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The instinct
to pull back on
innovation in
times of unrest
might be
exactly

what holds
P ENIES
back when
they should
be leaping
forward.

BY JENNIFER ZIMMER
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iven the current swirling fog of
economic volatility, geopolitical
tremors, and existential market
disruptions, there is one thing
executives can agree on:
uncertainty is no longer the
exception. Rather, it’s the new
status quo. The kind that once
made headlines now makes up the
fine print in quarterly earnings reports.
And when the pressure mounts, the
natural instinct is to pull back. Hunker
down. Cut spending. Tighten the reins.
Pause innovation.

But here’s the twist: that instinct might
be exactly what holds companies back
when they should be leaping forward.

Like a sailboat navigating gale-force
winds, companies that adjust their
sails—rather than drop anchor—are the
ones most likely to surge ahead. And
the difference between drifting and
accelerating comes down to whether
uncertainty is viewed as a threat to survive
or a force to harness. Here, nuance is
important. Because while turbulence often
breeds caution, it can also provoke the kind
of radical clarity and creativity that gives
birth to genuine breakthrough innovation.

How Uncertainty Can Hinder Innovation
The first casualty of market panic is
ambition. In times of financial strain,
companies often redirect attention away
from innovation and toward short-term
survival. This phenomenon was acutely
felt during the 2008 global financial crisis
and again in the early days of COVID-19.
40
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Adversity
can unlochk
Ingenuity.
The same
Pressures
that make
eHecutives
cautious can
also force
them to act

creatively
and see the
world anew.
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According to a 2023 report from The
Economist, many companies “paused or
curtailed innovation projects” during
COVID-19 due to economic uncertainty and
cost-cutting pressures. Furthermore, says
IBISWorld, U.S. business R&D spending
fell by 4.8% in 2020. Globally, R&D as a
share of GDP dropped from 0.58% to 0.53%,
reversing years of steady growth.

The instinct to conserve capital is
understandable. But slashing innovation
spending is like eating the seed corn.
With fewer dollars going to future-
focused bets, strategic experimentation
dries up, and promising ideas are shelved
indefinitely. Ironically, it’s often those
high-risk, long-horizon investments that
drive post-crisis growth.

The fear of failure only amplifies the
effect. When public markets jitter, boards
get conservative. Executives become wary
of championing bold ideas. Innovation, in
this climate, is rebranded from “growth
engine” to “luxury.”

Even when innovation budgets are
preserved, execution is often hampered
by talent shortages. During downturns,
companies freeze hiring, pause training,
and offload teams—decisions that may
offer short-term relief but diminish long-
term capacity.

The Economist reports that 96% of
executives cited supply chain and cost
concerns as reasons for pausing or scaling
back innovation. Furthermore, the
Financial Times notes that 40% of U.S.
manufacturers delayed or scaled back
investment amid uncertainty around the
Inflation Reduction Act.

The challenge can also be compounded
internally. With leaner teams and lower
morale, competition for remaining
resources grows more cutthroat. Cross-
functional collaboration—essential for
innovation—becomes harder to coordinate.
In some cases, political turf wars erupt over
budget and headcount, forcing innovation
teams into defensive postures.

Moreover, innovation doesn’t happen
in a vacuum. It depends on global
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Round After Round
Al-driven personalization
is not a one-time
investment—itis an
ongoing commitment to
responsible innovation.
The executives who
treat it as a simple
technological upgrade
will find themselves
outpaced and
outmaneuvered.
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collaboration: academic partnerships,
R&D outsourcing, manufacturing agility,
and data-sharing across borders. When
geopolitics interrupt that flow, innovation
gets caught in the crossfire.

The Economist noted that the U.S.-China
trade war and tech sanctions have “created
structural uncertainty in high-tech R&D
collaboration.” Additionally, AP News
reported that many U.S. businesses have
delayed innovation due to current market
pressures, such as restricted access to
materials like lithium.

Ultimately, innovation depends on
access—not just to capital and ideas but
to the components and data that fuel
prototypes. When a single nation controls
90% of a critical material, or a border
dispute suspends data-sharing, those
innovations stall. And in today’s globally
connected ecosystem, that can paralyze
entire industries.

Summer 2025

How Uncertainty Can Fuel Innovation
Ironically, adversity often unlocks
ingenuity. The same pressures that make
executives cautious can also force them to
act creatively to rewrite old rules.

Case in point, the Financial Times named
Zoom and Peloton among pandemic-era
growth leaders, demonstrating crisis-driven
innovation. These brands “went from zero
to iconic” during the pandemic by turning
crisis into opportunity. Additionally, WSJ
reported a 37% YoY jump in cloud spending
post-COVID as businesses rapidly scaled
digital operations. Similarly, The Economist
found that two-thirds of global executives
accelerated digital transformation due to
lasting customer demand shifts.

In these moments, innovation wasn’t
about tinkering—it was about survival. And
the constraints—tight timelines, limited

budgets, urgent customer needs—often
sparked faster decision-making, streamlined
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product development, and creative go-to-
market strategies.

Perhaps the most underappreciated
outcome of economic turmoil is the burst
of entrepreneurial activity it unleashes.
When traditional employers contract,
displaced talent often redirects their skills
into new ventures.

In 2021, the U.S. Census Bureau
reported 5.4 million new business
applications, a 53% increase from 2019.
Additionally, Axios reported that this
boom included not just tech startups,
but also local manufacturers and service
providers started by furloughed workers.

What unites these efforts is a mindset
shift: the recognition that uncertainty is
inevitable—and thus, a condition to build
within, not wait out. Established firms that
internalize this ethos and empower internal
entrepreneurs are far more likely to stay
ahead of the curve.

Drive Innovation Amid Uncertainty Via
Insigniam’s ‘Four Pillars' Methodology
When crisis hits, most companies default
to protecting the core. But what if the
core isn't the engine of future growth?
What if the real opportunity lies in the
unknown? This is where Insigniam’s Four
Pillars of Innovation become more than a
framework—they become a lifeline.

Leadership Mandate
A bold mandate is not a memo. It's not a
PowerPoint slide or a buzzword tossed
around during quarterly town halls. A true
leadership mandate for innovation is lived—
it’s visible in decisions, reflected in budgets,
and reinforced through culture. During
uncertain times, clarity from leadership
becomes even more critical.

Consider how Ford Motor Company
restructured its global operations to
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A strong mandate also addresses

not despite it, internal fear. When employees see

executives champion innovation even in

are those Who downturns, it gives them permission to

think differently—and act accordingly.

That psychological impact is often the
leap ahead.

invisible force behind high-performing

prioritize EV and digital innovation amid

committed over $50 billion to EV and

innovation cultures.

Dedicated Infrastructure
Ideas without scaffolding are dreams.
What separates innovation from
improvisation is infrastructure. A company
can have the world’s best ideas, but
without teams, tools, time, and funding,
nothing gets built.
Dedicated infrastructure might look
like an innovation lab, a skunkworks
team, a fund carved out for moonshots,
or a company-wide challenge designed to
surface bold ideas. What matters is that
innovation has a home—and a runway.
Take Amazon, for example. Even
during downturns, the company maintains
internal programs like the “Working
Backwards” process, innovation pods, and

AWS’s continuous investment in developer
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ecosystems. In 2023 alone, Amazon
secured 1,688 new patents—many tied
directly to investments made in years of
market turbulence.

Infrastructure doesn’t need to be
expensive either, but it must be deliberate.
As economic constraints tighten, it’s easy to
disband these resources in favor of cost cuts.
But the companies that emerge strongest
are those who preserve—or even expand—

this capability during uncertainty.

oprietary Innovation Process
idea becomes an asset only when

it moves. That movement requires
process—not bureaucracy, but a pipeline
for capturing, evaluating, piloting,
and scaling ideas. In other words, your
innovation system must be as bespoke as
your business.

Netflix exemplifies this approach. Their
internal “innovation memos” are distributed
across the enterprise, encouraging every
employee to contribute. The best ideas are
filtered through a structured system of
testing and iteration—often piloted in one
geography or product line before global
rollout. This process led to major innovations
in content production, streaming bandwidth
optimization, and mobile delivery models.

What matters is that the process is
understood and accessible. Employees
need to know how to contribute, what
happens when they do, and how success is
measured. Without this, innovation becomes
performative—lots of brainstorming, very

little building.

upportive Culture
rhaps the most fragile—and vital—
pillar is culture. In a risk-averse or fear-
driven environment, even the best ideas
wither. A supportive culture nurtures
curiosity, tolerates calculated risk, and

celebrates learning.

Consider Spotify, which embedded
innovation in its culture through
“hack weeks,” rapid ideation sprints,
and open experimentation. These
practices didn’t stop during global
disruption—they intensified. Spotify’s
platform innovations in podcasting,
personalization, and ad-tech grew
directly out of this cultural backbone.
A supportive culture doesn’t mean
free-for-all experimentation. It means
managed freedom—permission to
challenge assumptions, coupled with clear
accountability. In times of uncertainty,
this becomes even more essential. It is the

antidote to fear.

Chart Your Course Now

Yes, it can be difficult to innovate during
times of uncertainty—especially for large,
risk-averse organizations. But it is not
universally true. In fact, the record shows
that companies who innovate because of
uncertainty, not despite it, are those who
leap ahead.

Across sectors, markets, and business
cycles, the data is clear: uncertainty
punishes hesitation but rewards bold,
focused bets. It favors companies that are
clear on vision, quick to act, and unafraid
to reimagine. It rewards leaders who
double down on innovation infrastructure
and invest in culture, not just control.

Insigniam’s Four Pillars approach
offers a practical path forward. Not a
magic formula, but a proven framework
grounded in decades of enterprise
transformation. They remind leaders
that innovation is not a luxury for good
times—but a necessity for survival in
turbulent ones.

The question is not whether you can
afford to innovate. The question is whether

you can afford not to. 1Q
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