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Companies innovate by interweaving
two genetic threads – the “Innovation
strand” with the “Organizational
strand”.

Without strong organizational DNA,
an innovation will be born weak, with
little chance of survival.

Hidden in this DNA are the genes
responsible for the speed of
innovation, those that make the
difference between a leader and a
laggard.

By dissecting the DNA of “The mobile
revolution” and comparing it to
normal organizational practices, we
are able to understand the drivers of
speed in mobile innovation.

We use this information to propose
a high-speed innovation framework
applicable to most organizations.

Evolution is biological innovation
Two genetic strands are intertwined in the hope that the new DNA will be an
improvement in survivability and adaptability in the present environment.
The hope of genetic progress is not without risk. Nature innovates by playing the
odds through endless iterations– taking sufficiently meaningful risks, experimenting,
killing the weakest and using the strongest as the core for the next iteration.

To make meaningful evolutionary progress, the speed of each iteration is critical.
Evolution without speed is stagnation. Evolution at speed is revolution – this is where
true disruption occurs.

The Mobile Revolution: High Velocity Evolution
Mobile phone application penetration occurs at breakneck speeds. Over 500 000
apps have been authored on the iPhone platform alone, most with multiple release
iterations. In some cases, penetration in financial services has outstripped the web
by a factor of tenfold.

Mobile innovators move fast - unhindered by the legacies of brand, culture, existing
business models or technology. Their processes are designed ground-up for agility
– devoid of red-tape and risk aversion. They use social media to get fast feedback.
All teams are aligned around one goal only – to get a great product to market quickly.
They will do whatever it takes to get there.

Decoding the DNA
This paper looks at two mobile innovation case studies in the hope of decoding what
factors drive the speed of innovation, and more importantly, how companies can
improve their innovation cycle times.

We then propose a formula for speed:

We look at how an organization’s DNA can help or hinder cycle times, and particularly,
what companies can do to dramatically increase their innovation cycle times.

FAST INNOVATION
THE IDEA IN PRACTICE

Decoding the DNA of
the Mobile Revolution
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Innovation
Economics

Probability and risk-
based accounting
models. Products
integrating behavioural
economics.

Complementary
innovation. Borderless
collaboration. Fast
feedback through
social media.

Technology
architectures that
accommodate rapid
change and external
innovation.

Governance structures
that can prioritise the
unknown. Rewards
structures that
incentivise cross-
functional co-operation.

Processes that are
fast and agile, allow
uncertainty, and
measure turn-around
times.

An environment that
truly embraces risk ,
values simplicity.

A focused team, of
the right size and
made of the “right
stuff”

Team

Technology

Community

Innovation Cycle time is a  factor of:
# of touchpoints x priority x degree of change

Ability to manage change

 THE IDEA IN BRIEF



Sam gets an exciting opportunity...

When Sam was appointed project director for a new mobile
banking platform for a large Bank/Telco JV, he felt
confident that he could go to market quickly.

The project had CEO support, it was well funded, and in
his mind there was a clear market opportunity. Most
importantly, he had over 10 000 staff and industrial
strength capabilities of both companies to call upon.

How wrong he was

Despite all of the resources at his disposal, things just
could not progress:

- Despite having a team of over 100 enthusiastic experts
“on-call”, he found that when it came to the crunch, they
had other priorities holding them up. The final design of
the new product required iterative brainstorming and
analysis of options, and became extremely difficult across
such a large team. Just getting time in their calendars was
difficult enough. He tried cutting the size down, but was
told that reducing the expert input was at his own peril.

- Dealing with internal processes was not much easier. The
company had well established protocols: he had to get
PMO sign off on the project plan, sign off from the brand
committee, sign off from the product and pricing committee,
and capex sign off from the finance committee. And this
was before even considering all of the risk, security and
compliance reviews that needed to take place.

- The technology capability at his disposal was extraordinary.
Integrating to twelve systems was not difficult, but
dependencies on other projects (such as the upgrade of
core banking) meant that his project had to fit into the
priorities of projects far outside of his control. Some of the
features he needed were not defined in the specifications
and would mean negotiating a change request. And then
there were the release windows that were cast in stone.

- Cross-functional managers had many opinions, especially
when it came to changing the status quo. Most believed
yesterday’s strengths around distribution model, brand
values, and mass market appeal should be sacrosanct
and were afraid to let these go.

He succeeded, BUT..

The radical innovation opportunity was whittled down to
a “new service line”. The time delays in co-ordination
meant that he had to take shortcuts elsewhere to make
up for lost time. The full potential of the project was not
achieved.

A TALE OF TWO PROJECTS

CASE STUDIES
CASE STUDY 1 CASE STUDY 2Mobile Banking Joint Venture

Problem Statement...

In Private Banking scenario, it is a challenge to achieve
integrated view of client investments across different asset
classes. Advisors need access to client information and
actionable insight from analytics for effective interaction
with their customers.

Solution

Polaris conducted a study to understand how technology
could enable a effective conversation between advisor and
the client. The ideal solution was to provide an integrated
view of client consisting of Personal Details including
Relationship Information, Portfolio Summary, Portfolio
Performance, Transaction Details, Interaction history and
Alerts (Items for Attention). This had to be delivered
consistently across web and mobile platform to support
anytime anywhere access.

Development Process

Key success factors were defined as time to market and
superior advisor experience. Polaris decided to build a
native iOS application for iPad. iPad has the maximum
penetration among Advisors serving Private Banking clients
and Advisor experience could be achieved better by
leveraging native device features of iPad.

A team of 4 iOS developers and a technical architect was
formed under the direct supervision of Product Head.
Existing web services were reused to fetch data from the
backend. Polaris selectively leveraged external expertise
in areas of UX and visual design.  Iterative process of
development was used to make faster progress while
requirement itself was being refined.

Advantages

1 Faster time to market
2 Small team enabled more control over the

development process
3 Less overheads of product and project management

in terms of timelines and cost
4 Specialist & required skills to be taken from external

consultants as and when required
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Mobile application innovators often have the luxury of working in small teams that
carry very little corporate baggage.

Although this may seem like a negative aspect in terms of capability, it can increase
speed dramatically because of reduced integration points within the main organization,
with the associated reductions in project dependency.

The number of Touchpoints has a significant impact on speed
It stands to reason that for each technology, process, or decision “touchpoint”, there
is a greater chance of delay if that touchpoint has any inefficiency. For the purposes
of this paper, we think of touchpoints as (i) the number of people involved in the
project, (ii) the number of decisions points in a project, (iii) the number of technology
integration points, or (iv) the number of external touchpoints required to get a project
to completion.

Prioritisation and the ability to manage change

There are a myriad of reasons why delays can happen at a touchpoint.

It is our belief that prioritization impacts many of the other areas that can cause a
delay (we will put these under the heading “ability to manage change”). After all, if
a project is your number one priority, then surely you will identify areas causing delays
a lot sooner, and make every effort to overcome them.

The degree of change
The degree of change within an organization also impacts speed:

1. Business model changes take more effort than process or product changes,

2. Any changes that are “out of the normal course of business” impact decision
making speed,

3. Changes that involve a higher degree of perceived risk or uncertainty require more
analysis.

Putting all of this together, we propose the following model:

What can we learn from
the case studies?
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LESSONS LEARNED

REASONS FOR DELAY THAT CAN OCCUR AT EACH TOUCHPOINT

1 Poor prioritisation
2 Inability to make good decisions quickly
3 Risk aversion
4 Competing incentives
5 Resource availability and scheduling conflicts
6 Miscommunication
7 Inflexibility processes
8 Poor measurement of cycle times

Innovation Cycle time is a  factor of:
# of touchpoints x priority x degree of change

Ability to manage change

People & Organisational Touchpoints

Technology Touchpoints

Governance &
Decision
Touchpoints

External
 Touchpoints



Mobile innovators have a laser-like focus on delivery. Speed comes second only to
usability and simplicity. And to achieve that result the project enjoys the highest
priority among all team members – the project is not seen as discretionary – it is
one of organizational survival. All members of the team understand the mantra “fail
fast, fail cheap” and they are geared for a high velocity of iterations. Decisions are
based on uncertainty (as one entrepreneur put it, “Often wrong, never in doubt”).

In larger organisations, innovation projects often have to go through a minefield of
established governance processes that are geared for “business as usual” decisions.
Companies often incorrectly prioritise projects based on criteria such as budget and
NPV, meaning that inherently uncertain “green fields” projects end up last on the
agenda (if at all). The greater the number of governance touchpoints, the higher the
risk of stalling.

Projects impacting a business model are fraught with risk and uncertainty.
Risk is a factor of how bold a project is and how much of the status quo has to be
destroyed to create the innovation. Companies rely heavily on “risk assessments”
and “mitigation strategies” but lack the mindset and guts to make the tough calls.
Shying away from risk means more referrals to outside specialists and sub-committees,
more touchpoints, and increased cycle times.

Decisions can often be circular, making resolution of one decision dependent on
many other complex and seemingly unrelated decisions. Large teams can be blinded
by the confusion of how to resolve nested decisions.

1
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TOUCHPOINTS

SEVEN THINGS YOU CAN DO TO SPEED UP GOVERNANCE CYCLE TIMES:

1 Prioritize important innovation projects. Create “fast track” governance processes
so that your dream team is not spending too much time preparing committee 
submissions.

2 Reduce the number of governance points to reduce the “learning curve delay”
that impacts each extra committee member on highly innovative projects.

3 Modify governance processes to cater for uncertainty and risk. Encourage 
iterations. Implement “stage-gate” processes – they allow levels of certainty to
be increased as the project progresses. Meet as needed, avoid the trap of making
“monthly meetings” that delay decisions. Give autonomy through a “skunk works”
structure.

4 Implement “innovation economics” – price “lateness” into the business 
case. Consider using spreadsheet-based Monte-Carlo simulations (which use 
random inputs linked to a probability) to get a range of NPV’s rather than pushing
for a single number that is bound to be based on false assumptions. Perhaps 
use “real option” valuation techniques. Remember that portfolio approaches 
may create the case for more risky projects.

5 Be bold. Ensure that everyone who touches the project understands the notion
of “fail fast, fail cheap”. Encourage all team members to focus on success at all
costs, rather than reduction of failure.

6 Simplicity.

7 Map out decision iterations and responsibilities and encourage transparency 
to highlight who is holding up key decisions. Consider tools such as the Design
Structure Matrix (a method used by MIT in complex decision making) to break 
decision bottle-necks.

Governance and 
Decision Touchpoints

Processes

Organisation

Mindset

Team

community

Innovation
Economics

Technology



Mobile innovators usually have small, tightly knit teams. Strikingly, many of the team
members have worked together on other projects before, providing a common language
which reduces misunderstanding.

Most importantly, each team member wakes up every morning knowing that the
innovation project is their top priority that day. Objectives are clear (often reduced to
a simple mission statement that is used to guide the team in terms of design rationale).
Barriers to communication are low – often simple project dashboards are displayed
constantly show progress to the entire team – a burndown chart providing a sense
of urgency, cohesion and transparency of how everyone is progressing to plan.

Contrast this to larger organizational teams where tens of specialists are “involved”
(in part courtesy, in part politics, in part because they are really needed). The more
people, the greater the communication overhead, the more “waiting points” in a cycle.
The stars have a long “to-do” list, with a risky innovation project first to be “bumped”
when the core business needs help.

Counter-intuitively, Dr Stephan Tomke of the Harvard Business School suggests that
teams should not aim for 100% utilization – his research shows that innovation waiting
times double as utilization moves from 90% to 95% (and similarly for the 80% to 90%
shift). Dr Clayton M Christensen suggests that great innovation leaders need time
allocated for “discovery” such as questioning, observing, networking and experimenting.

2
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TOUCHPOINTS

FIVE WAYS TO SPEED UP CYCLE TIMES IN THE ORGANIZATION

1 Ensure that the project sponsor can access the right resources, prioritise their 
time, and holds resources to their commitments through proper reward and 
incentive mechanisms.

2 When picking project teams, consider quality over quantity. “Quality” attributes
include time available for “discovery tasks”, and the ability to prioritize the project
above other calls requiring their valuable time. If possible pull together a team
that has worked together before so that they can hit the ground running.

3 Ensure all team members understand the sense of urgency. Create transparent
measurements of cycle times. Consider co-locating teams if possible – this re-
enforces communication and commitment.

4 Simplify processes as much as possible (and consider using Agile project 
management methods).

5 Learn to “eat your young” – Allow people to cannibalise old business models.

6 Where business model change is advocated, closely understand the motivations
behind those that may be impacted – key team members may not be incentivised
to deliver to plan and this could cause hidden delays and obstructions.   

People and Organisational
Touchpoints
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Innovation
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Mobile innovation projects often use stand-alone technologies, or technologies with
very few integration points into legacy systems. Complexities are often related to
platform compatibility between devices and operating systems – these are overcome
by using mediation layers such as “phone-gap”, or HTML5 on the mobile web.
Simplification of the number of technology touchpoints dramatically increases the
speed of deployment.

Financial services organisations are particularly protective over their core banking
environments, and for very good reason. The protective governance layers around the
core environment can create significant project delays.

There are a number of systems integration points in larger companies – often these
are legacy systems that have a long list of change requests fighting for prioritization.
Financial institutions have to be particularly wary of any changes to the core banking
environment. It is little wonder that an innovation project may face delays as they join
the queue.

Each system integration point adds potential delays. There are more parties involved
in each design component. Co-dependencies between projects increase knock-on
effects if one project gets delayed. There is also a greater risk of incompatibility and
each systems change requires a more complex impact analysis and testing. Again,
the competition to prioritise projects across each sub-system becomes more intense.
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TOUCHPOINTS

FIVE WAYS TO SPEED UP CYCLE TIMES IN TECHNOLOGY

1 Use iterative methodologies such as Agile.

2 Consider implementing architectures such as SOA (Service Orientated Architecture)
to simplify interconnection to legacy systems by improving interoperability 
standards and encouraging reusability. SOA theoretically improves speed and 
independence while maintaining consistency.

3 Follow the military procurement trend of COS (Commercial Off the Shelf) by 
buying best of breed “off the shelf” technologies and configuring them for your
specific needs – saving you time and maintenance costs, but removing control
from your supplier relationship.

4 Consider using specialist mediation layers that manage many of the mobile 
components outside of the core financial environment, thereby reducing the 
impact on the core banking system.

5 Where uptake and usage is ill-defined, cloud-based storage and processing can
reduce the risk and time for procurement and set up of highly scalable platforms.

Technology
Touchpoints
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Innovation
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Handset
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One of the characteristics that entrepreneurs and mobile developers share is the love
of collaborating with other specialists in their respective fields. They see themselves
as part of a community, rather than as part of an organization - relationships are
stronger than boundaries. This phenomenon has been strengthened by social media
and taken to a new level through crowd-sourcing.

By contrast, organizations understandably embrace secrecy when it comes to innovation.
Departmental silos are still all too common, and reduce collaboration and exploration.
One of the shortfalls of strong organizational boundaries is that it often reduces
complementary innovation. Ideally, complementary innovation allows third party
entrepreneurs to build products that integrate well into your core product, but which
may be too niche or too removed from your core business to be important to you. The
speed benefits to you include:

• Having a more comprehensive product set that satisfies more customer needs 
without consuming your own time and valuable resources to implement it,

• Creating a larger ecosystem of parties who have an interest in your success 
(because they are linked to it), thereby increasing speed, sustainability and
 customer “stickiness”.

Perhaps one of the most well-known examples of complementary innovation is the
Apple App store. It has created utility for the iPhone far beyond their internal delivery
capabilities. Niche tastes and needs have been met in ways that would never have
been able to be done so profitably. And importantly, allowing third parties to develop
in a curated environment has enabled myriads of solutions to be developed
simultaneously within an extremely short period of time.

4

8

TOUCHPOINTS

SIX WAYS YOU CAN REDEFINE BOUNDARIES TO MULTIPLY INNOVATION SPEED

1 Embrace complementary innovation to multiply innovation capability

2 Use social media to get instant feedback from users about your technology. This
can reduce the need for up-front market research, decrease iteration cycle times
and improve the quality of each iteration.

3 Understand how behavioural economics impacts on the speed of customer 
uptake by increasing incentives and reducing frictions (see the writing of John 
T Gourville of HBS).

4 Open up corporate boundaries to allow for cross-pollination of ideas from global
experts and to reduce learning curve time by learning from other’s mistakes.

5 Consider building on open-source software to speed up development time and
reduce total cost of ownership.

6 Where technologies are consumer-driven, use the new trend of crowd-sourced
application testing to increase speed and the number of tested permutations.

External Touchpoints –
the multiplier effect

Processes

Organisation

Technology

Mindset

Team

Community

Innovation
Economics



In terms of basic payments transactions, Australia’s Financial Services
system is a lot more functional than some of its more fragmented overseas
counterparts. But customers are demanding that payment tools contain
more value-added components such as financial dashboards, coupons,
loyalty, invoices, and discounts.

The mobile can deliver all of this, and more: micro-payments, better control,
immediacy, and better information.

The mobile revolution has opened the door for a myriad of non-bank players
to deliver innovations quickly and with low risk. Mega brands such as Google
and Apple are successfully turning business models upside-down in a
number of industries -  financial services will not be spared.

All banks know that they need to innovate, but they operate in an environment
that is actually detrimental to innovation itself.

• Larger banks attract greater regulatory and public scrutiny due to their significance
to the economy. The Financial Crisis itself has been blamed on too much 
innovation, adding to scrutiny.

• Future proofing is difficult – today’s large investment is tomorrow’s legacy. 
Adopting an emerging technology too soon may lock you in to the wrong strategy.

• “Failing fast” is great as a catch phrase – until you have to put your brand behind
a product, or you have to decide which product you would allow to fail.

• Legacy creates latency. Legacy includes business models, brands, technologies
and channels.

Smart companies are the ones that are questioning how to balance these competing
forces. Paradoxically, the answer may lie in the innovation maturity of companies.
The innovation DNA of the more successful players we looked at seemed to be
more evolved:

•  Back office technologies that are flexible enough to cater for change,

•  Leaders bold enough to cannibalise existing business models,

•  Commitment to changing processes so that innovation faces fewer internal
impediments; investment in tools and techniques,

•  Creating mechanisms to allow for failure.  Separately funded “test and learn” 
environments such as skunk-works are useful, as are models that open systems
up to third party innovation.

• Creating models such as “white label” banks that only manage risk, regulatory
and back office - allowing third parties to innovate rapidly by giving them the 
right tools and eliminating brand risk.

It is possible to compete with the disruptors - its a matter of leadership. When
standing at the edge of the innovation “gene pool”, executives now have to decide:
Do we just dip our toes in the water, or do we jump right in?
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Tapping you into the power of Mobile Commerce and Near Field Communication.

Commerce in Motion is building a portfolio of investments in NFC platforms,
delivering robust solutions to companies seeking to gain leadership through
mobile innovation.

CommerceInMotion.com.au
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www.polarisFT.com
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