteria to determine their relative importance. To this end, they divide up 100 points among the criteria. The
process of deciding appropriate weightings can be a little subjective. You must take care when deciding on the
weightings because these significantly impact the rankings.
Step 2: Rate the concepts
Next, you rate the concepts by comparing them with the reference concept. A scale of 1 to 5, similar to the one
shown in Table 4, is recommended.
Table 4 Relative Performance Ratings (Adapted from Ulrich and Eppinger 2008)

Relative Performance
Much worse than reference
Worse than reference
Same as reference
Better than reference
Much better than reference

Rating
1
2
3
4
5

Step 3: Rank the concepts
After you enter the ratings for each of the concepts, you calculate the weighted scores by multiplying the score
by the criteria weights. The net score is the sum of the weighted scores. You rank each concept corresponding
to its net score.
Step 4: Combine or improve the concept
If a concept fails a particular criterion at this stage, it can be improved upon or combined with other concepts.
Step 5: Select one or more concepts.
When the team members are satisfied with the relative quality of each concept, they decide which concepts to
select for further analysis. Selected concepts may go on to be further developed into prototypes and tested on
customers to get their feedback.
Step 6: Reflect on the process
As a final step, the team members review the process and its outcome to improve upon it and ensure the
concepts selected are those that have the greatest potential.
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1.3.2: Developing a research proposal
Research can be described as a systematic and organised effort to investigate a problem, which needs a solution.
It comprises a series of steps designed with the goal of finding answers to the issues that are of concern and
increasing our understanding. Research provides us with the information and knowledge needed for problem
solving and making decisions. Research takes a systematic approach to the generation of knowledge and can
be seen as a series of linked activities moving from a beginning to an end, see Figure 5 for an illustration.

Figure 5 Activities in the research process

The research process begins with the identification of a problem or an opportunity. The next step of the research
process is a review of the literature to determine what is already known about the problem or opportunity that
you have identified. This is followed by the formulation of the research question and research objectives. The
development of the research proposal then follows and this step outlines the plan, including the information to
be collected, how it will be collected, and how it will be analysed in order to answer the research question. The
final steps of the research process are those of data collection, data analysis and the determination of findings.
You have previously explored the identification of problems or opportunities within Module 1, Unit 1, Sources,
and examined research approaches to screen and select from these ideas within Module 1, Unit 3, Research
approaches to assess new business opportunities, resulting in the identification of the problem or the
opportunity that you wish to pursue. The next phase of the research process is to determine the research
objectives and to carry out a review of the literature.

Research objectives
Specific research objectives define the focus of your research project and identify what will be measured.
Research objectives should be closely related to the problem or opportunity that you have identified and should
summarise what you hope to achieve. It is best to state your research objectives using action verbs that are
measureable, for example: to calculate, to assess, to verify, to compare etc. Well-written objectives will always
answer the following question:
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WHO is going to WHAT, WHEN and TO WHAT EXTENT?

SMART
SMART is a well-established tool that you can use to help ensure that your research objectives are well written.
While there are a number of interpretations of the acronym's meaning, the most common one is that objectives
should be Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, and Time-bound.
1. Specific
Your research objectives should be clear and specific, otherwise you will not be able to focus your efforts or feel
truly motivated to achieve it. When drafting your goal, try to answer the five "W" questions:






What do I want to accomplish?
Why is this important to do?
Who is going to be involved?
Where is it going to happen?
Which resources or limits are involved?

2. Measurable
Having a measurable objective is vitally important; as it will allow you to monitor your progress and to know that
the objective has been achieved.



What indicators will you look for to measure progress and success?
Are data to measure your progress and success readily available? On the other hand, will you need to
develop new measures, e.g. surveys, focus groups etc?

3. Achievable
Your objective also needs to be realistic and attainable to be successful. Whilst the objectives should be
challenging and stretch your abilities, they should remain possible. When you set an achievable objective, you
may be able to identify previously overlooked opportunities or resources that can bring you closer to it. An
achievable goal will usually answer questions such as:


Can I accomplish this objective within the proposed timescale with the resources and support I have
available?

4. Relevant
This step is about ensuring that your objective matters to you and that it is aligned with the priorities of your
organisation. A relevant goal can answer "yes" to these questions:






Is it worthwhile?
Is this the right time?
Does this match with other efforts and needs?
Does it add value to the organisation?
Am I the right person to reach this goal?

5. Time-bound
Your research objectives need to have a fixed duration by which the outcome will be achieved.

Literature review
A search of the literature is a methodical search for all of the literature published on a topic. An effective search
of the literature can be done quickly, but demands an organised and systematic approach, so it is important to
keep records of the searches made and the information found.
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Step 1: Plan your search strategy
To search for information online it is important that you devise the correct search strategy. The words which
you choose to look for information can significantly impact the results that you get. For each information need
it is important that you identify the key terms and alternative words that might be used.
Identifying keywords and synonyms
Keywords describe subject areas, and having a good set of keywords, will help you to minimise the number of
irrelevant returns. Many sources can help you to identify keywords for your search. These include; using
dictionaries, textbooks and lecture notes.
Synonyms
Synonyms are words, which have the same or similar meaning. Authors use different words and phrases to
describe subject areas. You will need to ensure that you include all synonyms and keywords in your search
strategy so that you do not miss potentially relevant documents.
Search techniques
Wildcards
Wildcard operators act as a substitute for a character in a word. Use this when trying to allow for to account for
spelling variations, for example behavio?r = behaviour and behavior.
Truncation
Truncation searching allows you to retrieve references containing variations on a search term. When using a
truncation search, type the first few letters (stem) of the keyword followed by an asterisk (*). The search results
will include all potential endings of that stem. For example interact* = interact, interacting, interaction, and
interactivity.
Quotation marks
Quotation marks are another useful way of searching as they allow you to search for specific phrases. For
example, searching for 'care home closure' will return results containing this exact phrase.
Boolean operators
You can use Boolean Operators AND, OR and NOT to improve your searches. Use AND to narrow your search
results, OR to broaden and NOT to exclude chosen terms.
Phrase searching
When searching for a phrase such as heart attack, you can improve your search results by placing quotations
marks around the phrase i.e. "heart attack". This will force the database to search for those words in that
particular order.
Step 2: Find information
Now that you have identified your search strategies it is time to find information. There is so much information
available to you. You can search online, source scholarly journals, books, magazines, newspapers, dictionaries,
encyclopaedia and so on through the university library.
The internet provides a vast resource. A word of caution though; because of the vastness of the internet, please
ensure that the information you source is from a reputable source. Read selectively. You do not have the time
to read everything. Focus on your problem/research question and skim through the reading material looking
for answers relevant to your question and not bother reading anything irrelevant. The first stage is looking for
information on what work has already been done on the problem or the business opportunity and satisfying
your information needs as much as possible through using data that already exists.
There are a number of places that you can find this information and where you search will largely depend on
the information needs that you have identified, see Table 5 for some possibilities.
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Table 5 Suggested places to find information
Category

Content/Purpose

Location

General
information

Web search for general
information about a topic

www.google.com

Academic
site

Identifies academic research
conducted in your specified
area, it also searches for
patents

https://scholar.google.com/

Library/Acad
emic

Allows you to search for
academic research
conducted in your area of
interest

https://login.proxy.lib.ul.ie/login

Educational
resources

Higher education institutes
make some of their courses
freely available online

www.moocs-list.com
www.oercommons.org



Business
databases

There are companies that
provide business intelligence
and advise for companies












Membership
sites

Often associations provide
report and support to direct
you to relevant sources of
information







Business balls – this is a free online training resource
for business managers www.businessballs.com
IBIS world – this site provides market advice and
reports for businesses. You can view a snapshot of
reports and have a free demo. There is a tailored
subscription model for different companies for full
reports once the demo period is up.
http://www.ibisworld.com/
Gartner group – this provides research and market
intelligence for information technology firms. It has
free access for some publications.
http://www.gartner.com/technology/home.jsp
International Data Corporation – this provides market
intelligence and business reports for technology firms.
There is a free trial available. http://www.idc.com/
Research farm – this company are research analysts in
the retail industry. You can download a free sample
report and view abstracts for
freehttp://www.researchfarm.co.uk/
Marketing – Chartered institute of marketing
www.cim.co.uk
Finance – Association of chartered certified
accountants www.accaglobal.com/
Supply chain – Association for professionals in supply
chain http://www.apics.org/sites/apics-supply-chaincouncil
Manufacturing – Association for manufacturing
excellence - www.ame.org/
Sales – Association of professional sales http://associationofprofessionalsales.com/
HR and training – Society for Human resources
management www.shrm.org or Continuing and
professional development https://www.cipd.co.uk/cpd
Engineering – Irish institute for Engineers https://www.engineersireland.ie/
Management – Irish management institute –
http://www.imi.ie/
Distribution – Chartered institute of Logistics and
transport - www.ciltinternational.org
Purchasing – Charted institute of procurement and
supply - www.cips.org
Insurance – Chartered insurance institute www.cii.co.uk. The international insurance
professionals organisation allows you to download
guides and best practices in the insurance industry
http://www.internationalinsuranceprofessionals.org/
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Government
organisations
and
policy
makers

These sites often contain
information about the
market of a particular
industry and efforts that are
being introduced to
promote and sustain growth

Retail – The retail industry leader’s association
http://www.rila.org

OECD - Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) - www.oecd.org

Worldcat is a website that allows you to search for access
books in other libraries throughout the world.
https://www.worldcat.org/
Google books allows you to search content similar to a library
catalogue. Depending on the agreement with the publisher
google books will let you read an entire book or selected
pages. https://books.google.com/

Books

Internal
Company
Data

In some cases, people put books or chapter of books online
to access these put your topic name and book pdf in google
e.g. supply chain management book pdf
This may be information in company reports, operating
procedures, training manuals, process maps metric data in
databases or in IT systems. As the data is internal it should
be easier for you to access.

Google Books is also
paired up with
WorldCat. So straight
from Google Books
you can click “Find in
a library” and you will
be presented with a
list of libraries that
have the book.

Step 3: Evaluate the information
There is a lot of information on the web, however, it is a place where anybody is free to upload content and
some information might not always be correct. It is therefore necessary for the learner to evaluate information
to ensure it is correct so they can make the correct decisions to solve the problem. Generally, information is
evaluated using the following criteria:









Authority: credibility of the source, who created the information, are they respected, are experts
actually experts, is it from a government, university or membership site
Currency: When written was the information written, what events were occurring during this time
and could they have impacted the information in any way, for websites when was it visited, created
and updated.
Relevance: how close to your question/ subject, is it at the right level
Bias: why was it written was it written to inform, sell or persuade?
Language style: is it reasonable or exaggerated
Completeness: how much of the research question has been answered, terms e.g. further research,
limitations
Accuracy: does the author look at counter arguments, do they look at other sources of information
and reference these? Is the background information accurate? What evidence does the author use to
support their argument or is it their opinion?

A checklist of questions that you might ask to evaluate the information might be:









What is the source of the article, is it reputable?
In what ways does this book or article contribute to our understanding of the problem under study,
and in what ways is it useful for practice?
What are the strengths and limitations?
Could the problem have been approached more effectively from another perspective?
Has the author evaluated the literature relevant to the problem/issue?
Does the author include literature taking positions she or he does not agree with?
How significant was the study: Who were the authors research subjects? How many research
participants did they have?
When was the article written? What major events were occurring at this time that might influence the
research study?
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Step 4: Analyse the literature
When you have collected sufficient secondary information to satisfy your information needs you need to
determine any information gaps. Synthesise the information and identify similarities and differences, key
relationships, controversies and weaknesses. You must critique what you have read and add your own voice.
Step 5: Summarise your review
The Literature review should be well organised and structured. It needs to include an introduction that states
what topics are covered, the main sections that discuss what the literature sources have to say and your
conclusions that are based on what you found in your reading. Whilst there can be many reasons to conduct a
literature a key outcome is a current state of the research in the area that you have examined - what is already
known about the topic.
Referencing
A major part of any research project or assignment is referencing. Referencing is a formal acknowledgement of
the source of the information / idea / concept / diagram / fact / figure / theory that you are using in your writing.
There are many different referencing styles: APA, APSA, MLA, IEEE Harvard and more. The particular style this
course requires is the Harvard style.
Why reference?
It is essential that you cite all information that you source. Here are some reasons why.
1.
2.
3.

4.
5.

Referencing to the source of information allows you to credit the author whose ideas you are using.
Referencing allows the reader to fully and accurately access the information you cite in your work
should the reader wish to do so.
Referencing allows you to avoid plagiarism: it means that you are not pretending that the idea you
are using is your own. Copying the ideas, opinions, comments and findings of other people without
acknowledging them is plagiarism, a form of intellectual theft, which is morally and legally
unacceptable. Plagiarism may take the form of copying another person's opinions or comments
verbatim without acknowledging them, or using another person's ideas without acknowledging them.
Plagiarism can be intentional and/or unintentional.
Referencing adds to your credibility as a writer.
Referencing displays the rigorous review of the literature you have undertaken.

How do you reference?
An online booklet provided by the University of Limerick is the master resource for the Harvard style of
referencing and for creating reference Lists/bibliographies is included in the recommended reading list
http://libguides.ul.ie/citeitright. You can refer to this booklet as you prepare your reference lists for your
assignments and project reports.
Reference management software
Reference management software can help you to gather references automatically from databases; format
documents & citations instantly in a variety of styles; generate bibliographies; and create a personal database
of references & PDFs. Software options include, among others, EndNote; Mendeley (free desktop and web
bibliographic software); and Zotero (Open source desktop and web bibliographic software).
Plagiarism
Plagiarism is the use of another person’s ideas or work without appropriate referencing of the idea or work, it
occurs when you do not give appropriate acknowledgement or credit to the person whose ideas you are using.
Whether plagiarism is intentional (deliberate lack of acknowledgement of someone else’s work) or unintentional
(genuine lack of understanding of referencing requirements) it is a breach of university rules and viewed as a
serious matter which may result in loss of marks, a hearing before the disciplinary committee of the university,
and possible exclusion from the course or from the University. It is a situation that you should avoid at all costs.
Key considerations in avoiding plagiarism
 Acknowledge another person's ideas, opinions, or theories.
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Acknowledge any facts, statistics, graphs, drawings or any pieces of information that result from work
carried out by somebody other than yourself.
Acknowledge quotations.
Acknowledge paraphrases.
Learn to summarise in your own words effectively.
Learn to take notes in your own words effectively.
Learn to paraphrase in your own words effectively.
Always keep a record of the sources of information you are using. Do it immediately, the moment
you begin to compile notes, download material or summarise. Do not wait until afterwards, as you
will not be able to retrace your sources and thus will likely fall into the plagiarism trap.

(Some) actions that can lead to plagiarism
Please note that this list is not exhaustive.







Copying and pasting chunks of material from electronic sources without citing the source.
Copying chunks of material from books, journals, and so on without citing the source.
Having other people do work for you and passing it off as your own (also, you may have little control
over the referencing rigour of the people doing the work).
Inventing sources and references, thus supplying inaccurate information.
Summarising someone else’s ideas and not citing the source, thus passing the ideas off as your own.
Using statistics, facts, figures, diagrams, quotations, etc. without citing the source.

The research proposal
Before any research project is undertaken, there should be an agreement between the person who authorises
the project (project sponsor) and the researcher as to the problem to be investigated, the methodology to be
used, the duration of the study and its cost. This is usually accomplished through a research proposal and
presentation.
A research proposal is intended to convince others that you have a worthwhile research project and that you
have the competence and the work-plan to complete it. Broadly, the research proposal must address the
following questions regardless of your research area and the methodology you choose: what you plan to
accomplish, why do you want to do it and how are you going to do it.
A research proposal is a relatively brief document that contains an outline plan for a research project. It is
produced at the beginning of the research process in advance of any data collection. A well-constructed research
proposal offers a blueprint for the research demonstrating what the parts look like and how they will fit together.
It describes what will be done, explains how it will be done, and justifies why the research should be undertaken.
The aim of a research proposal is to provide a detailed plan or a blueprint of your proposed research which
focuses on a research problem and the practical ways in which the study should be conducted. There are various
steps involved in creating a research proposal and this topic will give you systematic guidance on how the
research proposal process should be undertaken.
Step 1: Do a Preliminary Sorting of Ideas
The first step in the research proposal process is to do a preliminary sorting of ideas. You need to spend a
sufficient amount of time to learn about a problem or opportunity, that excites you and that you want to work
on.
Lotus Diagram
A lotus diagram is a structured brainstorm process that enables you to expand thinking around a single topic or
question, mind map ideas, plan at a number of levels on a topic or reflect on a number of activities. The process
involves placing the question, topic or theme in the centre of the lotus and brainstorming up to 8 subcomponents, tasks or areas of investigation around this point. Next, transfer those eight ideas to their own
separate grid on the lotus. For each sub-component, expand on issues, tasks, activities or questions to be
pursued.
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Figure 6 Lotus Diagram Template

Clustering
Clustering is a visual technique that will help you explore your ideas and expand on them, helping to see different
angles of the idea. To begin to cluster, write your topic or main idea in one or a few words in the centre of the
page. Then go on to write one or two word descriptions of different aspects or characteristics of your main idea.
Draw circles around these items and then connect them to the main idea. Keep building outwards, making
“clusters” of the main idea as you go. Eventually, you should get a grouping of clusters that looks something like
the illustration captured in Figure 7.
Clustering is a helpful technique and allows the mind to wander down related lines of thought as long as you
like. Ideas spur ideas and the connections we make keep us from forgetting the idea we started with.

Figure 7 Clustering Illustration (Wasko, 2014)

Step 2: Topic Selection and Beginning the Proposal
From your research, identify unanswered questions and unexplored areas you may have. Explore deep into
these questions and areas, which will help you identify a topic.
Step 3: Organise Your Ideas, Questions and Structure
After choosing a specific topic for the research proposal, you should address three fundamental questions before
moving to common elements of the proposal. These questions are the ‘what’, ‘why’ and ‘how’ of the research.
In these, the ‘what’ of your research denotes the particular problem that your research will address; the ‘why’
of your research refers to the benefit or value your research will produce (why you want to do it?); and the ‘how’
of your research denotes the techniques you will use to collect, examine and interpret your data.
You will have to address these three principal questions in order to get your research proposal approved. These
three essential elements, which must come together within the proposal, are shown in Figure 8. The proposal
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also brings together a problem and a research design to improve on an existing answer or in order to get closer
to finding an answer to the problem and increasing knowledge about the problem.

Figure 8 Research Proposal Essential Elements

Step 4: Write the proposal
After organising your ideas and answering the fundamental questions on the research the next step is to prepare
the proposal itself turning your ideas and structure into a flowing and connected text. Broadly, research
proposals share common elements such as a title, research aims and objectives, literature review, methodology,
the timescale and project outcomes, which are now described:
Title
A clear working title for your research project, which should be short and describe what your research is about.
Research aim and objectives
This section should be concise. The research aim is a statement that reflects the purpose of your research i.e.
what you want to achieve. The research objectives describe the steps you are going to take i.e. how you are
going to achieve the research aim. Clearly stated research objectives will help understand what you need to
discover and provide the means by which the success of the research project can be determined.
Review of the literature
Read literature within the area, discuss the key findings and conclusions and describe how this impacts on your
chosen research topic. You must show that you have analysed your topic carefully and identified the main issues
and questions.
Methodological approach
Once you have isolated your research question and your research objectives you need to consider how you will
collect the data that you need. How data is collected is formally known as the research methodology (or research
design). Research methodology is a plan of your research tasks that specifies how you will answer your research
questions. It includes which methods of sampling, data collection and analysis you will use to collect what kind
of data from which sources.
This section should answer the question of how you will collect your data. For instance, will you collect data
through desk research, or will you undertake a survey? If a survey, how will you choose your target population?
If it is an engineering project, how will you go about it? For example, if you were asked to design an apple crusher
capable of crushing twelve apples every minute, what method did you use to see how much force it takes to
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crush an apple? Will you draw statistics from some known source, for example the Eurostat Dissemination
Database (which provides official statistics on the European Union)? Will you conduct interviews or carry out
observations?
The overall goal in selecting a method to gather your research is to get the most useful information in the most
cost- effective (in terms of time and money) and realistic way. There are a number of methodological approaches
available to you, for example, Qualitative Methods, Quantitative Methods, Comparative Methods, Action
Research, Survey Research, Experimental Research, Case Study Research, Grounded Study Research, and
Ethnography.
A number of sources, listed in the recommended reading list, will explain exactly what each research method
listed above entails, and there are extensive resources on the Internet about these different ways of doing
research. Before you decide on your research method, you should be clear about what exactly your research
entails in terms of how you should gather data. Should you use a combination of methods, or is the Case Study,
for example, exactly what you need in terms of a method that will allow you to gather the information that you
need? Regarding the Case Study, if the target audience involved will fill out questionnaires carefully, engage in
interviews or focus groups, let you examine their documentations, etc. then perhaps this is the right choice for
you.
Work plan & timescale
Present the research work plan, outlining the main research tasks and timing that may be presented in a number
of ways, such as a Gantt chart.
Project outcome
What is the expected outcome of your project and what benefits will be realised for the organisation.

Unit summary
This unit took you through the process of assessing business opportunities and the selection process divided
into two principal activities; concept screening and concept scoring. This unit also looked in detail at the steps
involved in the development of a research proposal including research objectives, the literature review and
research methodologies.

Unit activities
Activity 1: Gather your ideas
Purpose
To get you thinking about your research and to capture your ideas on paper while showing how each
idea relates to others.
Task
Complete either a lotus diagram or a clustering diagram of your idea, save it as an image and insert that
image to the idea discussion forum using the ‘insert/edit image’ icon on the Moodle editor.

Activity 2: Research methodology search
Purpose
As the choice of methodology must suit the aims of the research, and comply with best practice in that
particular research area, this activity will help you to begin thinking about a suitable methodology for
your own research.
Task
Type in these search terms and browse through a range of sites to familiarise yourself with what is
involved in the different research methodologies.


Qualitative Methods
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Quantitative Methods
Comparative Methods
Action Research
Survey Research
Experimental Research

Activity 3: Referencing
Task
a) Organise the following book reference information into the correct order and format, as you would
enter it in a Reference List:
Title: Organic Chemistry 1 as a Second Language: Translating the Basic Concepts
Place of publication: New York
Author: D R Klein
Publisher: Wiley
Year: 2003
b) Do an in-text citation for it, as if you were citing it in a piece of academic writing.

Unit supplementary resources
Link 1: Thinking Tools Lotus Diagram | Don Collins | vimeo
Details
Brief video outlining the lotus diagram technique.
The Link
https://vimeo.com/28799678

Link 2: Literature search| Elsevier’s Library Connect
Details
A handy guide provided by Elsevier’s Library Connect
The Link
https://libraryconnect.elsevier.com/sites/default/files/ELS_Webb-LC_litsearch_handout.pdf
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