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Abstract

In this paper I present a brief overview of the relationship between organization and innovation; after defining the two terms, I first analyze this relationship when the meaning of organization is “the activity to arrange parts, people, etc. in an efficient system”. In the second section, instead, another definition of organization is considered, that is “an organized group of people”: given the generality of this second meaning, I focus my attention on discographic and cinematographic companies, who have recently been under the spotlight in relation to the copyright, P2P and DRM “wars”.
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Is organization an obstacle for the development of innovative products and services or is it a useful resource to improve creativity in our society? Obviously this question doesn’t have an easy and straight answer, even more so because the two words we are using sound a bit vague: what do we mean by innovation and organization?
The concept of innovation is a vast one: we could consider product or process innovation, incremental or radical innovation, continuous or discontinuous innovation, technological or organizational innovation… But whatever the kind of innovation, the key element is that of novelty: an innovation is the introduction of something new (a technology, a product, a market, a paradigm) which adds value to someone (company, customer). Note however that an innovation is not just a new idea, but, to put it in Teresa Amabile’s words, it’s “the successful implementation of creative ideas”: creativity is thus the basis for innovation, a necessary but not sufficient condition to innovate. I’ll say a bit more about this later on.
What about organization then? According to the dictionary, organization can either be “the activity of organizing”, that is “the activity to arrange parts, people, etc. in an efficient system”, or “an organized group of people”.
Let’s start with the first definition: once again, what do we mean by “an efficient system”? “Efficient: producing a satisfactory result without wasting time or resources”. This definition brings to mind the idea of a Taylorist or Fordist industrial-like organization, where all the operations are scientifically separated, ordered and optimized for the purpose of maximizing the production. This kind of organization has been very effective in the industrial context, as we can see from the surprisingly good results Taylor obtained by applying his theories, and, with some modifications, is still effective and widely adopted today.
Taylor believed his theories could be successfully applied to any sector, be it universities, churches, the tertiary sector etc., but when it comes to innovation some doubts arise about the adequacy of this method. Its main problem is that creativity is not considered at all as a quality a good employee should possess, and after all this is quite logical: in a scientifically predefined organization creativity would be a destabilizing factor, an undesired deviance, rather than a resource. Furthermore, in Taylor’s times the great mass of workers was seen as almost mindless animals (Taylor himself says the ideal worker is “of the type of the ox, heavy both mentally and physically”; and Ford says “for some kinds of brain thinking is a real pain”), and creativity was held into consideration only when it manifested itself in great amounts in those people who are therefore considered “geniuses”, dismissing the possibility – of course never scientifically proven but agreed upon by many studies and researchers – that every human mind can be capable, to some degree, of creative ideas and creative work.
As we said before, without creativity there can be no innovation: it’s true that in Taylor’s view the use of new technologies and the continuous modernization of the company are fundamental points, but this is just the application of innovation: the company itself is not really innovating and the employees have little incentive to innovate. Despite Taylor’s belief that every sector could benefit from his theories, and despite several successful applications of some taylorist principles to the scientific field, taylorism naturally tends to bureaucratization and to the limitation of that flexibility which is at the foundation of creative work.
In two of her articles (“The 6 Myths of Creativity” and “How to Kill Creativity”) Amabile highlights some very interesting aspects regarding the relationship between a company’s organization and creativity. For example, most managers (like Taylor and Ford) think that only some people are able to be creative and that most people aren’t. Actually, “almost all of the research in this field shows that anyone with normal intelligence is capable of doing some degree of creative work”. So “as a leader, you don’t want to ghettoize creativity; you want everyone in your organization producing novel and useful ideas”. And what about time and resources, which, according to our definition, are not to be wasted? “In our diary study, people often thought they were most creative under severe deadline pressure. But [the results] showed just the opposite: […] time pressure stifles creativity because people can’t deeply engage with the problem. Creativity requires an incubation period”. Also, adding more resources than needed won’t boost creativity. Money is not a creativity motivator: “people are most creative when they care about their work and they’re stretching their skills. If the challenge is far beyond their skill level, they tend to get frustrated; if it's far below […], they tend to get bored”. On the other hand, if the resources are too tight people’s creativity will go into finding resources rather than focusing on the task at hand.
The taylorist system really seems on another world: time constraints are always presents, resources are scientifically calculated and allocated, bonuses are awarded for after-hours work and jobs are often repetitive and deprived of creativity.
So it would seem that organization, if we stick to our first definition, is just an obstacle to innovation, because it definitely limits flexibility and creativity; but I don’t feel this is completely correct for two reasons. 
The first is that we must take into account what we said before about innovation: an innovation is not just a new idea, but it’s the successful implementation of it. What determines the success of an idea, and thus its actual adoption and concretization, is often not only its intrinsic quality and usefulness, but also the ability to communicate this innovation (to investors, to customers…) and the social context in which the innovation is introduced. A great idea can fail miserably if it’s not communicated in a way which can highlight those aspects which are its real strengths (or, more subtly, those aspects which are required and desired in a given context); and it can fail if it’s presented at the wrong time, for example because it’s “ahead of its time” (the touch-screen, for example, was invented in the early ‘70s, but it became widely used only much later). This is where I feel a good organization can help innovation, for example with a considerate marketing plan or a promotional campaign.
The second reason is that I think the dictionary definition of organization we used until now is too limiting for our discussion and should probably be changed a bit: it seems more reasonable to define organization just as “the activity to arrange parts, people, etc.”, removing the “in an efficient system” part, because it seems natural that there can be efficient organizations or inefficient ones, and organizations which can result efficient in a field and not in another. So the opening question of this paper actually has an easy answer: some kinds of organization can be an obstacle to innovation, while others can help promote it. Thus the problem shifts to the identification of which kinds of organization can help innovation.
De Masi’s “La Fantasia e la Concretezza” is a great source to find examples of successful organizations which helped to achieve great innovations, such as Naples Zoological Station, the Wiener Werkstaette or Fermi’s group. Without detailing each of these examples specifically – which would end up being little more than a mere copy/paste operation to increase the character count of this paper – I think we can pinpoint those common aspects which seem to be the ones which really help creativity and innovation.
· Cooperation and collaboration: the most effective organization seems to be a small-to-medium group of people who cooperate and collaborate, debating and sharing ideas; the opinion that competition helps creativity is actually a myth (as showed by Amabile), because internal competition usually stops the sharing of information, which is a fundamental element of the organization.
· Charismatic leader: the presence of a strong but tolerant leader, who can encourage and motivate the group, is a very frequent element. The leader obviously has a recognized authority, but at the same time is a “primus inter pares”, discussing and participating like everyone else without imposing his ideas.
· Interdisciplinarity: it’s important to have different competences, both in the group (by having different people, each of whom is expert in a different field) and in the single components of the group (by having everyone not only specialize and keep up to date in their field, but also acquire new knowledge from other fields).
· Flexible, ad hoc organization: as opposed to Taylor’s “One Best Way” a case by case organization seems to be the most effective one: for example Fermi’s group used to stick closely to the working hours which had commonly been agreed upon, while other groups preferred to work more flexibly. There doesn’t seem to be a “best way” to do it, but rather the most important thing is adapting to the group’s peculiarities and habits, and allowing the work to be carried out in a flexible way.
· Network-like connections: the group should not be isolated and self-limited, but should try to cultivate and expand formal and informal connections with other experts, in order to be always up to date and to stimulate new discussions and debates.
I think we can now move on to the second definition of organization, that is “an organized group of people”. This is a very generic definition: we could try and discuss about many different kinds of companies and organizations, from huge and international companies to small and local ones, studying the main trends they follow in relation to innovation (R&D investments, patents registration, trade secrets…). Unfortunately the scope of these considerations would prove too vast for this paper, so I’m going to exploit the “freedom of movement” granted by the generality of the definition to shift the discussion a bit and concentrate it on a specific group of organizations which are more and more frequently under the spotlight: the discographic and cinematographic majors and their associations (like RIAA and MPAA in the USA).
Lessig’s “Free Culture” presents an accurate analysis of how the extension of the duration of copyright, repeatedly allowed by the US Congress and favoured by the majors, is going to limit – and actually, already has – creativity and innovation. His main point is that re-elaboration, reinterpretation and manipulation of already existing material can be a great source of ideas and can promote innovative works (especially in the artistic field), and a law which limits people’s opportunities to freely access and use copyrighted material, even decades after its creation – and possibly after the material is no longer on the market – is not in the interest of the community, but only in that of the majors, who’d rather slow down innovation to see their income increase and their almost monopolistic position consolidate.

I think the consequences of this limitation, besides directly affecting the artistic field, can also indirectly have an impact on the technological field: for example the recent frenzy to implement copyright enforcement systems in media and media players by using DRM (Digital Rights Management) technologies is not only affecting the freedom of use of a product by the user, but also impacting the intrinsic quality of products and increasing users’ distrust of technology. For instance the Cactus Data Shield system, an audio CD copy protection system, is based on the intentional introduction of corrupt audio frames during songs, which should make the digital copy impossible due to the high number of detected errors without decreasing the audio quality, because these “errors” are placed according to an “intelligent” algorithm. Actually what happens is that some CD players (especially car CD players) can’t even play the disc, others play the music with glitches, and any decent “pirate” can still obtain a perfect digital copy of the songs. This protection is thus a hassle for legit owners, it probably reduces the lifetime of the CD, whose resistance to errors is obviously undermined when introducing a great number of intentional glitches, and has no effect on illegal distribution.
Moving away from copy protection systems, I believe another excellent example of how the extremization of copyright is going to affect technologies is the recent “Grokster lawsuit”, filed and won by the majors against the producers and distributors of two famous peer-to-peer (P2P) software programs, Grokster and Morpheus. After two victories by the P2P distributors (who were also supported by important software companies like Microsoft, Apple, Yahoo, Google…) thanks to the so called “Betamax defense”, in the final degree of the process the Supreme Court deliberated that creating and distributing those two P2P programs was illegal because of the illegal copyright infringement actions that users took with them, and because the producers never took any step to try and filter out illegal content sharing from their software.

From this decision to that of making P2P file sharing systems illegal because of the illegal actions users might take with them, completely forgetting the many legal and useful applications they have, the step could be awfully short; the obvious effect of this would be to reduce the number of programmers who are willing to work and invest on P2P software. “Who cares, we’ll have less kids who illegally download MP3s and movies…”. Actually, P2P and distributed computing systems are very modern and important fields of research in computer science: GRID computing, P2P databases and the like all involve some kind of distribution in order to share computing or storage capabilities across networks. These technologies can certainly benefit from any kind of work on P2P, especially in a time when even the war between AMD and Intel seems to be moving on dual-core and multi-core CPUs rather than on peak performances. And interestingly enough, multi-core CPUs are just a different kind of distributed computing.
After all these words, what can we conclude about the effect of organization on innovation in the next years? Quite unsurprisingly, the answer is “it depends”: it depends on whether the organization of working groups remains stuck in the past or will move on to more flexible and dynamic configurations; it depends on whether the governments find an effective way to mediate between P2P advocates and copyright holders or will keep protecting the interests of the majors to the detriment of creativity and innovation; and it depends on whether or not States and companies understand the importance of R&D.
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