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Anthony Mills

The Undeniable Power of the
“Garage Experience”

If you’re like me and a lot of other
entrepreneurs and intrapreneurs
around the world, then you’ve likely
romanticised – at least at some point
in time – about what it must have
been like in great companies like
Apple, HP, Google, and Cisco when
they were just getting their start – in
their founders’ garages of all places
(or in some cases in their parents’
garages).
We, too, long for that same
experience… those long grungy
days tucked away in a hot stuffy
garage experimenting, failing (time
and time again), until eventually
we hit upon the one big a-ha that
ultimately leads us to business
fame and fortune. We call this –
not surprisingly – The Garage
Experience, and its pursuit –
however potentially elusive – is a
very powerful motivator for the
self-starters out there. So much
of a powerful motivator in fact
that it’s one of the big reasons
why so many start-up founders
hold such strong survivorship
bias in their minds when starting
out.
The reality, however, is that most
people – even many highly driven
ones – are never going to do this.
They are never going to invent
the world’s next great thing in
their garage and become rich and
famous in the process. They just
don’t have everything it takes to
do so, including in many cases the
right timing and scenario in
history.
And they know it.

The HP Garage: Creative Commons - https://www.flickr.com/photos/bragadocchio/1234911722

And so they go to work.
In corporations. All over the
world. Day in and day out.
But alas! There is hope. Hope,
indeed, for all of the world’s wouldbe intrapreneurs. That hope lies
in the open corporate
innovation lab. Not the cordonedoff workspace of the business’
formal Innovation Group (that’s
usually the closed Corporate
Innovation Lab). Rather, this
innovation lab is freely open to
everyone to use – to hack and to
experiment in, trying to find that
one next big idea for the business to
leapfrog on. Labs like the Google
Garage for example –

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ef
usv7aMc4A&t=56s – where anyone in
the business can come and try things
out. A place so buzzing with activity
that people cannot help but bump into
one another and compare their ideas,
leading to further serendipity yet as
they combine ideas and insights
together. Open innovation labs like
this bring The Garage Experience
inside the four walls of the corporate
business environment – freely available
for everyone to use and experience.
And beyond the ideas it spawns, its
impact on engagement can be
powerful as well, especially when
aligned with a compelling sense of
purpose within the business – one
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that creates absolute clarity around
the WHY behind these endeavours.
The real value of the lab, therefore, is
not just in the potentially lucrative
new business ideas it spawns (though
that is often reason enough). It is
equally in the level of engagement it
is able to drive within the organization
(which often experiences a noticeable
bump when these labs are opened). It
thus carries a double-whammy impact
for the business, and almost always
therefore represents a net positive
investment for the business, so long as
the organization is aligned culturally to
support its endeavours, including
funding some of them for formal
development and consideration.
There is a clear argument to be made
then, within most mid to large
organizations, for having such an open
innovation lab… for gifting your
organization with The Garage
Experience. Indeed, in many cases,
this decision is a no-brainer, assuming
that other things are in place culturally
and procedurally to support the lab’s
endeavours.
But it is also equally important that
these labs are designed properly, and
that staff are trained on how to use
them in ways that extract the greatest
value from them for today’s types of
challenges.
More specifically, whereas the R&D
lab of yesterday needed only be
capable of mocking up and simulating
products – and in certain cases
services – the open innovation lab
of today must be capable of mocking
up and simulating customer and
business experiences. This means
three things. First of all, certain
spaces have to be designed to
accommodate new types of
experimental activities, especially
around user and design research.
Secondly, appropriate types of
materials have to be stocked to use,
along with appropriate tools to work
with them. And thirdly – and perhaps
most importantly – the people using
these labs have to be taught how to
go about building Behavioural and
Experience Prototypes and how,
thereafter, to undertake Design
Methods like Bodystorming and
Informance (role playing) with the
mock-ups.
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For the modern open innovation lab,
this is often the MLR – the
minimum learning requirement –
if it is to be the real cradle of
innovation that real garages have
historically been.
I can attest – from my own work in
designing these labs – that when done
right – and when underpinned with
the right cultural foundations
(mandatory, not optional) – they really
do deliver the Garage Experience –
long grungy days and all – and they
really do pull back the covers on
lucrative new opportunities for the
business to consider.
There is one caveat however, and it
is cultural in nature. Do not institute
such a lab if the business is not truly
serious about entertaining what
comes out of the lab… if it is not
going to give serious consideration to
funding and supporting some of the
ideas for at least more formal
development and analysis – with
hopefully a few being implemented /
commercialized. If the business is not
serious about doing something with
this lab’s outputs, then the lab will just
become one more (soon forgotten)
piece of innovation theater that no
one uses. So, don’t do these labs for
“show and tell” to your corporate
investors. Rather, do them for
delivering real value to your
customers and markets. And do them
for giving your organization a sense of
purpose, and something else to be
very proud of.
So get going! Get your lab designed
and set up right, get your people
trained, and get busy creating the
Garage Experiences that will engage
your organization and reward your
top line with significant new growth.
Most likely, you won’t be sorry that
you did. Just make sure you’ve got
the culture part figured out first, as
that is always the prerequisite to any
of these efforts.
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Important Notice

© Copyright 2018, Bizezia Limited, All
Rights Reserved
This article appeared in Better Business
Focus, published by Bizezia Limited (“the
publisher”). It is protected by copyright
law and reproduction in whole or in part
without the publisher’s written permission
is strictly prohibited. The publisher may be
contacted at info@bizezia.com (+44
(0)1444 884220). (Some images in this
article are taken from Creative Commons
– such images may be subject to copyright.
Creative Commons is a non-profit
organisation that enables the sharing and
use of creativity and knowledge through
free legal tools).
The article is published without
responsibility by the publisher or any
contributing author for any loss
howsoever occurring as a consequence of
any action which you take, or action which
you choose not to take, as a result of this
article or any view expressed herein.
Whilst it is believed that the information
contained in this publication is correct at
the time of publication, it is not a
substitute for obtaining specific
professional advice and no representation
or warranty, expressed or implied, is made
as to its accuracy or completeness. Any
hyperlinks in the article were correct at
the time this article was published but may
have changed since then. Likewise, later
technology may supersede any which are
specified in the article.
The information is relevant primarily
within the United Kingdom but may have
application in other locations.
These disclaimers and exclusions are
governed by and construed in accordance
with English Law.
Publication issued on 1 September 2018
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