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What is innovation?
“Innovation is the profitable use of ideas”
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“The intersection of invention and insight, leading to 
the creation of social and economic value”         

- U.S. National Innovation initiative

“The development of new ideas and their economic 
application as new products or processes” 

- U.K. Department of Trade and Industry

“Therefore, think of invention as the laying of an 
egg, innovation as the laying, incubation and 
hatching” - Gordon Graham
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President Obama and Administrator Jackson on Innovation



So Where are We?
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Sustainability
Solution Oriented

Timeliness

Integrated           Systems Thinking

Catalytic

Trans-disciplinary
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Responsive

Relevant

Innovative

Integrity

Path Forward lays out ambitious directions 
and expectations for ORD research programs!



How can innovation advance EPA’s mission?

“Innovation transforms the useful seeds of invention into 
[sustainable] solutions valued above every existing 
alternative – that are then widely adopted [to protect the 
environment and human health].”
(adapted from innovation definition by Braden Kelley, founder of Business Strategy Innovation)

Today we will highlight three ORD innovation activities
–Pathfinder Innovation Projects
–Tools for Collaboration
–Open Innovation

Innovation in ORD
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Concerns from scientists

Ideas are indiscriminately killed, railroaded, or corralled

It all depends on the person in charge

Too caught up in day-to-day activities

Too much paperwork, too many approvals needed

Every idea can be stopped at too many points in the hierarchy

We find ourselves in wrong roles but are unable to change

. . . list from recently hired high-tech staff at NOKIA

7



Concerns voiced by leaders and managers

We only allow certain people to think

Rules, titles, hierarchy

Pressure of day-to-day activities

Inability to create an innovative culture

Too much focus on the short-term

Too much energy spent fighting within our own organization
. . . Senior bankers in Singapore
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Pathfinder Innovation Projects
Internal ORD competition - Seed funding for innovative 

research 

Streamlined Process - 10 weeks!

- 117 applications and over 300 applicants 

- Diverse teams that included EPA program and regional staff

- Three external panels (27 reviewers) - AA/ORD selections 
based on external reviews

- Award announcement, 12 projects - January 31, 2011 

9



Comments from Pathfinder Panelists:

“This program is what leadership is about . . . “     - Ken Olden

“Congratulations to the team. Build the culture of innovation across the 
Agency.”  - Paul Gilman

“A wonderful cross-cut of entrepreneurs with vision and ideas”
- Ken Geiser

“The PIPs are a great excuse to begin a dialogue in the Agency about 
thinking outside the box. The data coming out of this reflects a certain 
“pent-upness” ; folks want to get out of their ruts.”  - Elisabeth Graffy
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Status
-Investigators have submitted project plans
-Exploring creative communications strategies
-Getting feedback on how to improve Pathfinder competition (Ideascale platform)
-Managing the valuable ideas in projects not selected

Exciting Projects that Support EPA’s Research Priorities
Examples:  
-Innovative biological treatment of drinking water contaminants
-Intentional design of nanomaterials to facilitate decomposition
-Applying cutting-edge genomics to assessment of chemical mixtures and of 
bacteria in water distribution systems
-New approaches to environmental monitoring using hyperspectral imaging on 
the International Space Station 

Pathfinder Innovation Projects



Tools to Increase ORD Collaboration
Open Government Initiative - to increase transparency, participation and 

collaboration 

• ORD working to apply these principles to research 

• Will increase collaboration within ORD; with EPA programs and regions; with 
external parties

Current Activities
• Currently using IdeaScale , a collaboration platform for electronic conversations, to 

get feedback and input on research priorities and planning

• Continuously exploring new platforms and new applications for existing ones

• Soliciting input from internal and external groups on how to collaborate
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IdeaScale selected as collaborative platform

iNPDs using within EPA and to engage stakeholders

We will use it for process innovation – starting with PIPs

Continue experimenting with other platforms
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Open Source Innovation

OSTP leading change in Federal Government
– America Competes Act, OMB Directives, President’s 
Strategy for American Innovation 

Open Innovation Examples:
–NASA:  Forecasting solar flare events
–Oil Spill Recovery Institute:  Separation of frozen oil 

from water
–Rockefeller Foundation:  Solar water treatment; 

rainwater harvesting

Research strategies are changing in both public and private sector 
organizations -- from NASA, DOD to Proctor & Gamble, Eli Lilly
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Next Steps on Open Innovation
Host Challenges - we are finalizing an agreement that will allow us to 
hold our own open source innovation challenges

Identify Challenges - work with ORD national program directors and 
EPA Program Offices and Regions to identify challenges of highest 
importance

Training - on how  to write challenges to maximize likelihood of success

Create links with other innovators

Coordinate with EPA’s Science and Technology Policy Council

Create an environmental pavilion “sponsored” by EPA - where others 
can post challenges

Potential for Inter-Agency environmental pavilion?- exchange 
information;  look for solutions across Agencies 19



ORD’s Innovation Infrastructure

Support the inherent talents of ORD scientists and 
engineers in creative problem-solving 

Champion the value of innovation to advance EPA mission                                                          
– as a tool for our reorientation around sustainability

Create “signature projects” that demonstrate innovative           
problem-solving approaches

Encourage collaboration with external parties to help solve 
environmental problems

Look at issues from different perspectives                                               
– leapfrog ideas, systems thinking, transdiscipinary research
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