Reading Comprehension 7. INNOVATION

Grammar and Structure: 

· Passive voices
Specialist Lexis

· The language of innovation

The rise of the creative consumer 

How and why smart companies are utilizing the creativity of their customers 

(adapted from the Economist print edition) 

(I) LAST November, engineers in the healthcare division of General Electric (GE) revealed something called the “LightSpeed VCT”, a scanner that can create a surprisingly good three-dimensional image of a beating heart. This spring Staples, an American office-supplies retailer, will stock its shelves with a gadget called a “wordlock”, a padlock that uses words instead of numbers. In Munich, meanwhile, engineers at BMW have begun prototyping telematics (combining computing and telecoms) and online services for a new generation of luxury cars. The connection? In each case, a big part (for GE and BMW) or the leading role (for Staples) in designing the product have been played by the firm's customers.

(II) How does innovation happen? The familiar story involves scientists in academic institutes and R&D labs. But lately, corporate practice has begun to challenge this old-fashioned notion. Open-source software development is already well-known. Less so is the fact that hundreds of ideas for new products have been collected by Bell, an American bicycle-helmet maker, from its customers, and several of them are being put into production. Or that programming tools are shipped by Electronic Arts (EA), a maker of computer games, to its customers, their modifications are posted online and their creations are introduced into new games. And so on. Not only is the customer king: now he is market-research head, R&D chief and product-development manager, too.

(III) This is not all new. Researchers such as Nikolaus Franke at the University of Vienna and Christian Lüthje at the Technical University of Hamburg have demonstrated the importance of past user contributions to the evolution of everything from sporting equipment to construction materials and scientific instruments. But the rise of online communities, together with the development of powerful and easy-to-use design tools, seems to be boosting the phenomenon, as well as bringing it to the attention of a wider audience, says Eric Von Hippel of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. “User innovation has always been around,” he says. It is “very likely that the majority of innovation happens this way,” says Mr Von Hippel. Such innovation, he says, has a “much higher rate of success”. 
(IV) According to Mr Von Hippel, in the past firms have mostly resisted customer innovation or not known what to do with it. American farmers were lobbying manufacturers to make cars with detachable back seats as early as 1909. It took Detroit more than a decade to “invent” the pick-up truck. In  1997 Lego, three weeks after launching “Mindstorms”, a build-it-yourself robot development system, was facing around 1,000 hackers who had downloaded its operating system, vastly improved it, and posted their work freely online. After a long surprising silence, Lego appears to have accepted the merits of this community's work: programs written in hacker language may now be uploaded to the Mindstorms website, for example.

(V) Traditionally, firms have innovated by sending out market researchers to discover “unmet needs” among their customers. These researchers report back. The firm decides which ideas to develop and sends them to project-development teams. Studies suggest that about three-quarters of such projects fail. Different methods are required to harness customer innovation, says Mr Von Hippel. Instead of taking the temperature of a representative sample of customers, the few special customers who innovate must be identified by firms. They are called “lead users” or “luminaries”.
(VI) At the heart of most thinking about innovation is the belief that people expect to be paid for their creative work: consequently the need to protect and reward the creation of intellectual property. One really exciting thing about user-led innovation is that customers seem willing to donate their creativity freely, says Mr Von Hippel. This may be because it is their only practical option: patents are costly to get and often provide only weak protection. Some people may value the improved reputation and network effects of freely revealing their work more than any money they could make by patenting it. Either way, some firms are starting to believe that there really is such a thing as a free lunch.
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(phonetic transcript and meaning)
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1. True or False?

a. Customers have acquired an active role in creating new products (I)

b. The expression “Open-source software development” means that the software source code is open to changes and additions (II)

c. In 1909 farmers were pressing manufacturers to produce pick-up trucks (IV)

d. The expression “unmet needs” refers to those needs which are not satisfactorily fulfilled
e. Projects traditionally developed through the results of market research have always been successful (V)

f. Creative customers earn more money by revealing their ideas on the Internet (VI)

2. Answer the questions (Comprehension):

a. What is the importance of customers’ involvement for innovation? (I; II)

b. What are the main reasons of this phenomenon boost? (III)

c. Why do customers seem to be keen on freely offer their creativity? (VI)

3. Answer the questions (language):

1. What words and expressions in the text mean the same as:

a. show, disclose, make public, v. (I)

b. dare, engage in a contest, test one’s ability, v. (II)
c. viewers, group of people gathered together to see or  hear, n. (III)

d. act of attempting to convince public officials to favor a certain cause, v. (IV)
e. famous person, n. (V)
f. desirous, disposed, adj. (VI)
g. frail, feeble, aj. (VI)
1. The noun “prototyping” means:

A. creation of a model  B. activity of constructing an original sample 
C. creation of  new hardware
2. What are R&D labs? (I)  
A. Research and development laboratories
B. Research and destination laboratories
C. Reaction and destruction laboratories

3.  Among the following words, 2 are synonyms of  “company” (I; II):

A. farm
B. corporate 
C. profits

D. firm

E. holding 
4. When you harness customer innovation (V) you:

A. exploit it

B. manage it

C. connect it

D. control it

5. The verbal expression “to take the temperature” (V) means:
A.
to measure the sample temperature
B. to evaluate a descriptive sample
 

6. The expression “free lunch” means: 

A.
something acquired without effort or payment
B. free gift
  C. a meal at no charge


7. What structural elements (morphological elements) can you recognize in the words 
“traditionally” (V)
 “manufacturers” (III); 
“harnessing” (V); 
“protection” (VI)?

