How Innovation Relations
Can Build Your Company’s
Reputation as an
Innovation Leader

What’s the value of
groundbreaking innovation
if no one knows about it?
Or worse yet, the story is mired in complex language that people can’t
understand. What if there is a rapid way to design, test and validate your
innovation story before you take it to market?
Innovation Relations, a new program created by Makovsky, is the agency’s
world’s first practice dedicated to building your reputation as an innovation
leader. We leverage Design Thinking and best-practices from the tech world to
prototype and co-create your company’s innovation story with audiences that
matter, located in the same room as you are. We believe that establishing your
reputation as an innovation leader is as critical as the innovations themselves.
And no executive will argue that innovation is critical. The data proves it out.

50% of US GDP growth each
year is driven by innovation

84% of customers want to buy
from innovative companies

77% of employees are more
loyal to innovative companies

Unfortunately, innovation is a term that is greatly overused. Nearly every
company is touting that they are building “the future of X industry” but
offering little proof of impact. In order to truly connect with people, you must
give these words meaning through behaviors, symbols, and systems that bring
innovation to life for all types of audiences.
Whether you are a built-to innovate Goliath like Alphabet or Amazon, a legacy
innovator like IBM or Johnson & Johnson, a new-age disruptor like Peloton, or
an entrepreneur with a patent and dream, there is a common thread that is
essential for sustainable growth. The need to demonstrate your capabilities
and your ability to communicate your story so people become believers.
Design Thinking has been used successfully by innovators to develop new
products, services and business models. While the majority of Fortune 500
CCOs are familiar with Design Thinking, they are not experienced in incorporating
it into the way their teams work. There is a massive opportunity for
communications leaders to leverage Design Thinking to proactively work with
their C-suite counterparts for one reason: to demonstrate proof to internal and
external audiences that their company is delivering the future.
An Innovation Relations programs gives marketing and communications leaders
the tools and frameworks to create the experiences necessary to inspire and
activate their audiences around their innovation story. It does the following:

The Precise Impact
Creates Audience
Empathy
Receive high-fidelity feedback to discover deep
insights and opportunities
to build communications
experiences your audience
actually wants. You’ll learn
first hand because the
audience is in the room
with you.

Mitigates Risk
Remove doubt by validating
communications programs
and strategies with your
audience from the very
beginning.
Launch campaigns you
know your audience will
love and share.

Transforms
Approach
Transform how your team
approaches new challenges
by learning to use Design
Thinking and rapid
prototyping for
communications strategy.

Five Key Steps to Implementing the Program
There are five key steps to implementing an Innovation Relations program that
delivers impactful communications programs through co-creation with
your audience.
1. Align Innovation Strategy & Communications
It’s essential to determine whether your company has an innovation strategy
in the first place. If it doesn’t, good for you for bringing its absence into focus.
Your leadership should wrestle that down before you are ready to put a
narrative that claims innovation prowess into the world.
Often times, your company does have a strategy, it just isn’t clearly defined
or widely understood. It needs to start at the top with leadership and move
throughout every corner of your organization before you can expect your
customers and employees to get it. With those clients, we start with an internal
Innovation Relations program and work cross-functionally to uncover what
innovation programs exist. We then partner with those groups to craft, test
and validate the story with employees, before it is tested in the market.
For progressive companies that have a clearly defined innovation strategy and
are already communicating their story, the object of the Innovation Relations
program becomes evolving, testing, and validating that story with the customers
you want to engage.
Before developing your next campaign touting your innovative work, try
designing experiences and messaging with the only voice that truly matters:
e.g. your audiences, customers, and employees.
2. Gain a Deep Understanding of Your Audience and Identify Their
“Pains & Gains”
In order to design an Innovation Story that sticks, you must first understand
the people you are trying to reach. What do they care about? What can be
done better to meet their needs? How do they consume media and interact
with brands they love?
We work with our clients to determine the audiences we’ll focus on, then
integrate a mix of existing company research with quantitative surveys and
qualitative interviews to quickly uncover the audience insights into opportunities
to build a future narrative.
INTERNAL PROGRAM:
•
•
•
•
•

Do employees understand how innovation is defined and practiced
within the company?
Do they see stories that demonstrate those characteristics?
Do employees feel empowered to take risks and fail?
Do existing communications programs help foster a culture of
innovation and inclusion?
Is innovation celebrated within the business?

EXTERNAL PROGRAM:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Do consumers view you as an innovator?
Are they aware of new product and service innovations from your company?
Where and in what formats have they seen them?
What catches their attention?
Are they more attracted to new ideas if the story shows up in
new and unexpected ways?
Do they view you or your competitors as innovative?
What challenges do they currently have that match your brand’s purpose?

For each audience group, the goal is to uncover opportunities to develop more
impactful innovation stories and experiences based on user insights. These
challenges become the focal point on the Innovation Relations workshops.
3. Train your core team in Design Thinking & Rapid Prototyping
Design Thinking is the core mechanic for our Innovation Relations workshops.
It is a different way of working. It takes debate off the table and favors
action. It replaces politics, bias, and “selling ideas” with audience feedback.
Before we embark on the rapid prototyping process, we train a core group of
your team as “captains” to lead their colleagues through the design sprint
process. Captains are trained in
• Collaborative design principles
• Tools for creating prototypes
• Conducting design sprints.
• Interviewing customers
• Methods for gaining empathy for audiences
Teams are broken into various roles and while we staff and facilitate the
workshop, the captain leads their cross-functional group. They are coached
to intimately understand the problem their team is solving, help foster
collaboration, move from ideation into prototyping and to help work effectively
with customers and end-users. The process seems a bit intimidating until
you’ve experienced it. We ensure the captains are prepared going in.

4. The Innovation Relations Workshop
The workshops are the primary driver of the program—the chance to define,
prototype and test your innovation narrative and the stories/experiences that
bring it to life. The workshop is typically broken into four or five teams that
include multidisciplinary participants. Captains (from comms), designers,
developers, strategists, writers and subject matter experts all work together to
develop prototypes of communications programs, experiences, and narratives.
The audiences you work with to test the concepts are the people ultimately
who will be on the receiving end of the communications programs.
Prototyping is actually not that complicated to get rolling. It starts with idea
generation for team members individually — using Post-its and flashcards to
generate a number of concepts that might solve the problem area. The teams
share back, evaluate and decide on which ideas are worth fleshing out. If you
end up telling a product innovation story through a VR experience, the
prototype could move from words on a page, to use cases, to user experience
and even a light weight piece of 360 content that the customers you are
testing with can put in their hands to pressure test. Are they inspired? Does
the messaging and functionality resonate? Does it demonstrate the innovation
in the product itself? Would they share it? How would they share it?
This process gets repeated on a number of audience members and refined all
the way through the session. At the end of the workshop, the groups all share
back what they have developed for the wider team.
5. Develop a Roadmap for Execution
The four to five prototypes that get built in the workshop become the jumping
off point for program development and roll-out. The Innovation Relations
Playbook is both a strategic and operating guide developed to capture the
learnings from the workshop, synthesize the prototypes, give a blueprint for
how to move from prototype sketches, wireframes and drafts to finished
narratives, live experiences, engagement tools and innovation content. We
work hand-in-hand with our clients to define the program briefs, identify the
necessary capabilities, and prioritize time frames and budgets.

Conclusion
Innovation Relations enables communications teams to not only think ahead for their
communications programs but evolve the way they work to match innovation
communications with an equally progressive approach to development.

The result is a future worth banking on and an
innovation story worth sharing.
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