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BIO: 

Andy Zynga joined NineSigma in Feb-

ruary 2008, establishing and growing 

the European company presence rap-

idly. In September 2009 Zynga was 

appointed the Global CEO of 

NineSigma Group, expanding busi-

ness across all regions. 

 

About NineSigma, Inc. 

NineSigma connects organizations 

with external innovation resources to 

accelerate innovation in private, pub-

lic and social sectors. The company 

provides open innovation services to 

organizations worldwide, including 

Kraft Foods, Philips, Siemens, and 

Unilever, to solve immediate chal-

lenges, integrate new knowledge, fill 

product pipelines, and stay ahead of 

the competition. Named to the 2012 

Inc. 5000 list of fastest-growing pri-

vate U.S. companies, NineSigma's 

proprietary process has produced bil-

lions of dollars in value for its clients. 

NineSigma has the largest open glob-

al network of solution providers and 

an extensive database of existing so-

lutions spanning numerous industries 

and technical disciplines. NineSigma's 

online innovation community, 

NineSights®, is the world's first open 

innovation social media destination, 

connecting innovators of all sizes with 

resources and relationships to drive 

growth. 

 

Interview conducted by: 

Lynn Fosse, Senior Editor 

 

CEOCFO: Mr. Zynga, you became 

Global CEO about four years ago. 

How has NineSigma changed under 

your leadership? 

Mr. Zynga: Our culture has become 

much more open and innovative and 

allows the freedom to make mistakes 

and experiment. That has led to a 

really interesting addition of services 

that have been built on our core 

competencies. Everyone in the 

company understands what those 

core competencies are, and is able to 

say, “when there is a new service idea 

how does my role best correspond to 

that, and how can we bring more 

value to our clients by doing that.” I 

think that is key to our ability to 

continue to grow in this market and to 

reinvent the way we work with our 

clients. Part of this is necessary 

because our clients reinvent 

themselves all of the time. Being an 

innovation services company, I knew 

that we needed to be able to evolve 

as a company and a partner to bring 

our clients to the next level and grow 

to the next level ourselves too. 

 

CEOCFO: Would you give us an 

example of more common areas or 

problems that you work on with your 

clients and some of the things you 

might work on that people would be 

surprised there are solutions to? 

Mr. Zynga: Some of the more common 

things that we are working on are 

technology solutions to particular 

innovation needs. Many of our clients 

develop products and they may come 

to a road block where they say, “I 

would like to see if there is someone 

out there who may have a solution for 

this problem or who has at least 

thought it through so that I could tap 

into that knowledge and advance a 

little quicker. This prevents reinventing 

the wheel.” That is something that we 

do all of the time. We deliver 

tremendously valuable results from 

this process as well. However, there 

are some less obvious things we do, 

which involve working with intangibles. 

It is relatively easy to find technology 

solutions to pressing needs; but it is 

another to focus on intangible needs 

our clients have. As an example; a 

manufacturer was looking for a way to 

do better preventative maintenance, 

to more specifically understand when 

to readjust certain settings on the 

machines in the manufacturing 

process. What they actually needed 

was a better algorithm to make that 

happen. We were able to find data 

experts that had the expertise and 

some really great proposals that were 

the answer. That is one example. 

There is another example of a large 

international beverage company that 

wanted to make their own beverage 

dispensing machine. They knew all 

the components, but they did not 

have the overall systems knowledge, 

i.e. some engineering to put all of 

these components together to come 

up with the right result overall. For 

this particular client we identified, 

interviewed and vetted a wide variety 

of possible approaches and experts 

and an engineering firm then worked 

with us to put it all together. That was 

a really great breakthrough project for 

the client. Those are some of the less 

obvious things. In addition, there are 

many other types of projects and 

assignments that NineSigma works 

on. For example; some clients may 

say, “I am not really looking for a 

technology solution right now, I would 

just like to talk to some people who 

have ‘been there and done that. I am 

looking to get into this new market 

area or new technology area. Maybe 

there is a way to just tap into this 

knowledge.” We can put together 

panels or particular groups of experts 

that we would recruit for the purpose, 
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who would then be happy to have 

these conversations with our client 

and share what they know about the 

particular area of interest. Those are 

just a few examples of work we do 

that, in part, has evolved over the 

years through a more innovative 

approach. 

 

CEOCFO: When you bring people into 

the company how do you insure that 

they understand the corporate culture? 

Obviously, technical skills are 

important, but mindset may be equally 

so. 

Mr. Zynga: That is a great question! 

A couple of years ago we produced an 

internal questionnaire where we asked 

our own staff to say in one or two 

words what comes to mind when they 

think about the NineSigma culture. 

We collected the responses and we 

produced a ‘cloud’ highlighting 

certain terms that were more 

prevalent than others - bolder 

and bigger. It showed us where 

the density is of certain terms 

that characterize our corporate 

culture. That really counts with 

things like “the customer 

comes first”, “innovation”, 

“geekiness” and having an 

innate interest in “all things 

technical” and so on. We had 

internal dialog on this and it 

shed some very useful light on 

what matters most to us at 

NineSigma. This all started because 

some clients came to our offices and 

they would say, “There is a very 

distinctive culture here and we would 

like to know what that is made up of.” 

When we have new hires we actually 

look for characteristics that 

correspond closely to those. We also 

developed a personality assessment in 

collaboration with a company that has 

done this more than two million times 

in the past fifty years. It helps us 

really “flesh out” each new candidate 

to see if they are well suited to the 

culture with regards to teamwork and 

so on. That is part of how we make 

sure that we understand who 

candidates are and they understand 

who we are. We show them our 

“culture cloud” as we like to call it. We 

share with them some of these pieces 

so that they themselves can decide if 

that is something that they see 

themselves working within all the time. 

We also co-developed the world’s first 

collaborative innovation assessment 

to help our clients in a similar way to 

create a corporate culture that supports 

innovation. That is because most of 

our clients are always looking to make 

their teams more collaborative and 

open. This is one way to for our 

clients to identify who the people are 

inside the company that would be very 

collaborative innovators. 

 

CEOCFO: On your website it indicates  

that giving back is important for 

NineSigma. How so? Why so? How 

do you choose where you put your 

efforts? 

Mr. Zynga: A few years ago, before I 

became Global CEO at NineSigma, 

we had a program that was called 

NineSigma Planet Earth, in which we 

highlighted projects that we did as 

NineSigma in the space that involves 

projects that have an impact on 

society. Many of our people here are 

very passionate about the potential 

that open innovation has for society 

overall. When I saw this I said, “It 

does not look like we have enough 

skin in the game. This is just a list of 

all of the projects that we currently 

have done in this space. We actually 

need to go a step further and say that 

for really worthwhile causes we at 

NineSigma should do things free of 

charge for the client just so that they 

can clearly see how that helps.” We 

wanted to show that our employees 

really care. So, let’s run up to one free 

project per quarter. That would be 

what we would give to make an 

impact on society. The employees or 

staff can come up with an idea and 

the senior management team looks at 

all of the suggested projects and we 

then make a decision which on we 

run. For example, we did one for the 

International Aids Vaccine Initiative, 

which was very successful. We did 

one for LAUNCH, which is an initiative 

between NASA, USAID, Nike and the 

Department of State to aid developing 

countries. There are many projects 

like this that we feel quite passionate 

about. We say that those are the ones 

that we will offer to the respective 

organizations and nonprofits and find 

them great solutions free of charge. 

 

CEOCFO: Are there areas or are 

there solutions or concepts that you 

would like to be more involved in with 

your clients or that you would like to 

add to the roster of what you offer? 

Mr. Zynga: There are a few areas 

where I would say, clearly yes. For 

example, we formed a strategic 

partnership with a design house 

called Nottingham Spirk Design 

Associates here in Cleveland. 

This was because when we do 

searches for clients we find them 

great solutions, and typically 

they then go off and do 

something with the solutions. 

They usually incorporate these 

into a product. I figured that 

there is probably a way for us to 

combine the best of design 

thinking with the best open 

innovation in order to, not just 

come up with the solutions, but to also 

say, “Let us put those solutions into a 

finished product or prototype.” That is 

what sparked this partnership. As a 

result, we have a new product that 

has been created and designed. This 

is, again, one of those not so obvious 

areas, and one that I would like to get 

more involved in with clients. Another 

less obvious but tremendously 

important focus area for us that is 

growing rapidly, is, Grand Challenges. 

Grand Challenges are like technology 

searches, on a very large – global 

scale. This is where someone who has 

a particularly large and complex need 

to solve a problem that has a huge 

impact on society and the need for 

greater visibility and the potential to 

build a legacy around a solution. 

Grand Challenges are very significant 

projects with lots of PR, marketing 

and other communications to support 

“NineSigma's proprietary process has 

produced billions of dollars in value for its 

clients. NineSigma has the largest open 

global network of solution providers and 

an extensive database of existing solutions 

spanning numerous industries and 

technical disciplines. NineSigma's online 

innovation community, NineSights®, is the 

world's first open innovation social media 

destination, connecting innovators of all 

sizes with resources and relationships to 

drive growth.”- Andy Zynga 
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them. It is something that, again, we 

can all feel great about. That is 

because a Grand Challenge helps us 

to identify many great solutions for 

the world’s most pressing needs, but it 

also communicates with the world that 

there is an organization that cares 

deeply about these needs. To give 

you an example; please look at our 

Open Innovation, Social Media site, 

NineSights®, ninesights.com, we 

currently have a “Head Health 

Challenge” running for the NFL, Under 

Armour and GE. As you know, in 

American Football there have been 

issues with collisions between players 

that have resulted in injuries. In the 

first round General Electric and the 

NFL were looking to find analytical 

equipment that can be used to 

diagnose whether a player is good to 

stay in the game or if he should leave 

the game. We ran this; it was very 

public. We did a lot of very good 

outreach and found about four 

hundred plus solutions from one 

hundred and twenty five countries, as 

Roger Goodell, the NFL commissioner 

mentioned in a recent press 

conference. So, this is the kind of 

thing that we would like to have more 

conversations about; particularly with 

more nonprofits. That is because we 

think there are very big things like 

pandemic diseases, climate change 

or other issues that could be helped 

through searches such as Grand 

Challenges that we are very 

instrumental in making successful for 

our clients. 

 

CEOCFO: How do you reach potential 

clients or do the advanced thinkers all 

know about you? 

Mr. Zynga: In the past few years we 

have invested more in public relations 

and in marketing. What we do is 

much better known now that it was 

years ago, and this means that more 

clients are able to find us. Additionally, 

we strategically identify clients that 

appear to fit with what we are capable 

of doing and how we work. We 

actively reach out to them. Also, we 

do a lot of speaking and presenting at 

key events all around the world. I 

speak, probably twelve to fifteen 

times a year at different conferences. 

I enjoy it and I think it is a great part 

of being a CEO. You have got to be 

the chief communicator and chief 

salesperson in the business. Those 

are some of the ways by which you 

may help your entire organization 

gain more visibility and success. 

 

CEOCFO: How is business? 

Mr. Zynga: Business is going very 

well. Last year we grew the business 

by thirty percent. This year we will 

have more than doubled our revenues 

since I started here as Global CEO 

four years ago. We did all of that 

without doubling the staff. We found 

ways to make our business more 

scalable, more efficient and by 

working much closer with our clients 

and understanding better what they 

need. As a result, we deliver great 

services with an exceptional value 

proposition. 

CEOCFO: I can hear that you are 

excited about what you do! Why is 

NineSigma an exceptional company? 

Mr. Zynga: NineSigma is an 

exceptional company because we 

have very strong and collaborative 

relationships with our clients. We 

understand what they need thanks to 

our resources, which include PhD 

level scientists and technology experts 

in a wide variety of industries. More 

importantly, our clients are very 

comfortable explaining to us what they 

need, as we have a unique ability to 

express this in a way that attracts a 

wide variety of solution provider 

responses – even from beyond their 

normal circles of experts and typical 

networks. We tend to push hard to 

make ourselves and our clients better 

every day. Therefore, we are truly 

partners in business. We have a great 

team of people and improved 

processes over the past few years. 

We doubled revenues and we are 

also the only truly global player in this 

business, with five offices of our own. 

We have a very deep understand of 

how innovation is done in different 

countries or regions of the world 

including Asia, Europe, North America 

and South America. We are very 

deeply tapped into how open 

innovation is practiced in all of those 

different regions. We are just a great 

company to work with and we deliver 

really great results for our clients. 

That helps them to accelerate their 

time to market, be more competitive 

and do more with less in a highly 

strategic manner. 
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