“Entrepreneur” and “Innovator”: Same
or Different?
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Words matter. Their meaning has an impact on how we live and work. For example...Do the
words “creativity” and “innovation” mean the same thing, or something
different? Do “entrepreneur” and “innovator” mean the same thing, or
something different?

The blurring between creativity and innovation has caused all sorts of
headaches. Leaders and managers have often feared “unleashing creativity”
in their organizations because it might cause a loss of focus, reduced
productivity, and overall chaos. Making the clear distinction between
“creativity” as coming up with new, original ideas, and “innovation” as
implementing creative ideas to produce a positive benefit helps a lot.
“Unleashing creativity" can unleash a flood of new ideas. "Unleashing
innovation” has its own potency, being focused on actually producing value
and benefit.

Is it similarly valuable to distinguish between entrepreneurs and innovators?



To explore this question, let’s first look at 5 kinds of aims/results for
innovative initiatives. A person could be an “innovator” who pursues and
achieves any of these 5 kinds of goals:

1. Optimizing revenue and growth through new products, services,
technologies, marketing, and brand experiences

2. Optimizing productivity, quality, and costs through quality programs,
productivity improvements, and distribution/supply channels

3. Strengthening talent, knowledge, and wisdom through talent
recruiting, training & development, knowledge management, and
networks

4. Inspiring and guiding organizational behavior through business
models, business strategy, organizational design, and culture

5. Creating synergistic relationships with external stakeholders, such as
customers, vendors, academics, society, and the natural environment

Now, what about an entrepreneur? The Merriam-Webster dictionary defines
an entrepreneur as “one who organizes, manages, and assumes the risks of a
business or enterprise.” An entrepreneur is often a founder of a business,
and/or a leading member of an entrepreneurial team who, together,
“organize, manage, and assume the risks of a business or enterprise.”

There are books and consultants who seem to say that a true innovator
demonstrates entrepreneurial skills, and a true entrepreneur must be an
innovator. For example, a self-assessment tool that labels a person as high or
low as an innovator might include items about how well they have built
businesses.

Similar to the notion that “being creative is necessary but insufficient for
being innovative,” I propose that “being an innovator is necessary but
insufficient for being an entrepreneur.” When we talk about what it takes to
be an innovator, it’s not the same set of attributes and skills as it takes to be
an entrepreneur. Yes, there are overlaps, but there are crucial differences.

If we are loose in our language — saying that innovators need to have the
same attributes and skills as entrepreneurs, we do a disservice to all the
innovators who are producing various kinds of results but who aren’t the
people who would found and run a full business.

For example, suppose we have an assessment to measure people on the
attributes and skills it takes to run an innovative business — people whose
performance can be measured by business growth rates, profits, ROI, and



other such metrics. But if we label that assessment as measuring whether the
person is an “innovator,” many people who are true innovators could score
low and not reflect their innovative talents.

So, let’s follow the lead of “creative vs. innovative” — and clearly make a
distinction between the skills and attributes for being an entrepreneur vs.
being an innovator.
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