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Innovation with Impact
Why so many companies falter leveraging
creative ideas and new technologies to produce
measurable growth—and what to do about it.

A

t a time when entire industries are being upended by
disruptive technologies, the need for companies of all sizes
to continually innovate and evolve is more pressing than ever.
The good news? There are plenty of new digital tools and
strategies capable of transforming operations, driving growth
and adding value. Leveraging them effectively, however, is
often a challenge.
As one CEO participating in a recent discussion on driving
innovation described it: “We’ve seen more opportunities from
new ideas and technologies come up over the past few years
than in the last two decades. But it’s hard to know what to
adopt and how to do it effectively.”
Keith Denham, Managing Principal of Cohnreznick
Advisory, regularly hears similar concerns from business
leaders in his work helping client companies identify and
implement technologies aimed at driving value and improving
the customer experience. “When we hear stories of frustration
about getting value out of innovation, it’s often because people
ran too quickly to grab an application—the new, shiny object—
without first establishing the real value of what it can be used
for in their business,” he says. “Before CEOs embrace an
innovative technology, they need to be absolutely crystal clear
about both their business strategy and how the solution they
plan to adopt links to it.”
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Yet, many companies fail to take the time to do the upfront
work that will pave the way for successful innovation. Denham
cites the retail landscape as an example, pointing out that
while technologies like artificial intelligence, augmented
reality, contactless shopping and facial recognition all have the
potential to improve both the customer experience and value
proposition, retailers need to weigh their business objectives
when deciding which to pursue.
“A retailer might say, ‘We’ve got an unbelievably loyal
customer base, and our strategy is to increase the amount the
average customer spends or expand the types of products that
they purchase,’’ he says. “That goal will lead you to a completely
different set of innovation strategies than if your number one
objective is to go out and get new customers in a certain
demographic.”

Hampered by History

Efforts to evolve are also sometimes hindered by a
subconscious loyalty to methods that have worked for decades.
“When you’ve talked for years about the need to follow best
practices in sales, marketing and every aspect of a business, it’s
hard to stop thinking within that existing business framework,”
points out Jeremy Swan, Managing Principal, Financial
Sponsors & Financial Services Industry at CohnReznick.
“But in some cases, being innovative means breaking away
from those best practices.”
Both hurdles can be overcome by taking a focused
approach to defining the goals of the organization upfront,
which, in turn, will determine which concepts and
technologies a company should embrace. “It’s really stepping
back and looking at how do we do business differently.
How do we go after different markets? How do we modernize
our business?” says Swan. “For established businesses, that’s
where successful innovation starts.”
Seemingly straightforward, the process of homing in on
innovation objectives can be difficult for stakeholders from
multiple disciplines to pursue in a cohesive, timely fashion,
particularly while also handling day-to-day operations.
CohnReznick’s new proprietary Innovation Lab was designed
to streamline that process, explains Denham. “Typically, by
the time companies go from simply documenting a problem

Case Study: Insights from IoT

or goal, getting responses and kicking off a project, each of
which require scheduling multiple meetings, three or four
months have gone by,” he says. “What we do is take all the
stakeholders into the lab for a highly planned session where we
use process mapping and rapid prototyping tools to identify
pain points and evaluate possible solutions.”
Groups work together in facilitated sessions to define both
immediate and future solutions that will help the company
respond to market shifts and improve operations and then
visualize and vet how those solutions will work in a real-world
environment. “We make sure there’s constant check-in
between the various groups in terms of how processes will
work in order to eliminate the need to revalidate decisions
or rework processes over time,” explains Denham. “That way
we’re able to move the needle faster, as well as reduce the
total hours spent by the client on the project.” Companies
leave the the lab with actionable results and a roadmap for
implementing them.

Collaborating on Cloud Solutions

In a similar vein, CohnReznick uses a three-phase process
called cloudSmart to help CEOs navigate the complexities
of harnessing cloud technology. Migrating data from legacy
systems to the cloud can lower IT costs, enhance security and
more effectively manage and analyze data. But many midmarket companies have yet to make the transition to cloud
technology—largely because the volume of data they have
amassed makes the task overwhelming.
Developed by codifying lessons learned from
CohnReznick’s cloud computing engagements, cloudSmart
is a comprehensive approach for assessing, moving and
managing data assets and workloads to the cloud. The process
guides companies through crucial steps, including a data
assessment and the removal of redundant, obsolete and trivial
information—the “dark” data that organizations collect and
store but never use.
Culling the useful information from the larger pool of
data streamlines the process of developing a customized data
governance and management program. “It enables clients
to address this specific issue in a way that gets them the
efficiencies, cost savings and business benefits they’re looking
for much more quickly and painlessly,” says Denham.
Despite the hype around industry disruptors like Airbnb
and Uber, it’s efforts to pursue continuous incremental
innovation like these that ultimately ensure a company’s longterm success. “Most established businesses are not going to do
a complete 180 and change the composition of the company,”
says Swan. “CEOs who commit to exploring new and different
ways to reach customers, manufacture products, understand
the buying habits and modernize the business on an ongoing
basis—they are the one who consistently take their businesses
to the next level.”

In today’s technology-driven world, many CEOs have the
sense that their companies could be doing more with the new
tools and technologies—artificial intelligence, data analytics,
the Internet of Things, cloud computing—available to them.
Frequently, they’re right. In the case of a medical device
company, that unrealized opportunity was uncovered when
a merger prompted the company to call on CohnReznick’s
expertise.
While consulting on the acquisition, CohnReznick’s
team highlighted a few things the company might want to
think about after the deal, including better reporting and
consolidating top-line performance data. Having digested
multiple acquisitions in recent years, the medical device
company was struggling to integrate data from all its
operations and to measure and compare the individual
profitability of several different product lines.
The sophistication of the various manufacturing processes
varied widely by product, with one product, in particular,
still being produced through a relatively rudimentary, laborintensive process. Management felt that the product being
made by that older process was not as profitable and was
considering divesting it. However, they lacked the data to
confirm or refute that decision.
By placing Internet of Things (IoT) scanning technology at
each work station in the production process, CohnReznick was
able to gather detailed information on the time and cost of
each step for each of the products in the company’s portfolio.
After analysis of the use of personnel and machine time, as
well as third-party assembly and other cost-generating items,
the company was able to determine that the product line with
the antiquated production process—one they had intended to
divest—was actually its most profitable.
As a result of the data gleaned from the IoT technology,
the company opted against divesting the product line, instead
shifting its focus toward updating production processes to
boost profitability. Gaining visibility into the manufacturing
process enabled the company to improve efficiency. It is
currently digging deeper into performance analytics and
operations to improve processes, expand production and
create additional value.

CohnReznick’s Innovation Lab
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Innovation: From Theory to Practice
CohnReznick managing principals Jeremy Swan and Keith Denham discuss the hurdles of putting innovation into practice—
and how to overcome them.
Everyone agrees that companies need to continually reinvent
themselves to remain competitive. Yet CEOs often express
frustration about the difficulty of getting measurable value out
of their investments in innovation. Why is this so challenging?

Transferring systems and data to the cloud seems to be
the proverbial low-hanging fruit for companies looking to
leverage technology. Why haven’t more companies made
the transition?

Keith Denham: With respect to realizing value, there are two
challenges that many CEOs face: One, they’re focused on things
that haven’t yet matured enough to drive real enterprise value.
And two, they’re focused on innovative ideas that aren’t consistent
with their business objectives.

Denham: Migrating data and systems to the cloud has the
potential to boost accessibility and reduce costs and risks
associated with on-site data storage. But most companies have
already amassed such huge amounts of data that the task can feel
overwhelming. In fact, more than half of middle market companies
still have all their data on physical servers—much of it dark data
that they’re not using, which is just sitting on those servers and
taking up space.

Jeremy Swan: Exactly. Often, there’s a lack of definition about
what innovation really means. The concept of innovation has been
around for a long time, but it’s only relatively recently that it’s been
viewed as tied to technology. But innovation is not always about
technology—that’s not where it should start. It’s first and foremost
about looking at how we can do business differently. When we
hear stories of frustration, in most cases it’s because companies
haven’t really defined exactly what they’re trying to do, what
problem they’re trying to solve. They haven’t done the upfront
work to make innovation succeed.
How does CohnReznick’s Innovation Lab and Create process
set the stage to streamline the creative process?
Denham: Create is a practical approach to rethinking the way a
business operates from A to Z. It’s a very structured process led by
our digital innovation practitioners where we bring stakeholders
from all over the organization together to collaborate and
brainstorm in a lab. Gathering everyone who will be bringing that
innovation into their area for a focused two-day session helps
ensure that innovation doesn’t become its own process that never
gets completed. There is a deliverable at the end that is usable
relatively quickly. Essentially, it brings a process that could take
two to three months down to two to three weeks.
Swan: We use a story methodology to help organizations look at
all the facets of their businesses to uncover their own operational
capabilities with the data they have. This especially applies to
middle market companies, which are often data rich and insight
poor. They have the information at their fingerprints but they can
benefit by being guided through a process of identifying what they
are trying to achieve and what actionable outcomes will help them
move the needle in their businesses.

Our cloudSmart service is a tactical approach to the process of
assessing whether moving data to the cloud makes sense for the
company. We guide companies through an assessment. What
problems will the cloud solve? What opportunities will it create?
Is there a cost benefit? And then, if it does make sense, we work
with them to move data to the cloud intelligently. Rather than
simply moving data from point A to point B, we help companies
analyze which data to move, develop a data management plan
and design processes to mitigate cybersecurity risks. We also help
companies put the right people in place in their IT departments,
who are equipped to deal with managing data in the cloud.
For CEOs of established companies, pursuing innovation is a
completely different animal than it is for startups founded on
disruptive innovation, such as Airbnb and Uber. How can they
balance investing in innovation with the need to nurture their
existing businesses?
Swan: Those companies took an initial problem and came up
with a disruptive technology to grasp those markets, so there is
a difference from a strategic perspective when you’re founding a
business around having disruptive innovation. But the core concept
of looking at the technology available and at different platforms
for selling, to manufacture goods, to do business, is the same.
For example, look at what Walmart—as established a business as
you can get—is doing to move into e-commerce. Or at Amazon
buying Whole Foods. It’s about finding new and better ways to do
things. So innovation is just as key to the success and growth of
established business, and it needs to be as big a part of those
businesses as it is at Airbnb and Uber.

About CohnReznick
CohnReznick LLP is one of the top advisory, assurance, and tax firms in the United States, combining the resources and technical expertise of a national
firm with the hands-on, entrepreneurial approach that today’s dynamic business environment demands. Headquartered in New York, New York, and
with offices nationwide, CohnReznick serves a large number of diverse industries and offers specialized services for middle market and Fortune 1000
companies, private equity and financial services firms, government contractors, government agencies, and not-for-profit organizations. The Firm, with
origins dating back to 1919, has more than 2,700 employees, including nearly 300 partners, and is a member of Nexia International, a global network of
independent accountancy, tax and business advisors. For more information, visit www.cohnreznick.com.

For more information on CEO Brief: Chief Executive Whitepapers,
visit ChiefExecutive.net or contact Scott Budd, VP of Marketing Services, 203-889-4981, sbudd@chiefexecutive.net.
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