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Change your company’s structure to get 

bigger and better ideas. 

 
Just about everyone wants 

more creativity and innovation these 

days. But what’s the secret to getting it? 
 

While most companies agree 

that innovation is vital, few actually 

spend time creating structures or 

devising rewards systems hinged on 

creativity. Many leaders also struggle 

with the fact that innovation comes 

from culture, something that’s hard to 

measure or manage. 

 

Physicist and biotech entrepreneur 

Safi Bahcall argues in Loonshots: How to 

Nurture the Crazy Ideas That Win Wars, 

Cure Diseases, and Transform Industries 

that the secret to creativity as actually 

organizational structure versus 

anything else. To Bahcall, the goal is to 

create a structure where you get 

people motivated and incented to go 

for “loonshots,” crazy ideas that 

ultimately turn into big innovations. 

 

Bahcall’s book argues that the first 

step is to balance innovation with 

execution. Being good at radical 

innovation and being good at 

execution (consistently getting 

products on time and on budget to 

customers, for example), are two 

different “phases” of how companies 

must organize, just like water and ice 

are two different phases of matter. 

 

Bahcall says that when it comes to 

creativity, companies need to separate 

the “artists” who do primarily creative 

work from the “soldiers” who focus 

on operations and execution. Leaders 

need to learn to love their artists and 

soldiers equally–a lesson that’s grown 

more urgent as companies glorify 

innovation and pay little attention to 

the regular Joe who gets the job done. 

Companies need to focus their 

attention on the transfer between the 

two groups–the greatest failure point 

in innovation–not micro-manage 

technologies or products. And, finally, 

as Bahcall says, every executive needs 

to lead “like a gardener, not a Moses.” 

In other words, they should tend to 

the care and feeding of the artists and 

soldiers rather than commanding their 

choices. 

 

Separating the artists and soldiers is 

just the first step in creating the right 

structure for sustainable innovation. 

The next is to go deep into the 

incentives that drive behaviour. 

 

If people are paid mostly based on 

their rank in an organization, what will 

be the result? Politics. They’ll jockey 

for status and shoot down their 

colleagues’ “loonshot” ideas, the ones 

that are dismissed as crazy but turn 

out to be very important. Since those 

ideas always look flaky in the 

beginning, they’re easy to ridicule. 

 

If, on the other hand, people are paid 

more on results than on rank, what 

will they do? They’ll focus on making 

those crazy ideas succeed. 

 

In true physicist style, Bahcall 

introduces a formula he calls “The 

Innovation Equation,” which offers 

four parameters companies can use to 

tilt the balance in favour of innovation 

and away from politics.  

 

The parameters are: 

• Equity Fraction: the fraction of 

compensation tied to project 

outcomes vs. tied to rank 

• Fitness Ratio: the ratio of two 

measures–how well employee 

skills are matched to their 

projects, and how much politics 

matters to promotion decisions 

• Management Span: the number 

of direct reports that executives 

of the company have 

• Salary Growth: the increase in 

salary with promotion 

Loonshots also advocates for a new 

executive position: The Chief 

Incentives Officer. That might be a 

real loonshot for some companies–but 

sometimes those are the ideas most 

worth trying. 
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Important Notice 
© Copyright 2019, Martin Pollins, 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  

 
Some images in this publication 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 within the United 
Kingdom. These disclaimers and exclusions 

are governed by and construed in accordance 
with English Law. 
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