3722 7 Av NW, Calgary, Alberta, Canada, T2N 5A3

January 28, 2016
To my colleagues at TELUS Spark
220 St. George’s Drive NW
Calgary, AB
T2E 5T2
Re: Our successful pilot of an innovation design school
Dear Jennifer, Katherine, Alison, and all of my new colleagues at TELUS Spark:
What a wonderful week we had last week launching the Spark School for Innovation by Design!
I write to thank you for your partnership, to share with you some of the feedback we have already
received, to explain the next steps from my end, and to invite your ongoing partnership with the goal
of exploring and establishing ways to collaborate for the long-term.
Bottom line and thank you!
We’ve been talking about last week since February 2014. We formally inked our agreement to “pilot
an innovation design school” in April 2015. We succeeded in filling the 18-person cohort for October
2015 and then topped it up to 18 again by the end of December after losing a few participants when
we had to move the launch to January of this year (due to a health issue of a key team members).
Although there remains some work to be done to support the founding cohort between now and this
May, we put the lion’s share of our collaborative work behind us last week.
And preliminary analysis of the data suggests that our first pilot of the Spark School for Innovation
by Design was a great success!
On a professional note, I feel confident saying that we have succeeded in proving the viability – in
your physical setting – of the curricular approaches and business concept The Innographer had
brought to you. And we have deeply understood and quite significantly de-risked the business
opportunity itself. In other words: we know the curricular and program concept works, we know the
business model works with a healthy gross margin, we know the value proposition speaks to people
and that our actual customers loved it, and we know very well now what the opportunity and
financial model would look like if we wanted to run the experience again in the future. Doing all of
this was a significant risk for The Innographer (because we’re such a relatively small organization
and because of the associated opportunity costs). But I view that risk as having likely paid off in
spades; even if we choose to never run another cohort, the learning has been absolutely fantastic.
So I want to thank you for your trust and for partnering with us to make that happen.
On a personal note, this has been a significant milestone in the work I’ve been doing for years now.
Artists need studios, canvases, and audiences. Musicians need stages, critics, and feedback. And
they both need collaborators. Although I’m not an artist or a musician, my passion is helping people
(learn to) innovate. And the work we did together last week was a wonderful and unforgettable
opportunity for me to practice, learn, and grow for similar reasons. As I reflect, especially on the last
few weeks, I think of the moments shared and the friendships developed with my new colleagues at
TELUS Spark and I know I will cherish them. So I also want to thank each and every one of you for
that. It was a pleasure and my real privilege to work with you.

What do we know so far about our success and impact?
The data we have received so far suggests that the programmatic experience was a great success.
While I don’t want to get too far ahead of the work that should be done over the coming weeks and
months in order to properly critique and assess the launch week and the entire first cohort, we have
already received a good deal of feedback and there are some very strong signals in that data that I
want to share now. The data collected / available to us so far are shown in the table below:
Source of data

Type

Nature of instrument

Availability

requested
(twice)

Qualitative, open ended

Alex’s notes from the two circle meetings
+ Stephanie and Jackie’s notes still coming

Nightly feedback from
participants

requested
(three times)

Qualitative, prompted

Full page submitted by all participants on three
occasions during the week

Quality circle meeting
with core Spark team

requested
(once)

Qualitative, open ended

Has not happened yet

Nightly feedback from
Spark staff

requested
(once)

Qualitative, prompted

Received from some but not all

Closing survey

requested
(once)

Mix of qualitative and
quantitative (via likert)

Full surveys received from 11 respondents +
follow up requests made to the remaining

requested
(once so far)

Qualitative, opinion

Three formal testimonials written during the
program + others received since via email

Reports of integration into
the workplace

voluntary

Qualitative, descriptive

There are already three voluntary reports of
integration – see below

Social media

voluntary

Qualitative, opinion

We’ve had a really good number of this kind of
feedback, especially considering our
deliberately low emphasis here

Quality circle meetings
with participants

Testimonials

And additional data will be collected as the program unfolds between now and May 2016. Of
particular interest will be data we receive on the further integration of the work into participants’
workplaces, and the outcomes of their impact projects.
In the meantime, here are a few of the testimonials we have received (some others are found here):
“The week was full of epiphanies and powerful light bulb moments. I was able to connect dots to
understand how to be a more powerful leader around innovation. I now have better tools to create
ideas as well as push those ideas to stronger innovation spaces.”
- Kevin Crowe, VP of Procurement and Learning, Longview Systems
“A great mix of theory and practice contributed to a week filled with insights not only about how to
foster a culture of innovation back in my own organization but also with take-away tools needed to be
able to execute.”
- Michael Law, Director of Business Strategy Development, TELUS
“There is incredible value in the Spark School for Innovation by Design. I would have spent a fortune
gathering this type of knowledge from various sources yet here it is offered up to be with better
information in a unique and productively deliverable way. Our opportunity venture projects force us
into action. This program puts us on the edge of a cliff with our ideas. It’s so easy to step back into
safety. The program (and Alex) encourages us to jump with the knowledge that it (he) will help us
soar.”
- Stacy Harwood, Lead Designer at OneWest Events Inc.
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Below is a summary of (only some of) the key quantitative feedback received from the closing
survey. The bars represent an average of the responses received for each question. A score of 1
means “not likely” or “below expectations” and a score of 5 means “very likely” or “exceeded
expectations”. These data are representative of the full survey but they only tell part of the story. (So
be sure to have a look at the full surveys too when they become available – they’re rich with quotes
and insights that aren’t captured at all here in this quantitative summary.)
How likely are you to recommend?
Did you receive good value for costs?
Overall quality of programming?
Helped you advance thinking/skills?
Helped you as innovation leader?
Nature of content and approaches?
Cohort and its diversity?
Facilitation of your experience?
Quality of materials, tools, approaches?
Quality of branded support materials?
Quality of venue and spaces?
My ongoing commitment to May?
My commitment beyond May?
0

1

2

3

4

5

Here are a few of the things shared through social media in the week since the event – all of them
organic and without us posting to social media at all or even having shared a desired hashtag:
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Here are four examples of how the process and experience are already being shared at and
integrated into the workplace:
1. From Becky Rock (via private message):

2. From Tom Currie (via email):

3. From Kevin Crowe (via phone and email):

On the Monday following the launch week, Kevin’s assistant contacted me asking for copies
of the Idea Design kits so that he could run some sessions with his teams at Long View
Systems. I delivered five kits to him that morning and he has since asked for a follow up
meeting with me.
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And here are some of the photos taken during the event. In all I expect there will be some 500+
photos (including a few videos) shared through an online service we used called Eversnap.
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Next steps
In the coming months, The Innographer plans:
•

To facilitate the remaining sessions for the cohort (these are tentatively scheduled for
February 26, March 18, April 29 and May 6).

•

To provide logistical support to participants between February and May, e.g. support on the
back-end of the website for the cohort, exploring the use of their venues for meetings, and
providing and consulting on the methodologies, tools, and approaches.

•

To complete our first go round of the
process with input from colleagues at
TELUS Spark. (To get a little meta for a
moment and use what we taught to
describe what we’re doing: I’d say that
we’ve been through most of the ideate,
prototype, empathize, and test portions
of the Deliberate Opportunity Design
process (shown at right), that we’re now
sitting on a bunch of great data (see my
earlier remarks), and that we need to be
deliberate in building a critique and
assessing the whole opportunity.)

•

To seek and incorporate feedback from
The Deliberate Opportunity Design Framework
the core team and from Steve Thomas,
while trying to be open to and learn from
TELUS Spark about how they normally
debrief a program and go through their equivalent of the critique and assessment phases.

•

To finish revising the playbooks and open resources for the key activities, and making those
available through our standard approaches, such as through our Creative Commons license.

•

To share with TELUS Spark its share of the revenues for this pilot offering. This will be done
as soon as the final payment comes in. (It’s been delayed but is expected any day now.)

•

To revise the pro forma financial model (income statement) using the data we now have
available. I believe we can now very reliably forecast the revenues, expenses and profits of
repeating the work required to see a cohort through this kind of experience.

•

To follow up to this letter – once any debrief meetings are done and the remaining data are
in – with a final report and set of recommendations to TELUS Spark about opportunities for
long-term collaboration.

In the meantime, I am enclosing here a copy of the launch week schedule as delivered and a copy
of the survey that the participants filled out at the end of the week.
Possible next steps together
Given the success of this work so far, I’d propose as a next step that we simply repeat what we did
for the first cohort by extending the agreement we already have in place in order to deliver the
experience to a second cohort. This could be in May or in October of 2016, for example, depending
on how soon a team at TELUS Spark could promote and fill 18 spots.
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I believe (and will double check that) TELUS Spark brought in some 62% of the participants for this
cohort (including some of those we lost due to having had to move the start date from October to
January) and that, together, the story times and workshops it ran during the launch week accounted
for some 22% of the programmed time. These numbers aren’t too different from the forecasted 70%
and 30%, respectively, which is a good sign.
And the program and business system design work has been completed now, which brings us into
the pretty straightforward and cost effective realm of managing the variable costs of delivery in
future iterations (e.g. mainly staff time, rooms, food, local transportation, and consumables).
Given the investments of time already made and the strong feedback received, it would be fairly
sensible to promote for and deliver the same experience again (after incorporating the feedback we
are receiving). This would allow us to train the teams and achieve a more balanced distribution of
the workload, and to refine the systems and approaches in the process.
If we go this route, I would recommend that three teams be formed at TELUS Spark to make it
possible: 1) a promotions team, to take primary responsibility for providing feedback on the website
and media assets, and for using those to fill a cohort of 18 people; 2) a delivery team to repeat the
Café, story time, and the three TELUS Spark workshop offerings (slimmed down so as to have only
one Spark delivery person in the room at a time); and 3) a support team for all the great supporting
roles TELUS Spark would continue or start to play as it builds capacity for this kind of work, from
learning the nomination / registration / communication processes and systems, to keeping the
3Doodler pens in shape, to putting up signs on the doors of the rooms we would use.
In this scenario, The Innographer would: 1) continue to manage the still-independent business
behind the school; 2) continue to accept payments and share income with TELUS Spark; 3) set up
and chair an external advisory board for the school (containing some of Alex’s international
colleagues advising on curricular approaches and assurance of impact, as well as regional leaders
more familiar with our innovation ecosystem); 4) scope and more formally manage the “Cohort 2
Project”; 5) share and seek feedback to review the logistical playlists and programmatic playlists for
the launch week; 6) update the promotional assets and still-independent website
(sparkschoolforinnovationbydesign.com) as needed to support the work of the above-mentioned
promotions team; 7) train and guide Spark staff on the above-mentioned nomination / registration /
communication and other processes and systems; 8) deliver The Innographer’s own workshop and
programmatic content; 9) lead the delivery team and support teams through the launch week for the
second cohort; and 10) support that cohort through its full 4 month experience.
Once we’ve succeeded in running the school a second time using and revising together the systems
that are already in place now (and doing so in a more sustainable and collaborative mode of
operations than we did the first time), I think we’ll be in really great shape to discuss co-ownership
of the business and more formally transferring the operations of the business to TELUS Spark.
Onward and upward!
All of that said, I look forward to working together to absorb and reflect on the recent experience, to
completing the critique and assessment processes, to exploring options for continued work together
on this in the near term, and to dreaming about what the future might hold for an innovation design
school at TELUS Spark. I firmly believe that done right it has the potential to become a profitable
multimillion dollar business that fosters innovation literacy, enables leaders, accelerates innovation,
and increases wellbeing in western Canada and around the world.
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Thank you!
Sincerely,

Dr. Alex Bruton, P.Eng., MBA
President, The Innographer Ltd.
alex@theinnographer.com
403-863-9338
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