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Does Curiosity kill Cats? 
The Real Cost of Risk-Aversion 

 

xecutive Summary: 
The proverb “Curiosity kills the 
cat” is often used to justify an 

overly cautious approach to innova-
tion. In this article, Dr. 
Heuer of SarJay points 
out some of the 
misconceptions of 
Innovation Management 
when it comes to delib-
erately taking risks. 

E

uriosity 
kills the Cat 
Look at that phrase! It is 

simple, it is to the point, and it re-
lates to our own personal experi-
ence (ever plucked a cat from the 
highest branches of a tall tree?): it 
makes intuitive sense. 

It also spells disaster when applied 
to the strategic environment of a 
business. The life 
source of an enterprise 
is its ability to sustain 
environmental changes. 
A company needs to be 
curious to survive! 

So why are many 
owners of companies 
so vested in the status 
quo that they fail to be 
curious? 

he Conundrum 
Once a company is successful, 
it starts to solidify its own proc-

esses. This is a necessary step, a 
step born from the need 
to “automate”, to ride 
up the learning curve 
as hard and fast as 
possible. 

Unfortunately, your 
company does not stop 
there. After solidification 
comes calcification, 

almost naturally. What started as a 
vibrant cluster of new ideas is now a 
solid block. As you compress your 
organization to reduce variability and 
increase repeatability, you also 
squeeze out the very thing that 
made you successful in the begin-
ning: your room to move. 

Here comes the catch: a successful 
company cherishes the room to 

move. A sustainable 
successful company 
needs the variations, it 
needs the curiosity. The 
absence of curiosity 
kills the company. The 
survivor needs to 
incorporate curiosity 
into the fabric of their 
culture.  

 

C 

T

When you give 
additional 

resources to 
creativity, you 
allow for more 

experiments and 
your overall risk 

can decrease. 
Mauzy / Harriman, 

in 'Creativity Inc.'
Only those who 
will risk going 

too far can 
possibly find out
how far one can 

go. 
T.S. Elliott
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hat it means 
What actually does kill 
cats? 

• They stubbornly insist on going 
a particular route. 

• They climb too high up a tree. 

• They jump believing they can fly. 

• They play with everything they 
lay their eyes on. 

• They try to act cool even though 
they are in trouble. 

This list is by no means exhaustive, 
but will suffice. Interestingly enough, 
the reasons that get a cat into trou-
ble are very much applicable to hu-
mans, and ultimately, companies. 

Insisting on a Route 
Remember Encyclopedia 
Britannica? At the 
height of their game, 
they ruled the printed 
knowledge business for 
private consumption. Then
Encarta, then Wikipedia. W
stuck to their knitting (of
woolen sweaters”) while so
else started to make “t-sh
the fast and cheap... and fo
summer was coming. The
guys were selling them i
ground. Had they embrac
“change in weather”, the
have ruled. But they insiste
ing things their way. 

When a company loses focu
customer and is more co
about the process of imple
its plan, then it starts to 

persistence with insistence. They 
turn from blessing to bother. Just 
like a cat that forgets the reason for 
its actions and stubbornly pursues a 
now obsolete target (the mouse in 
the hole that has already crawled 
away, for example), the real benefit 
has evaporated long ago. 

W

Cat’s Insight: Holding on to the past 
does not guarantee dinner. 

Too high up the Tree 
Sometimes, a company forgets the 
original idea, the starting intent, of 
its actions. It starts to care more 
about climbing upwards then about 
making a profit. 

Remember Iridium, the global satel-
ne venture? They started big, 

and quickly climbed up 
the tree. On the way, 
they forgot what they 
set out to do, and 

 

Change is the 
Law of Life. 
John F. Kennedy

lite pho
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landed with a thud. 

It is not wrong to start climbing a 
tree, by no means. Climb any tree 
you like, as long as you know how to 
get off it. If the only way to get down 
to Earth is the fire brigade or a dar-
ing jump, you are risking your neck. 
Literally. 

Cat’s Insight: Know how to get out 
of a situation, remember the Sunk 
Cost thing. 

I believe I can fly 
When a cat jumps, sometimes it 
misses the target and falls. The 
smart cat knows what jumps it can 
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make, and what will kill it. That is 
very similar to a company. 

Remember Egghead, the computer 
stores? They in a bold move decided 
in 1998 to close all their stores and 
move exclusively to the web. In 
2001, they sold themselves to Fry’s, 
a retailer without an online sales 
presence at that time. Way to go, 
Egghead! 

 

When a company makes sudden 
moves, they are betting 
the farm. Just like the 
smart cat, they need to 
know how to fall back 
on their feet, or be 
wiped out. If the move 
is bold, don’t bet the 
farm. 

Cat’s Insight: Jump, but 
remember gravity. 

Incurable Appetite 
When a cat sees a 
mouse, it will jump, 
instinctively. It can’t help 
pany needs to know better

Remember when AT&T bo
ble company? What were t
ing? Now they owned two 
the house, with vastly 
business models. Just bec
in your vicinity, and it is sh
was taking off during th
does not mean you have to

A company that cannot 
plined enough to say “No”
exciting, shiny, and fas
things they encounter in t

will be one that disperses its re-
sources too widely. Knowing what to 
go for is the key here. 

Cat’s Insight: Remember that no 
mouse wore a shiny suit with blinking 
lights. EVER. 

Stay Cool 
For a cat, coolness is more impor-
tant than breathable air. Let’s face 
it, that attitude is going to get them 

killed. A company 
cannot afford to stay 
cool. 

Remember Kodak? The 
world leader in analog 
photography processing 
watched with smug 
conviction as others 
stole not only its lunch 
but also the plates, 
silverware and table. 
Instead of believing in 
their own invincibility, 
Was everyone in 
the group fully 
behind Frank's 
bold move to 
parody Sgt. 
Pepper's and 

"the summer of 
love?" Did 

anyone feel like 
this might 
backfire? 

Jimmy Carl Black
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t moving 
heir world 

they should have 
moved. 

A company that believes its own 
propaganda is already dead; lo-
botomized. Jack Welch said that 
when the rate of change inside a 
company is lower than the rate of 
change on the outside, the end is in 
sight. When you are too important, 
big, complacent or lazy to move 
when trouble comes a’ knocking, 
you will find your own demise. 

Cat’s Insight: Stay Cool, but that 
truck there isn’t stopping for you. 
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ells and Whiskers 
So what is a poor old cat to 
do? There are two things that 

can help: Bells and Whiskers. 

A bell around your neck will warn you 
when you are moving too fast or too 
harshly. You should also remember 
that when you don’t hear it in a 
while, you aren’t moving yourself! 

The whiskers come in handy to 
alarm you when you are moving blind 
or have lost ground contact. When 
your whiskers don’t register any-
thing, it is time to rethink you ac-
tions and strategies. 

Now, what are those bells and 
whiskers? They are your customers 
and your frontline team members. 

• Remember to ask customers 
(current, past, and future) about 
their opinions. 

• Remember decisions that were 
based on those conversations, 
and ask again. 

• Don’t “cut your 
whiskers” or “stifle 
your bell”. Listen to 
your people. They 
will know best what 
is going on right 
now. Be open to those o
and collect them re
Remember that these
are part of your team! 

• Measure the distance 
move from the core. If 
well beyond the two-ste
reconsider the Big Ju
find logical and smalle

It is much better to fail fast and 
cheap that to fail spectacularly 
(unless you enjoy those fire-
works) 

B
• Don’t be wedded to your own 

conclusions. You – can – be – 
wrong! 

• Learn learn learn. Formally. As 
a team. In any situation. The 
better you understand how far 
you can jump, the better will you 
be. And remember to list to your 
“bell” if you are moving too fast. 

About Jay Heuer 
Dr. Heuer is co-founder and CEO of 
SarJay GmbH, the Germany-based 
consulting outfit focused on Innova-
tion Management, Finance Man-
agement, and Talent Development. 

Jay has spoken on numerous occa-
sions at conference and in company 
events about Innovation Manage-
ment and Talent Development.  

Dr. Heuer has been 
quoted in several news-
paper articles about 
product development 
and Innovation Manage-
ment, last in the Boston 

 

How bold one 
gets when one is

sure of being 
loved! 

Sigmund Freud
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Globe. 

His career spans the creation of a 
German software development 
company and a successful, US-
based decade in IT and Research & 
Development for one of the largest 
companies in the world. 
He can be reached through the contact form 
at http://www.sarjay.com (because he 
really, really, really hates spam). 
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