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Core Capabilities and Core Rigidities (724 words)
Leonard-Barton views innovation as the result of the continuous conflict that occurs within an organization between the need to change and the recognition, rewarding, and retention of historic capabilities.  “Core capabilities” represent the set of competitive advantages that arise from the unique combination of employees, technical systems, management, and unifying culture that an organization enjoys.  These capabilities become rigidities when some need to change (undefined by Leonard-Barton) arises and an organization finds itself struggling to change the self reinforcing processes that made it so successful in the past.
Leonard-Barton suggests that an organization can change by introducing new capabilities through, for example, development projects.  Taking this notion a step further, one sees that there is no need to wait for a discrete project to develop new capabilities; this should be a constant goal of the broader organization.  Also, managers as change agents should tread cautiously in seeking to “introduce” or “inject” new capabilities into an organization – due to their lack of omniscience regarding what skills are the most needed to evolve to the next stage of innovation.  A better approach would encourage and empower an organization’s constituents  to understand and obtain whatever new capabilities will allow that organization to arrive at some destination in the future at which point change has already been achieved.  Certainly, management should encourage the leveraging of established competencies, but this should occur in any event so long constituents understand the importance and meaning of such things as efficiency, quality, and customer demands.
Management’s role in this journey is to facilitate personnel development (e.g., through empowerment), to monitor and steer organizational progress, and to report back to all constituencies.  Management must break down barriers that either exist (by balancing the influence of historic “status”) or arise during the development process to ensure that the organization continues moving forward.  Management must clearly communicate the importance of all roles, no matter how unglamorous, to this forward progress.  However, forward movement is not enough; management must also ensure that the new skills being developed are relevant to the stated goals and are being applied in a manner that keeps the organization on schedule for arriving at the previously identified destination.  Finally, management must report on progress being made and re-affirm the implicit agreement that the organization will support, need, and use the unique skills that individuals are developing for the organization’s benefit.  By monitoring progress and reporting back, management gains insight as to what the next destination for the organization will be.  As one journey finishes, management ensures that the next journey, leveraging all the gains of the last one, is already well under way.  
Thus, the innovation process as defined by Leonard-Barton can be managed.  It requires that management readies the four factors identified by the author (employee competence, technical systems, management, organizational culture) to accept and seek change.  Of course, this just sharpens the point that the real challenge is finding management with the skills to empower, energize, and navigate an organization from one technology (or S-Curve) to the next.
As a tax consultant working in Moscow, I saw such change occur.  Our practice revolved around meeting with clients, understanding their situation, and providing an opinion (almost always written) as to what structure should be employed in a particular transaction.  Our clients were very astute individuals, often foreign expatriates, but with little Russian linguistic ability.  Our firm had developed an extensive on-line database of translated legislation to support non-Russian speaking members of our own staff.  Our traditional return on investment in this translation database was limited to the hours billed by our non-Russian speaking consultants who used it.  We eventually realized that our established process of immediately translating new legislation gave us a competitive advantage while the dependence of our non-Russian speaking (often American) consultants on this same capability constituted a “core rigidity”.  Two aspects of our business eventually allowed us to market the database as an on-line fee for service to our clients:  steadily more of our Russian colleagues gained senior positions within our organization and we realize relatively constant turnover in the non-Russian speaking personnel working within Russia.  Both of these facts reduced the influence of those most dependent on the database, thereby reducing the effect of objections to making it directly available to our clients (and earning us more money in the process).
Such an approach would itself be limiting because 

it is bounded by the omniscience of the 
Where have core rigidities inhibited innovation in your life?

Managerial systems core capability when foster beneficial behaviors not observed in competitors
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· really is when management fosters a relationship that breaks down core rigidities

Are core capabilities / rigidities required?

· helpful in moving forward

· could firm operate as adopter of all best practices as they became available
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