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A journey through innovation
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How Good Ideas Become Real Innovations

Steven Johnson's deep dive into the patterns of innovators, Where Good Ideas  

Come From, explores the environmental factors supportive of innovation and 
how good ideas come to be. Johnson’s work centers on where innovations are 
conceived, but spends less time on the factors affecting their birth. While 
reading the book, it occurred to me to ask, “If so many brilliant ideas are 
emerging, why aren’t more being put into action?”

Most of the discussions around innovation on TechCrunch or VC blogs are 
talking about software/hardware companies in the fertile innovation zones of 
the world: California's Silicon Valley, NYC's Silicon Alley, and the Pacific 
Northwest's Silicon Forest. There is innovation happening outside the tech 
world—and tech innovation outside these hotspots—but, by comparison, it’s 
rarely discussed in popular media. We set out to understand some of what's 
happening in innovation outside of the buzz that’s informing predominant policy 
discussions.

Innovation in the 
States
According to a recent 
Brookings Institute report, 
US innovation outside the 
tech sector is in trouble. 
The Institute asserts that 
innovation is not increasing 
wages for average 
Americans at the rate that 
it has in the past, and that 
few college students are 
receiving degrees directly 
relevant to the most 

talked-about types of innovation (~36% of STEM Bachelor degrees, to be more 
specific). So how can we bring innovation’s economic benefits to bear on the 
much discussed jobs war by making innovation accessible to small- and mid-
sized businesses?

If our goal is to create good jobs and broad socioeconomic improvement, we 
need to borrow lessons from the tech sector about how to collaborate on, fund 
and protect emerging innovations in other fields. 

The hidden players in innovation—and why they’re on 
the bench
The project originally started with the idea of playing cards, with innovation 
players (think persona models) and their strengths and weaknesses in the 
innovation game. We began exploring the ways innovation occurs beyond 
product development, and then sketched hypothetical players in those realms 
of innovation—giving the models names like Steve the Outside Entrepreneur (a 
tech startup veteran remote from the culture of the “Valleys”), Janette the 
Makerpreneuer (a tangible-goods craftsperson), and Gabriela the Mom 
(working outside the home in an economically-barren environment). 

In this pilot ethnography and concept piece, we asked questions about where 
the untapped potential is and what opportunities exist. Based on real-life 
interviews with people representing these experience models, we found that—
not surprisingly—many barriers to innovation still have to do with access to the 
confluence of social, financial and human capital—connections, cash and skill.

What are the right questions?
After you’ve seen the first draft of the research and concept piece, we’d love to 
hear feedback on what you see enabling innovation, the blindspots of 
innovation discussion, and what you’d like to see researched next.
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Project Aim
This ethnography pilot project is designed to begin to build understanding of 
the issues and narratives in various innovation landscapes radiating out from 
the Silicon Valley. The project began in the Bay Area and Portland, and will 
spread to broader and broader audiences with an eye towards: 

• Identifying hotspots of growth and blockage in innovation
• Informing outreach, education and policy agendas
• Developing pattern languages and kits for innovation, especially those which 

are accessible from a number of different industries, interests and skill levels
• Catalyzing conversation about innovation
• Empowering various players to view themselves as innovators

This document contains the interviews, fictionalized personas and the 
beginnings of patterns and trends we’re seeing in the research project to date. 

On bias: a note from the 
research lead
All ethnographic projects are tinted by the biases and perspectives of the 
researchers and funders. It’s important to understand that because of time 
constraints and existing viewpoints, this project oriented around communities 
one or two degrees of separation from the Silicon Valley teams in the forefront 
of Inc. and the like, namely the technology-enabled innovators of the 
entrepreneurial Pacific Northwest.

I have worked with over 250 small businesses and startups since beginning my 
career in small business startup support, drawing from intentionally diverse 
LGBTQ and latina communities; over 85% of our clients self-identified as 
minorities and/or people with disabilities. A number of the hypotheses 
expressed within the pilot phase of this project are informed by real-world 
conversations across companies and innovators I have encountered (but not 
formally interviewed) in many walks of life, from TEDx conference organizers to 
the City of Portland Small Business Advisory Council to large corporate 
innovation teams. 

As the project expands, we will endeavor to include broader and broader 
inputs, diversifying the viewpoints herein, and will integrate team members from 
other backgrounds to add research questions and bring attention to our 
blindspots.

Causeit, Inc. is an innovation consulting firm offering breakthrough team 
facilitation, open innovation strategy and thought leader support to businesses 
out to make a difference. You can read more about Causeit’s work at 
www.causeit.org.

MJ Petroni

Principal, Causeit, Inc.
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The Innovation Spectrum
Causeit was trained in a useful model for understanding and grouping business innovations along a spectrum from company to consumer, rather than focusing primarily 
on products (just one subset of such a spectrum). Hideshi Hamiguchi, the source of much our inspiration for the model, originally articulated a simplified model for 
business innovations; with some expansion, the spectrum proves a practical lens for understanding innovation beyond the concept of product development.
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Innovation from the consumer’s view
Consumers, because of marketing, end-user focus and less exposure to business discussions, likely see innovation from a product-centric perspective. They may see 
innovations in the realm of government or culture at large, but probably would not call them innovations.  
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Innovation from the legislator’s view
Legislators and policymakers, understandably, see innovation from the perspective of their own influence upon it, and may pay more attention to innovations in markets 
and distribution channels because of trade policy issues.
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Persona clusters vs. types of innovation
At first glance, innovation often appears to be about the ‘thing’—the music, the application, the new kind of shirt—where it could be said that some of the biggest 
innovations are actually happening behind the scenes, as with crowdfunding or healthcare reform. Some of these innovations outside the realm of direct-to-consumer 
offerings are in mainstream discussions, such as Obamacare, but many more, like 3D printing or the Maker movement, do not have the same profile. A chart of 
blindspots across a sample of innovation clusters revealed where innovation might be hidden from the public view:
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Styles of Innovation
An incomplete set of patterns for innovation have begun to emerge in our readings and interviews. Particular reasons for innovation seem to have their own tone or 
style. For example, the lean but often short-sighted survival innovation is distinct from the constant churn of iterative innovation. 

Iterative innovation
Iterative product changes are often the norm in 
corporate contexts, where risk aversion, 
complexity or commodified industries make slow 
change either a wise or at least palatable 
approach. Examples of iterative innovation can be 
seen in

• Wine and coffee taste innovation
• The original Volkswagen Beetle after launch
• Ikea’s changes to products post-launch
• Pharmaceuticals

Disruptive innovation
Disruptive, paradigm-changing innovation 
transform an industry or creates a new industry. 
Disruptive innovation is most likely to show up in 
areas with high resource availability, ability to 
launch quickly, low regulation and low educational 
or cultural barriers to entry. Opportunistic, 
disruptive innovation happens, among many other 
places, in 

• The arts
• Fashion and apparel
• Consumer technologies
• Gaming
• Newly-deregulated or fat industries, like 

merchant processing

Survival innovation
Survival innovation is increasingly common in the 
developed world and has long been a feature of 
contexts with fewer resources, like impoverished 
countries or highly-competitive industries, and 
may be characterized by fear, agility and a shorter 
outlook for sustainability. Survival innovation often 
couples with disruptive patterns, and can look like

• The technological leapfrogging of African 
mobile usage for everything from 
microenterprise (subleasing phones) 
to money transfer

• The efficiency increases or drastic business 
model changes of traditional corporations

• The transition from traditional job markets to 
gig-market microentrepreneurs

• Gaming harvesters who amass in-game 
currencies for real-world sale 
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Spotlight: Kits as Indicator Species

The creation of a kit—literally, as 
in the Maker world, or figuratively,  

as in the software world’s APIs 
and application frameworks—serves as a magnet to 

whatever industry offers it. Make: magazine’s Project Editor, Keith Sammons, 
offers why1: 

• Kits are the gateway DIY project
• Kits teach skills
• Handmade beats store-bought
• Making something is more fun
• Kits are exciting and mysterious
• Kits are great for sharing
• Kits open up community
• Kits drive innovation
• History repeats 

The creation of a kit can be as simple as assembling a literal or metaphorical 
parts list and a few instructions, or as complex as the work required to make an 
entire set of interchangeable parts.

Kits become powerful when they
become interoperable
What makes kits powerful is interoperability. The more an ecosystem of kits is 
interoperable, the more effective it becomes at spurring further innovation. Just 
as an application program interface (API), software development kit (SDK) or 
application framework makes it possible to extend the functionality of code, kits 
of all sorts enable innovation not just by doing the important work of organizing, 

shortcutting and translating technical problems—but by creating a standard 
tool for people to organize around. When that organization happens, the not-
so-tech-savvy visionary can encounter the technician-in-search-of-a-business-
model. Alternately, the visionary can train themselves or the technician can 
become inspired by larger implications. 

From a business standpoint, 
smart companies continually 
rediscover the value of opening 
at least part of their walled 
gardens to broaden and 
diversify their ecosystems (and 
communities). Doing so allows 
ideation to occur outside their 
company while still positioning 
them near or at the center of 
revenue sources for the 
expanded ecosystem. 
Contrasting the Treo to the 
iPhone or Android requires as 
much discussion of developer 
communities and APIs as it 
does hardware and OS. It’s 
important to remember that 
such ecosystems don’t just occur 
in the most visible spaces of 
product development (and more 
recently, revenue model innovation) 
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but even in less visible spaces like the legal and organizational structures 
people engage (B Corps, collectives) and the processes they use (Agile, shared 
ideation). 

Perhaps most importantly, these ecosystems engender community and, by 
convening people perhaps less likely to interact in another context, at least 
some degree of chaos and spontaneity. 

Ecosystems become exponentially 
powerful when made navigable
Kit ecosystems could be argued to most deeply effect positive social changes 
when made navigable—or easy to dabble in. Ecosystems which are difficult 
play in, like (at least for now) pharmaceuticals and space flight, remain 
accessible primarily to those with social and economic privilege, and thus may 
not benefit from rapid innovations because of the lower number of participants 
in their ecosystems. They also are less prone to rapid innovation because the 
educational, social, and regulatory barriers to entry accept only certain kinds of 
problem-solving and emphasize conformity.

In stark contrast, tools which have been made more navigable—due to 
reduction of technical complexity, cost and other barriers—show rapid, far-
reaching innovations. Look at how increasing accessibility made the video 
ecosystem (camcorders -> digital home editing -> online video) become 
interoperable with the ecosystem of the web (computing and programming kits 
-> HTML -> social media), finally converging around services like YouTube. 
Examples like this illustrate the importance of open ‘kit’ ecosystems to the 
everyday user.

Causeit, Inc.
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Innovation Enablers
In this section, we’ve begun to record the emerging patterns for innovation’s enablers as interviewees or other research sources bring them up. 

Chaos
Many fruitful and disruptive innovations come from 
unplanned interactions. Chaotic interactions, such 
as those occurring between different industries 
with overlapping customer bases, or in the milieu 
of organizations offering social services, prove rich 
fodder for innovation. 

Look for:
• Industry convergence
• Non-industrial innovators (‘consumers,’ other 

end users, survival innovators, hobbyists)
• Rapidly-changing marketplaces (like the tech 

industry—contrast to comparatively slower 
spaces like agriculture or fastener 
manufacturing)

Kits
Kits are both indicators of innovation and 
amplifiers thereof. By bundling solutions to 
common problems with a more guided approach 
to creating something, kits serve as a productive 

education tool. The community they create 
provides for rich interaction between various 
ecosystems (such as between hardware and 
software designers, or between biologists and 
consumer product creators).

Emphasize:
• Kit marketplaces
• APIs, SDKs, open source, plan-trading spaces, 

frameworks
• How-to guides
• Inviting distribution channels and 

quality standards for kits

Team
The ability of an innovator to build teams around 
them serves as a major enabler. Highly-
individualized innovations are prone to limited 
reach, where team-enabled innovation, like 
software development using the Agile project 
management methodology, can have a much 
broader reach or attend to far more complex 
problems. Even seemingly-individual innovators 

(think celebrity artists like Lady Gaga) are heavily 
enabled by their ability to engage a team in 
promotion, funding and community management.

Resources (Capital)
Fundamental building blocks are needed for 
innovation existing outside of thought and 
conversation. ‘Basic’ resources such as 
computers and living expenses are necessary for 
many forms of innovation, while others, like 
biotech or pharmaceuticals may require far more 
resources. It’s important to look into access to 
(and stability of) resources like enabling 
technologies and financial capital, especially when 
addressing communities who may not be able to 
easily manifest their own resources. 

Focus on:
• Financial investment opportunities at all scales 

(from crowdfunding to VC to shareholding)
• Alternative resources such as tool libraries, 

shared labs
• Lowering barriers to entry for critical resources, 

such as access to technology
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Information 
Marketplaces
The creation of means to exchange information—
be they plan libraries or collections of code 
libraries—can shortcut complex development 
problems in everything from software to business 
libraries. Monetizable information marketplaces, 
like stores for eBooks or stock photographs, 
encourage the creation of new content through 
direct funding of creators and researchers.

Convening [Spaces]
Physical (or at least rich online) spaces make an 
enormous difference for many kinds of innovation. 
Hackerspaces, coworking spaces, conferences, 
summits, conventions, Meetup.com groups and 
tweetups serve both as indicators and drivers of 
innovation. Convening spaces allow for chaos, 
spontaneity and networking, and serve as an 
entry point for those more interested in a rich but 
brief experience of an ecosystem, such as 
journalists, investors, sponsors and dabblers.

Support:
• Conferences, summits and other events
• Rich online social networks, especially 

when managed

• Community managers, facilitators or 
other social indicators

• Shared shops/coworking spaces

Urgency
Urgent market needs provide a forcing function 
for innovation problems. For example, World War 
II manufacturing needs forced an innovation by 
necessitating women in the labor force. 

Linguas Franca
Common languages for both basic 
communication and technical communication 
facilitate innovation; investment in portable 
languages (such as Java, which is useful across a 
huge number of development sub-industries) 
supports creation of responsive innovation 
ecosystems.

Intersections and 
cross-pollination
Building of intersections and cross-pollination 
spaces, such as deliberately broad conferences 
like Techonomy or intradepartmental programs at 
universities, serves to create structural prompts 
for collaboration and ideation.

Mentorship
Rich innovation systems keep a focus on 
mentorship opportunities to solve knowledge-
transfer problems and train new community 
members for the complexities and politics of a 
particular innovation ecosystem; examples include 
pair programming, executive coaching and 
internships. 

Sponsorship
Sponsor-based monetization of innovation 
spaces, like Maker movements or art, can—when 
done responsibly—support fledgling ecosystems 
with underdeveloped or indirect business models.

Empathy and 
Narrative
Storytelling around innovative processes allows 
for transfer not just of knowledge, but of 
inspiration. If a strong narrative from an end user 
makes it to a product designer, empathy for the 
end user’s needs can better inform design 
decisions.

Causeit, Inc.
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Janette the Makerpreneur
Janette is a college-educated, passionate person out to make a difference in the world. Situated in the overlapping milieus of 
Etsy, socially-conscious DIY culture, BlogHer.com, her day job as a project manager and the crunchy side streets of Berkeley and 
Portland, she’s decided to go it on her own. Her entrepreneurial ventures started when she was gardening and she realized that all of 
the products she could find at the nursery were sized for bigger hands than hers. Through her blog, she found out that other folks 
were running into the same problem, and started a small line of alternative products with a fun, accessible and distinctive brand. Now 
she’s found through her business development work that there are a lot of wrong-sized tools, and she is considering the need for an 
online community for other people solving the same small-hand problems.

Superpowers
•Catalyzing an online community; she 
blogs about people who aren’t feeling 
heard elsewhere

•Seeing product ideas in daily life
• The ability to rapidly launch practical businesses which create entry-level jobs
• Professionalism and DIY skills; from her day job an a design-savvy firm, she 

understands a few basics about business etiquette, design and networking 
which allow her to carefully prioritize her bootstrapped business expenses

Kryptonite
• Lack of access to funding; no easy way to crowdsource funds from her 

community and no big funders nearby; banks don’t ‘get’ her web product
• Lack of access to major decision-makers and investors through close 

connections 
(hard to open doors)

• Being pigeon-holed as ‘cute’ or unqualified because she is a woman

Wishes and hopes…
• She could use her network of blog-buddies to crowdfund the 

web idea she has
• She could scale up her manufacturing and but still have it be 

on-demand
• She could learn about and use web technologies without 

having to hire a hard-to-communicate with geek or 
expensive agency

Worries…
• Something will go wrong if she scales her manufacturing 

of her made goods overseas
• That a life event (family things, car breakdown, illness) will 

exhaust her credit cards and cripple her business’ cashflow
• Hiring her first employees will cost her too much and/or 

that she won’t be able to count on them
• That not getting investment will have her bootstrapped 

business starve its way through the next five years
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in profit
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Four-year liberal arts 
degree
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Godin and Better 
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Drives a Honda 
Element

Tired of her father 
asking about what will happen if she has kids
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Opening doors for Janette
Make it easier for Janette to make rich, monetizable online communities and receive crowdfunding, so that she can create jobs
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With better tech skills or software, Janette 
could create a better online community without as 
much reliance on costly developers, and use her 
community to crowdsource market research and 
new product ideas while helping people find tools 
for small hands.

With CAD software and 3D printing 
or micromanufacturing, Janette 
could design and launch new tools 
more quickly as needs arise within her 
online communities.

With a strong online community, ad 
sales could fund innovation as 
users come up with ideas for small-
hand-friendly products and support 
each other in finding or making them

Better crowdfunding tools could 
help Janette capitalize on ideas her 
community is willing to fund and buy, 
cutting out need for speculative 
investment and extensive marketing

Current Stats

Visibility from mainstream

Tech savvy

Economic resilience

Ability to create jobs

Access to funding

Innovations across the spectrum 
could help Janette create entry-
level jobs as need arises for 
community management of her 
website as well as light manufacturing, 
sales and distribution staff for her 
products
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Steve the Outside Entrepreneur
Steve is a software developer and entrepreneur in the Midwest. While he went to school in a big city and started his 
career there, life circumstances now find him living in a suburban environment away from the Silicon Valley, Alley and 
Forest. An experienced entrepreneur and freelancer, he’s struggling to find partners for his projects who ‘get’ software project 
management, the importance of a development roadmap or the complexities of forming a cohesive team. He’s increasingly frustrated 
with the disconnect potential employers have from modern software development practices, too, as he seeks jobs or freelance gigs 
while he works on his own projects. He’s also feeling the absence of the intangible social benefits of proximity to the 
hubs of tech innovation and investment.   

Superpowers
• Creating a monetizable, lean startup with 
a few development hours and a mini 

business plan
• Pitching the business value of good technology practices to investors and 

business owners
• Agile software project management using Pivotal Tracker and other tools to 

make ‘stories’ accessible to his clients/bosses
• Working effectively with remote teams and low overhead

Kryptonite
• Not having skilled developers
• Employers and investors who insist on ‘just getting to work on the project’ 

without planning
• Lack of awareness about the risks of poor development practices by 

investors

Wishes and hopes…
• Hopes to find a good software team to give his 

entrepreneurial ideas some traction
• Wishes he had better online tools for technology teams to 

make management of outsourcing and offshoring effective
• That business owners had deeper awareness of the 

complexities and pitfalls of software project management 
so that he wasn’t always the bad guy

• That his dog would stop barking when he’s on 
conference calls

Worries…
• That all software projects will be stressful unless he works 

within a really modern, software-focused tech company
• That teams he works with will be boring or emotionally 

immature, making his life stressful and work less fulfilling
• That he won’t be able to find a socially-conscious 

development project to work on which also pays him 
well enough
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Steve
Started in the tech 

scene in the late 90s

Has a long resume of 
software projects

Has successfully  
founded, received 
investment in and 

then exited a small 
hardware/software 

company

His stock portfolio 
took a beating in 

2009 but he was able 
to leverage home 
equity to avoid 

drawing what was left
Insulated from much 

of the recession 
because of his 
developer skills
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Opening doors for Steve
Help Steve and his teams work better remotely so that he can keep contributing to the startup scene from afar
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An experienced software developer and 
entrepreneur, Steve is already known for 
his smart process innovations in the 
development process—but better project 
management tools could enable him to truly 
compete with top-end development shops 
in the Valley and other big cities

Steve is comparatively visible and 
stable, but could create more entry-
level development jobs and build better 
software if software companies located 
in major tech hubs could see (and 
collaborate with) him better

Current Stats

Visibility from mainstream

Tech savvy

Economic resilience

Ability to create jobs

Access to funding

Steve struggles to get his 
good ideas off the ground 
because of breakdowns 
managing his team of remote, 
sometimes off-shore developers
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Gabriela the Mom
A single mother in her late 40s, Gabriela lives in a rural area of the Dominican Republic, where she 
shares a very small home with no insulation and limited electricity with her children and her parents. At 
times, she has to leave her near-rural home to go into metropolitan cores to work in rich people’s homes as a 
muchacha (a live-in house servant) or in small shop jobs such as hair care or cooking. When Gabriela is away, her 
children are taken care of by grandparents and aunts. One of her daughters has graduated high school; her 
hopes of attending college were almost dashed by the family’s need to have her attend to an ailing grandparent’s 
health. After spending a year caretaking, she was able to find a way to move to a larger city, where she stays 
with a distant cousin, and can now begin to attend university with the assistance of a benefactor and state 

subsidies—making her an exception from the norm for young women from her rural hometown. While innovation 
in the business sense is a concept essentially foreign to Gabriela, her daughters may be able to make a difference if they’re able to find sufficient 
opportunity and support. 

Superpowers
• Survival via economic ingenuity—capable of supporting a family on 

$150USD/month, including sending growing children to school  
• Commitment and perseverance in the face of difficult emotional 

challenges and stress
• Creation of micro businesses or jobs which support her family
• Earning as much or more than men in her community, despite 

social pressures not to

Kryptonite
• Any major health problem
• Blind spots; difficult to see opportunities to change her situation due to 

cultural and educational barriers
• Near-complete disenfranchisement from meaningful political process or 

business communities

Wishes and hopes…
• That her children exceed her lot in life through 

education and, potentially, emigration

Worries…
• That immediate local risks (violence, poverty, health 

issues) will kill her family’s limited opportunities
• That her children will not be able to finish school
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Gabriela
Lives in a ‘developing’ nation in Latin America

Only a handful of years of school education
Safe, entry-level jobs are hard to find where 

she lives

Machismo (and 
marianismo) shape her social sphere and limit 

access to critical 
resources

Has become resigned to her lot in life, but hopes her children will have 
more opportunity

Born before the internet or even laws protecting 
women from

domestic violence
Did not have a bank 
account until 2004

Her eldest daughter is now using a Blackberry 
and Facebook
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Opening doors for Gabriela
Invest in infrastructure and the ability to connect to peers in order to lessen the impact of poverty and create possibilities for her children
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Organizing a collective with other 
domestic workers could radically 
improve the stability of Gabriela’s 
family’s income while providing 
intangible benefits for her mental and 
physical health through partnership 
with other women in her communities; 
a lightweight mobile web tool to 
coordinate meetups could help her 
connect using the most high-tech thing 
she has: a prepaid 2G mobile handset

Structural issues Gabriela faces 
stand to benefit from macro 
changes at the governmental and 
investment level, with particular focus 
on economic stabilization, international 
microfunding structures and 
prioritization of the education and 
safety of poor women  

Gabriela’s challenges are many, but 
investments in the most basic of 
supports—education, health, safety 
and community development—could 
provide space for her communities to 
see major advances in well-being and 
a transition away from survival

Current Stats

Visibility from mainstream

Tech savvy

Economic resilience

Ability to create jobs

Access to funding

If Gabriela worked in a collective, 
skill-sharing, group negotiating and 
marketing could help her work at a 
school or hospital instead of a single 
family’s home, and potentially find her 
safer work with a modest path 
for advancement
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Claire the Reinventor
Claire is a driven, educated person looking to create a new career for herself as she nears retirement age. She has worked for years 
in advertising, an industry which has drastically changed through the impact of the recession and the web, and no longer sees a promising 
future in that field for people with her skillset. In her 50s, she lives in a small West Coast college town. She's exploring ways to 
reinvent her career path by finding work which is more fulfilling and exciting—going back to school, creating an information 
product, or finding freelance gigs showcasing her previous expertise like article-writing and speaking. Increasingly isolated by 
the lack of professional networking, she feels time is running out to make a choice as she pulls from her already-diminished 
retirement funds and home equity, and she is concerned that she is too reliant on the financial support of her husband, yet 
she remains cautiously optimistic about her prospects as she finds web technologies easier and easier to grasp.

Superpowers
• Is remarkably good at creating relationships and connecting people 

professionally
• Is an inspiring and accessible conversationalist, making her a maevon for 

services and products she likes
• Brings emotional awareness to her workplaces

Kryptonite
• Perception: she is not seen as ‘hireable’ by the limited number of technology 

and startup firms in her small town because of her age, gender and relative 
lack of understanding of technologies like social media and basic HTML

• She has little access via friend networks to people with money or interest to 
hire her; most of her old clients have retired or gone out of business, and her 
peers are facing similar economic challenges

Wishes and hopes…
• That she had someone to teach her how to use web 

technologies so that she could accept more challenging 
freelance work

• That she can sell an eBook and an app showcasing her 
twenty years of advertising experience—as soon as she 
can find a developer who will work on an equity basis

Worries…
• She won’t be able to restart in her 50s
• That she’ll never be able to catch up financially if her 

retirement funds dwindle further
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Claire
At the zenith of her 

career, made almost 
$200k/year

In one year in 2008, saw a 75% decline in 
contracts at the 

agency she worked for
Lost her job in early 
2010 and has no 

unemployment left
Takes classes at the 
Apple Store to learn 

new media 
technologies like ePub and iMovie between 

freelance gigs

Markets her 
photography through a site she created with 

iWeb but doesn’t 
know how to manage online ads and SEO 

very well
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Opening doors for Claire
Connect Claire across technological barriers so she can teach and learn while creating new lines of income with enabling tools
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Claire had a few buffers against the 
economic downturn, but her 
industry shrunk and now she’s 
without a job. If she could retool with 
new technology know-how and 
connect with the right communities, 
she could become a knowledgeworker 
and mentor.

Current Stats

Visibility from mainstream

Tech savvy

Economic resilience

Ability to create jobs

Access to funding

Claire’s extensive background in her 
previous field (advertising) could turn into a  
combination of an information product and 
a personal brand through connection with 
larger communities in need of her expertise and 
mentorship With a little more tech savvy, 

confidence and information, Claire 
could work remotely from her small 
college town using tools like oDesk, 
perhaps even partnering with 
previous clients
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Tim the Startup Entrepreneur
Tim is a mid-40s, VC-funded startup entrepreneur in the ‘Silicon Forest’ of the Pacific Northwest. After college, he began 
working for a major software company as a developer and then a manager of a software team. Wanting more autonomy and concerned 
about the future of his desktop software employer, he left to begin a startup. After a few bootstrapped partnerships, he created a Web 2.0 
firm offering accounting for small businesses, and received a series of modest investments. He now has amassed a reserve and 
investment fund from the subscription income of the service, and is beginning to consider being a small angel investor for projects started 
by previous employees who have left his company. Having removed himself from daily management, he also hosts a couple of 
entrepreneurial Meetup groups and serves on the board of Free Geek, a local technology recycling and repair nonprofit steeped in the 
open source ethos.

Superpowers
•Can create business models for almost any 
offering
•Is good at ‘speaking VC’ while staying accessible 
to his teams of developer-geeks

Kryptonite
• Heavily dependent on the management team of his current business to fuel 

his investment engine
• Blind spots: most likely to spot innovation in the tech realm and assumes that 

that (increasingly crowded) market is where his best investments will be

Wishes and hopes…
• Hopes his kid turns his garage DIY projects into something that he can make 

a career out of
• That more VCs would focus on the Northwest, because he likes living here 

but wants to start bigger projects

Worries…
• About tax law which will hinder him
• About becoming bored
• About the well-being of his current staff
• That he’ll lose his star developers to a sexier, Bay Area 

company
• That some unseen bug or security risk will sideline 

his accounting software business
• That he won’t find the right developers under six figures 

each for his new mobile web startup 
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Tim
Drives a BMW X5

Will pay his son’s 
college tuition out of 

pocket

Reads Make: and 
Silicon Florist over his 

morning coffee

Doesn’t know a lot of other guys who ‘timed 
it right’ in their 

Northwest startups
Looking for other 

projects to invest in, small and large, but is finding a shortage of 
good developers 

challenging
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Opening doors for Tim
Protect Tim’s ability to create jobs while connecting with him other kinds of innovators to foster crossover entrepreneurship
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Tim has already created 
interesting products, but 
could do more, which is why 
he is attempting to work with 
other startups—when he’s not 
pulled back into operating his 
own

Tim needs to be able to broker 
intellectual property better. His 
extensive connections in the 
software world could be even more 
powerful if he had easier ways to 
selectively broker the exchange of 
intellectual property between the 
companies he’s invested in

Tim could use better 
supports for investment 
allowing him to partner with 
crowdfunders.

Tim’s in a great position to 
innovate. He’s well-respected, 
has access to the tools he 
needs, and has comparatively 
little threats from structural 
issues. In order to keep him 
innovative, it’s important to 
protect the structures which he 
depends on.

Current Stats

Visibility from mainstream

Tech savvy

Economic resilience

Ability to create jobs

Access to funding

Tim’s existing products 
have decent support 
and community, but he 
could do more with 
empowering social tools 
to connect all the small 
business users of his 
products
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very enabled by tech

not very enabled by tech

visibleinvisible

Personas
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Makers

Software

Science

Media companies

Policymakers and disruptors

Academia/education

Fortune 500 and Wall Street

Workers

Knowledgeworkers

Social and healing services

Non-profit/NGO Artists

Small Business

Consumers
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Personas
Personas are the archetypes we’re seeing emerge in our research around innovation. It’s not possible to have an exhaustive list of all the different ‘characters’ of 
innovation, but as we find them, we add them to this working list and begin to create fictional profiles for them. Unlike persona models in the software world, some of 
these personas are for entities, and not just individuals. This helps us better empathize with their particular circumstances and needs, form questions for real-world 
research, and share about them without disclosing critical details of interviewees. Many individuals fall into more than one persona category, especially as certain 
industries experience shifts, like the knowledgeworker’s move to a gig economy and consumers’ technological enablement to create campaigns and microbusinesses.

Makers
Level of comfort with technology: moderate
Biggest enablement through technology: convening (community) and 
manufacturing breakthroughs 

• Quantified Self
• Paranoid Innovator-Inventor
• Speculative Inventor
• Parent-Kid dyad
• Deep Tech
• Maker-Socializer
• Maker Artist
• Entertainer Maker
• Entrepreneur-Maker

Software
Level of comfort with technology: very high
Biggest enablement through technology: APIs and SDKs 

• The Old School
• Google
• New developer
• Immigrant developer
• Software Consultant (eg, Agile implementer)
• Software VC
• Software Project Managers
• Technical Writers
• App Speculators
• The Mercenary Developer
• The Bail-Out Developer (retired called back in to fix something)

Causeit, Inc.
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Science 
Level of comfort with technology: generally high, but not social tech
Biggest enablement through technology: vastly reduced cost and 
increased quality of research through crowdsourcing and lower barriers to entry

• Genetic Engineers
• Geologists
• New Energy (Solar, etc.) 
• Commercial Scientists
• Students of Biomimicry/Bioinspiration

Academia/Education
Level of comfort with technology: moderate, but institutions slow to learn
Biggest enablement through technology: online education

• Trustees
• Research Professor
• Student: Community College
• Student: For-Profit
• Student: 4-Year Traditional (“The Automatics”)
• Retired, returning student
• Student: High School
• Student: Elementary
• Student: Middle School

Policymakers and disruptors
Level of comfort with technology: low to moderate, except for campaigners
Biggest enablement through technology: mobilization and democratization 
of communities through social networks

• Progressive Voter
• Tea Party Voter
• Campaign Organizers
• Presidents
• #Occupy
• Lobbyists
• Voter
• PACs

Media Companies
Level of comfort with technology: moderate to high
Biggest enablement through technology: new distribution channels for 
media which had been dying off or becoming unprofitable (via iTunes, eBooks, 
etc).

• The Niche Channel blogger
• The Meta Channel blogger
• The Book Publisher
• Big Network Exec
• The Big Network Socializer (person tasked with making Fox social-media-

savvy)

Causeit, Inc.
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Fortune 500 and Wall Street
Level of comfort with technology: moderate
Biggest enablement through technology: varies widely by industry

• CEO/CMO/CIO/CTO
• CFO
• Shareholder
• SEC
• Intrapreneur/Internal Innovator
• Product Refiner
• Sr. Mgr
• Mid-level Manager
• Trendspotter

Knowledgeworkers
Level of comfort with technology: moderate to high
Biggest enablement through technology: ability to work remotely and scale 
quickly, through Web 2.0 products and tools like Google Voice, Pivotal Tracker, 
and oDesk

• Thought leader [meta category]
• Consultant
• Coach
• Strategist
• Blogger
• Journalist
• Trendspotters

Workers
Level of comfort with technology: low
Biggest enablement through technology: retraining and retooling, ability to 
create side businesses

This category is broad and, in some ways, difficult for this project to address at 
first glance: from the view the Valley, the day-to-day worker in service industry 
jobs may be difficult to see as an innovator. But there are key innovations 
occurring here, often connected to the creation of new business models in 
conjunction with other industry clusters’ innovations, as, for example, the 
convergence of 3D printing and custom car creation.

• Factory worker
• Skilled artisan
• Automotive technician
• Service industry worker

Social and Healing Services
Level of comfort with technology: low-to-moderate
Biggest enablement through technology: Big-Data-enabled research and 
decision-making

• Nurse
• Doctor
• Law Enforcer
• Public Social Worker

Causeit, Inc.
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Non-profit/NGO	
Level of comfort with technology: low-to-moderate
Biggest enablement through technology: collaboration, more-visible 
campaigns and deeper advocacy through online publishing tools like YouTube

• Converger (social entrepreneur)
• Executive director
• Development (fundraising) director
• Service provider
• Grassroots organizer
• Not-for-profit product manager

Small Business 
Level of comfort with technology: low-to-moderate
Biggest enablement through technology: increase in productivity, market 
size and agility through access to inexpensive advertising (like AdWords) and 
enabling software tools (like desktop publishing and Quickbooks)

• Small business owner
• Family business member
• Small Business Development Center staff

Artists
Level of comfort with technology: low-to-moderate
Biggest enablement through technology: new distribution and promotion 
channels for media (via YouTube, iTunes, Etsy, etc) and vastly decreased costs 
of production (due to accessible media software like Final Cut Pro)

• Mashup artist
• Creative writer
• Musician/performer (Louis CK)

Consumers 
Level of comfort with technology: moderate
Biggest enablement through technology: empowerment through the web 
in general, from social media to access to on-demand knowledge like 
Wikipedia

This category is a metacategory, as almost all other personas can be framed as 
consumers, but important segments for discussion exist, including youth, 
women, people of color and varying sexual orientations, and people of varying 
class, education and regional backgrounds. As extensive research to 
understand consumer behavior exists, it has not been prioritized in the pilot 
project. 

Causeit, Inc.
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Research Notes: Interviewees
In the process of conceptualizing the personas and archetypes in this project, we conducted interviews with a number of innovators from many walks of life. 
Questions varied from one interviewee to another, but always asked after innovation enablers and disablers while diving deep into how each interviewee saw 
themselves as innovating.  

Carri Munn
Carri Munn is a consultant for nonprofits and other innovative, mission-driven organizations. Based in Portland, Oregon, she is 
transitioning away from her traditional employee role at a successful local consultancy towards a more entrepreneurial model, 
offering direct consulting services while working on product ideas for software tools to support nonprofits.

In her interview, Carri talked about: 

• Education for her children, and why she chooses to limit their access to technology (for now) in favor of human interaction and 
wisdom about body language

• Her use of technology to advance her career, as a self-described early-adopting, technology-enabled nonprofit consultant
• The flattening of organizational structures as a key to organizational survival
• The increasing power of the not-for-profit sector which is, she says, equal in size (though not in lobbying spend) to the military-

industrial complex
• Generational barriers to technology-based innovation or changes

http://www.linkedin.com/pub/carri-munn/2/550/249

Carri
First started working in large orgs at age 13

One of only two kids in her school-age class to stay after school and program
Works with organizations from major foundations to migrant workers
Has two kids who she educates in the Waldorf 

system

Helped found a 10k+ 
subscriber listserv for nonprofits in Portland pre-

social-media

©2012 Causeit. Inc. All rights reserved. |  >> Return to table of contents  29  of  34  V 1.1 pilot generated 11/17/12 | T/F +1.855.CAUSEIT    talk@causeit.org   www.causeit.org

love

causeit
worklife

http://www.linkedin.com/pub/carri-munn/2/550/249
http://www.linkedin.com/pub/carri-munn/2/550/249
http://www.causeit.org
http://www.causeit.org


Paul Spinrad
Paul Spinrad is the Executive Editor of Make: magazine. In two conversations, we covered a lot of topics, including the various 
archetypes of Makers as he sees them, the importance of physical spaces to convene Makers, and the tension between organic and 
subsidized innovation. We also talked about the importance of new funding models, like crowdfunding, which slot below VC but above 
self-funding. 

•  Hopes to remove blocks to crowdfunding (due to securities law)
•  Sees a need for simple funding models to support microeconomies and pre-VC/non-VC innovation
•  Worries that crowdfunding bills will not pass, or not work well enough
•  Observes struggle between bottom-up innovation and top-down interests—grassroots approaches could be co-opted, and things  

that they (Makers) like about their social spaces or workspaces might be taken away.
• Desires externalized expectation and more spaces which support it, like Hackerspaces—believes that the process of declaring to a 

community that you plan on making something has the effect of creating a vacuum of expectation which encourages others to encourage
you and build with you

• Hopes for convergence of different Maker cultures who have unrealized commonalities, like art cars from Burner culture and lowriders from San Jose and Central CA
—maker culture has potential to bridge communities and share skills, and he would love to see lowriders at a Maker Faire

http://www.linkedin.com/pub/paul-spinrad/0/255/702 | http://crowdfundinglaw.com/
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Trendspotter in the 
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Megan McFadden
Megan McFadden works with Social Capital Markets [SOCAP], where she coordinates events amongst global, social-conscious 
innovators. HUB, the space where SOCAP is located, serves as a social entrepreneurship innovation space. In our conversation, she 
spoke about the importance of connecting social innovators, creating physical spaces and attending to the challenges of diversity in the 
innovation space.

SOCAP was started in 2008 out of a need to bridge investors with making an impact through free market economics. Their last event 
drew 1500 attendees from more than 50 countries. 

• Enablers of innovation from Megan’s view include:  
• Economic downfall (as a catalyst)—young people are entering a low-job market, so they are finding ways to think about what 

they want to do with their lives and create their own reality
• Not much is needed to start a business now (at least in SF tech startup mode)

• Kinds of businesses she’s seeing in her spaces: 
• B Corp—legal form innovation (now used by Patagonia and many other types)
• Colin of Loud Sauce—creating an online space to democratize ad purchasing (used by #Occupy)
• Santiago of SENDA—creating fair trade soccer balls, from manufacturing space to online sales to community give-back
• Games that Give—monetizing online games to fund causes in the world

• She experienced a defector moment—leaving a less-conscious organization to work in empowering, values-centered orgs
• She intentionally moved to social entrepreneurship with a conscious, web-enabled campaign to create a career path for herself
• Storytelling is a huge part of her social entrepreneurship outreach
• In her view, not everyone is an innovator—some people want 9-5 jobs with processes where they can have stability
• Innovators have a burning need to take something into reality, or see a gap that needs to be filled
• Enablers of innovation: 

• Diversity: more diversity needed than she is currently seeing
• Intrapreneurs within organizations
• Spaces with common values, like HUB
• Making spaces fun, dynamic and valuable so that people in the core group are so excited that they share it with others

• Disablers of innovation: 
• Financial barriers to non-mainstream innovators

Megan
Views diversity as a 

major driver of 
innovation

Started in social 
enterprise after seeing 

disconnect from 
values at a more 

traditional workplace
Emphasizes the 

importance of fun, 
dynamic physical 

spaces 
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Hamish Chandra
Hamish is a freelance innovation consultant with a history of innovation work based within advertising and branding contexts. A founding 
advisor at Engine Advocacy, an outreach and catalyzing group based in the Bay Area and rooted first in the tech-centric VC world, 
Hamish offered insight into: 

• The importance of bringing the concept of innovation out of the software and tech culture and into a larger framework
• The difference in cultural support for startups vs. small businesses in various groups—many cultures ‘get’ small businesses but 

don’t understand or can’t easily support how an SF-style tech startup works
• The need for family and lifestyle support for the startup approach
• Bias and structural issues affecting access to the ‘startup ecosystem,’ which need to be addressed via work in everything from 

education to funding structures, but most importantly by talking openly about these challenges
• The creation of new products as being only one kind of innovation—innovation, he offers, needs to expand beyond the the SF view 

of software-centric tech startups requiring lots of cash and a venture capital cycle

http://www.linkedin.com/in/hamishchandra | https://twitter.com/#!/thinktankhero | http://engineadvocacy.com/
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Lily Leedom
Lily Leedom is a social Makerpreneur in the yoga industry. After departing the program management job she had at an energy 
conservation firm, she started a business creating cotton yoga mats without the toxins and plastic of the big box store variety. She 
hired a consultant, read up on and began vetting product manufacturers, made her first round of products (and sales), and then 
began to pivot. Now she is creating a business model innovation to connect product makers like herself with conscious buyers 
and financially-incentivized yoga studios. In her interview, she spoke about the importance of: 

• A supportive set of colleagues and peers
• The challenge of finding technical skills and knowing when to go 

DIY vs. hiring help
• The risk of launching a business too slowly or too quickly
• The struggle to find funding slotted between self-funding and VC, 

such as crowdfunding
• The presence/absence of entrepreneurial training in college and afterwards

http://www.linkedin.com/in/lilydupont | http://bendalayoga.com/

Lily
Worked as a corporate project manager and, later, as a business developer for a C-suite, in-person & online private social 

network

Is pivoting her made-goods yoga social enterprise into an online business model innovation (affiliate sales of green products for yogis)
Now a big fan of the Lean Startup approach as a way to lessen her startup risk
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Julie Sammons
Julie Sammons is a resident of the Bay Area, focused on building up her bioinspiration/biomimicry business consulting firm. An 
alum of the Presidio Graduate school and co-founder of the Bay Area Biomimicry Network, she is particularly aware of the 
intersection of sustainability, resource scarcity and ecosystem issues affecting the business world. Her work prior to consulting 
includes venture capital, graphic design and branding services as well an extensive academic background, and her interview 
provided useful frameworks for understanding innovation. She offered that: 

• Innovation must be viewed as an ecosystem or set of ecosystems
• The work of the Quantified Self movement and other areas, such as DIY bioengineering/biotech (especially 23andMe, home 

bioengineering kits) are going to both democratize innovation in those fields and provide complex ethical challenges far outside 
the scope or expertise of current legal frameworks

• She offers that, in nature, DNA is akin to intellectual property, but the barriers to merging it make sure organisms selectively 
share it; in much the same way, she offers that we need to find more ways to selectively share IP and strengthen our ecosystems 
without the all-or-nothing approach of current IP law

• Gender is a challenging element of innovation in the biotech sphere, as many of the main players in the sciences are men; she ascribed this both to the socialization/
predilections of her own gender but also the issues of access to science education

• She offers that because having more women in science, technology, engineering and math (STEM) jobs and research typically requires extensive STEM education, it 
could take decades to see gender diversity take root

• She suggests that having more women in STEM fields would bring cross-pollinating social element to innovations in those fields as well as begin to equalize the 
problems of diversity and access 

• Many key innovators in the biotech fields are moving to areas in less-costly locales than inner SF, taking them a bit off the radar—but the necessity of larger spaces 
and the realities of high real estate are forcing the issue

http://www.juliesammons.com/ | http://www.linkedin.com/in/juliesammons | https://twitter.com/#!/JulieSammons

Julie
Recent MBA graduate
Biomimicry specialist 
starting a business consulting firm and running the Bay Area Biomimicry 

Network
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