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Key Finding 
If you don’t know how to learn, don’t innovate! 

 
Business Application 
Innovation is not the holy grail for creating social impact. It needs to combined with an effective 
scaling strategy. 
 
Prevailing models of social innovation lead people to ask what are the ingredients of successful 
innovation? They want to discover “a magic innovation formula” or to define a set of “innovation 
success factors”. For the past several years, I and my colleagues have been studying high-impact 
organisations to determine what enables them to be impactful – to make progress on societal 
challenges and/or address social problems successfully. Innovation, we have concluded, is just one 
part of a larger social impact creation process. Innovation plays a minor yet very specific role in 
delivering solutions at an appropriate scale.  
 
Throughout the social impact creation process, there are a number of ways that innovation can go 
wrong. We use the term “innovation pathologies” to describe these all-too-common missteps and to 
highlight factors that derail organisations from a productive path of turning innovation into impact 
through effective scaling. Innovation processes involve efforts to address and ultimately remove 
various forms of uncertainty. Progress is non-linear and does not follow carefully prepared plans, 
milestones or budgets. Only organisations that cultivate the ability to understand and eliminate 
uncertainties will survive the twists and turns of innovation. 
 
The core purpose of an innovation process is the conversion of uncertainty into knowledge. Or to put 
it another way, innovation is essentially a matter of learning. In fact, one critical insight that we have 
drawn from our research is that effective organisations approach innovation not with an expectation 
of success but with an expectation of learning. Innovators who expect success from innovation efforts 
will inevitably encounter disappointment, and the experience of failure will generate a blame culture 
in their organisation that dramatically lowers their chance of achieving positive impact. But a focus on 
learning creates a sense of progress rather than a sense of failure. The high-impact organisations 
that we have studied owe much of their success to their wealth of accumulated knowledge – 
knowledge that often has emerged from failed innovation efforts. 
 
Read more: Seelos, C., Mair, J. (2017),  “Innovation and Scaling for Impact: How Effective Social 
Enterprises Do It”,.  Stanford University Press.  
Seelos, C., Mair, J. (2016), “When Innovation Goes Wrong”. Stanford Social Innovation Review, 14(4): 
27-33. 
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