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INNOVATIVE VS. INNOVATION PROJECTS IN ORGANISATIONS 
 
 
Summary: Being innovative is a vital capability of organisations and societies nowadays. Companies run innovation 
projects as part of their strategies and assign significant resources to them. Moreover, there is a tendency to manage 
projects in an innovative, for example agile, way. Therefore, it is important to clearly understand the distinction 
between innovative and innovation projects. Both terms are explained in the article and cross relations are discussed. 
Moreover, the idea of managing innovation projects applying the innovative approach is presented. 
 
Key words: Innovations, Innovative, Projects, Management. 
 

Introduction 
 

Innovations are nowadays the centre of attention of scientists conducting significant research2. 

Innovation projects occupy a special place among all ventures. Companies see them as an 

opportunity to increase their competitive advantage and the European Union made them the 

major theme of "Horizon 2020" when drafting the funding programme for research and 

innovation. 

Despite there being many examples of innovation in the literature, the concept of innovation 

projects is variously defined by authors. However, they agree that innovation projects are of high 

risk with regards to their implementation. Moreover, there is a significant shortage of scientific 

works treating the issue of managing innovation projects with due prominence. Hence there is a 

need to discuss the best approach to that issue. 

In innovation projects, the stakeholders’ expectations regarding results are much higher than 

in other types of projects, while the risk of failure of innovation projects - significant, while they 

often operate under conditions of increased uncertainty. It can be assumed that the number of 

failed innovative projects is much higher than that presented by the Standish group in the 
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CHAOS reports3, where the number of failed projects is markedly high and fluctuates at around 

20%, while challenging projects (overrun budget/time or reduced scope) are around the 

noteworthy figure of 40%. 

Innovation projects very often bridge different disciplines and establish new directions for the 

development of  organisations. Therefore, they are at the cutting edge in the following areas4: 

• Personalised medicine 

• Distributed energy  

• Pervasive computing 

• Biomarkers for health 

• Nanomaterials 

• Biofuels 

• Biomarkers for health 

• Advanced manufacturing 

• Universal water 

• Carbon management 

• Engineered agriculture 

• Security and tracking 

• Advanced transportation 

Taking into consideration the high risk and uncertainty of innovation projects, the traditional 

approach to managing them seems to be insufficient. Therefore, a new innovative way of 

managing such projects should be applied. That approach should be called, ‘innovative 

management of projects’, which can also be described under the shorter term ‘innovative 

projects’. 

In contradistinction to ‘traditional project management’, known as the waterfall approach5, 

innovative management of projects’ should include the newest methods and techniques, including 

the built-in agility concept6. 
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As the terms “innovative” and “innovation” projects are often misused, the main goal of this 

article is to clearly define, systemize and underline the crucial differences between them. 

Moreover, the research question (RQ) can be formulated: what is the best approach to 

managing innovation projects? 

To fulfil the goal of the article and answer the research question, the elaborations based on the 

literature study are given. 

 
 

1. Innovation Projects 
 

There are various terms of innovation projects with a sizeable number of researchers 

discussing innovation projects only in the context of technology which, in the opinion of some 

authors7 and myself, is nowadays grossly insufficient. Therefore, for the purposes of these 

considerations, I propose expanding the definition of innovation projects by incorporating the 

economic aspect of companies8. In this way, not only the product but also related processes and 

methods may be subject to innovation, as they contribute to the growth of the economic potential 

of the company. For the purpose of these elaborations, the typology of innovation projects 

proposed by Eppinger and Kastensson9 was preliminarily assumed to be as follows: 

• Incremental innovation projects 

• Evolutionary innovation projects 

• Revolutionary innovation projects 

However, as noted by Jacoby and Rodriguez10, incremental innovation is when the company 

wants to improve an existing product to an existing client, while evolutionary innovation is when 

the company wants to improve an existing product and offer it to a new client. Finally, 

revolutionary innovation is when the company wants to create a new product for a new client 

(Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. The typology of innovation projects; 

source: taken from Jacoby, R., & Rodriguez, D. (2007). Innovation, Growth, and Getting to Where You Want to Go. Design 
Management Review(18). 

 

There are several key characteristics associated with innovation projects. One of them is the 

hard-to-define scope of work.  The other is that the goal of the project is very often described to a 

very high level and the details are hard or even impossible to define upfront at the planning 

phase. Those projects also frequently operate in a turbulent, dynamic environment with a high 

level of competition. Teams work under strict time pressure, which generates additional problems 

in communication flow and increases tension. 



Therefore,  innovation projects tend to be high risk projects and their outcomes are uncertain. 

Thus, risk management of innovation projects seems to play a key role in their execution. The 

notion of risk appears largely in publications on the implementation of innovations11. The authors 

emphasise its importance. However, they limit their deliberations to general statements on the 

importance of risk management, without conducting in-depth research and analysis. 

In some publications on risk management in innovation projects, the authors propose the 

application of universal risk management methods12, as defined in widely recognised standards 

such as The Project Management Body of Knowledge - PMBOK13, International Competence 

Baseline - ICB14, and/or focus primarily on the risk of technology in innovation implementation15 

or assume innovations as investment projects with particularly in-depth analysis of the financial 

risk pertaining to the investments16. This approach is currently insufficient and, as noted by 

Chandrasekaran, Linderman and Schroeder17, it is necessary to go beyond the existing 

technological and financial risk framework in innovation projects. 

Moreover, innovation projects are more likely to fail than other types of projects18. 

The framework of the current state of knowledge in the area of risk management in innovation 

projects can be divided as follows: 

• Application of standard methods in risk management. 

• In-depth analysis of technological risk in projects. 

• Financial risk analysis  in investment projects 

Moreover, the groups of risk can be divided according to the source of origin19; as follows: 

• Internal Risk, which includes risks associated with: 
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o Company project management methodology. 

o The strategy of implementation of innovation in the company. 

o Human resources. 

o Organisational culture. 

o Knowledge Management. 

• External Risk, which includes risks associated with: 

o Stakeholders of the project. 

o Market and competitors. 

o Collaborators. 

o Legal changes. 

Moreover, taking into consideration the innovative nature of innovation projects, following 

Hillson20, the modern approach to risk division into the following groups should be assumed: 

• Threats -  which represent a traditional, negative approach to risk in projects. 

• Opportunities – which represent a new/innovative, positive approach to risk in projects. 

This concept was recently appreciated in The Project Management Body of Knowledge 

Project21, where risk is defined as ”an uncertain event or condition that, if it occurs, has a positive 

or a negative effect on a project objective” and “Project risk includes both threats to the project’s 

objectives and opportunities to improve on those objectives”.  

Moreover, it can be assumed that risk management activities, such as identifying, analysing 

and responding to project risk, should include maximising positive and minimising adverse 

effects. Therefore, the following distinction of approaches to risk management can be drawn: 

• In the area of threats 

o Avoidance 

o Transferring 

o Mitigation 

o Acceptance 

• In the area of opportunities  

o Exploitation 

o Sharing 
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o Enhancement 

o Ignoring 

The abovestated points describe, but are not limited to, the complicated and difficult nature of  

innovation projects, on a scale unlike the majority of traditional projects. It also shows that some 

non-traditional ways of managing innovation projects should be applied. 

 
 

2. Innovative Projects (Innovative Management of Projects) 
 

The traditional approach to project management has been applied since the 1960s. The 

methods and techniques proposed at that time are still used in modern projects. However, new 

functionalities were added or could possibly be developed as a result of information technology 

(IT) aided tools. Even complex programmes are successfully executed using Gantt charts and 

allow detailed planning practices of the entire project upfront22. The main characteristic of that 

approach is a precisely defined project goal and, therefore, the scope of work. This allows one to 

estimate the project’s budget very carefully and secure the necessary resources from the outset. 

Once the project has been planned, the main focus is put on technical issues and trying to keep 

the projects on track, according to the assumed budget, time and scope23. Thus, there is also a 

high demand for monitoring and control of project progress in the traditional approach. 

Therefore, several approaches are used, where the earned value method (EVM) is an example24. 

In short, this approach could be described as managing traditional projects. 

With the rapidly increasing number of projects within the last few decades, a significant 

number of them are innovation projects. This results from the changing business environment 

that companies operate in. The execution of a project according to the original plan is no longer 

sufficient for the company to maintain or increase its market share. The turbulent environment 

and the changing or difficult to explicitly define requirements, coupled with aggressive 

completion, require, in some projects, a new innovative approach. Those needs were noted by the 

authors of Agile Manifesto in the software development projects area. As an answer to those 
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needs, they proposed the following framework25: “We are uncovering better ways of developing 

software by doing it and helping others do it. Through this work we have come to value: (1) 

Individuals and interactions over processes and tools, (2) Working software over comprehensive 

documentation, (3) Customer collaboration over contract negotiation (4) Responding to change 

over following a plan.  That is, while there is value in the items on the right, we value the items 

on the left more”. Since Agile Manifesto, several authors have built on that and proposed the 

further development of this approach for managing projects in  organisations26. 

The Agile approach is a core example of how to run innovative projects which are far different 

from traditional ones. In summary, innovative projects should be executed in organisations in 

response to prevailing business needs which are hard to define upfront in precise detail. There 

should be new approaches (e.g. Agile) and methods applied to innovative projects as the waterfall 

approach is inadequate to cope with projects operating in a rapidly changing environment or 

projects with built- in, constant redefinition of the requirements with a high level of competition. 

 
 

3. Discussion 
 

Innovation projects, as has already been stated, are projects which are far from traditional 

ones. Therefore, they need to be treated in a different way. That means that the way to manage 

them should be an innovative one, similar to that applied to innovative projects. Innovation 

projects, by their very nature, are of high risk. Their scope of work is very often difficult to 

rigidly define. The goal is often blurred. However, the business need to invent cutting-edge 

technology is clear in order to make salient progress and to undercut the competition. However, 

how to achieve it and how to manage these kinds of projects is a new challenge. The traditional 

approach to managing projects is most decidedly not able to address the specific needs associated 

with innovation project outcomes. Therefore, innovation projects should be managed in an 

innovative way, where the Agile approach could be one of them.  
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As the terms of innovative projects and innovation projects pertain various overlapping 

themes, they may well have something in common. Namely, innovation projects could be, or 

even should be, managed in an innovative way, or as innovative projects. Therefore, the common 

relationship between innovative projects and innovation projects is shown in Figure 2. 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2. The common relationship between innovative projects and innovation projects; 

 
 
 
 

In view of the abovementioned elaborations, the most recommended approach to managing 

innovation projects is by doing it in an innovative way. That means the innovation projects 

should be managed in an innovative way in order to increase their success rates. This answers the 

article’s research question, outlined at the beginning of the article. 

 
 

4. Conclusions 
 

The scientific approach to managing projects dates back to the 1960s. At that time, projects 

were usually single-run entities with a clearly defined scope of work, time and budget. Moreover, 

they operated in a stable, predictable environment. Therefore, the major issues associated with 

managing such projects were technical ones or associated with limited resources. Thus, 



traditional project management, based mostly on the waterfall approach, was sufficient and 

remains so for certain projects today. However, through time, the market underwent changes. The 

business environment of companies operating in many branches is highly turbulent, which has 

created frequent changes in project requirements and imposed new methods of managing such 

projects. Those new types of projects managed with new methods should be called innovative 

projects. In parallel, companies, or even societies (e.g. European Union), are desperately seeking 

innovations and they have initiated several innovation projects that should result in the 

development of brand new ideas, products or services or cutting-edge technologies. Those two 

worlds (Innovative projects vs. Innovation projects) can function together in synchronous 

harmony which means that innovation projects are managed in an innovative way. As this article 

focuses on clarification, systematization of terms and adding new knowledge by presenting the 

theoretical concept of managing innovation projects in an innovative way, it can also serve as 

starting point for further empirical research on current practices in managing innovation projects 

in companies. 
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