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We help clients understand, articulate and prototype the future.
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Future Frameworks
The future Is obvious.
Once you’ve seen it.

We help you understand game changing 
technologies and business trends.

• Opportunity Analysis
• Field Investigation
• Scenario Development

Opportunity Roadmaps
Increase your flexibility as you move 
toward market.

We work with you to identify, 
evaluate and articulate new product 
opportunities.

• Value Chain Analysis
• Product Roadmaps
• Touchpoint Analysis
• Pivot Planning

Experience Prototypes
Experience the future.
Before you bet on it.

We design and build physical and 
digital experiences that bring new 
product concepts to life.

• Physical Objects
• Electromechanical Devices
• Complex Device Interactions
• Virtual Reality Experiences
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    Serial Innovators

95% of new consumer product 
introductoins fail ... But certain 
entrepreneurs and inventors repeatedly 
deliver breakthrough products. 
 
For the past decade, I have been 
studying what they do differently and 
applying these insights to our work.

ChefJamie Simpson and I designed 
the dinner to express these ideas. I 
wanted to share the innovation insights 
we discussed with you and pictures of 
the dinner and to ask your feedback. 
Memories can get blurred, when you 
have as much fun as we did last week. 

What insights did you gain from your 
time on the farm? How could the 
experience have been improved?

Please contact me at the address 
below.

Always Inspired.

Jonathan Brill,
Special Projects Agency
jbrill@specialprojectsagency.com

Sir Anthony Hopkins,

Gourmand, Chianti Lover
and Serial Innovator



Innovation Insights

A unique starting point will lead to a 
unique solution.. 

Innovation is a constant, conscious 
process..

Simulate and test faster than your 
competition.

Bet on innovatoin that can make many 
dishes.

Know the shape of your box. Play in 
different sand.

Your process creates
your product.

Look a step past where your 
competition is looking.

Know the 10% your customer cares 
about. Focus on that.

Look at pressure across your value 
chain.. .Not just your product.

Imagine the challenge in a different 
context.
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On the shores of Lake Huron, we recently discovered a 
special place that has been practicing these principles for 
the past 35 years: The Chef’s Garden, a small family farm 
that is creating a global impact.

Three generations of the Jones family work on the farm. 
They are a family of rule breakers and, like most serial 
innovators, learned the keys to innovation the hard way. 
In the process, they have created a completely counter 
intuitive business that is nearly impossible to replicate. 

They continue to extend their market lead using the most 
rigorous innovation pipeline in the world of agriculture.

In every conversation with the Jones family, there has 
been a palpable sense of the pressure they feel to 
outpace their competition. Yet, in the minds of most of 
their clients, there isn’t any. 

One well known chef who we spoke to said, “they are very 
expensive, so we simply buy as much as we can afford.” 
This sort of cost-no-object loyalty is rare in the food 
business. They have gained this trust by constantly 
innovating every touchpoint in their business.

• Chef’s Garden grows 650 crops on 99 acres in a market where the 
average farm is 5000 acres and farms just 2 crops.

• Chef’s Garden changes out 1/3 of their inventory every year in an 
industry that is moving toward monoculture.

• Chef’s Garden supports 20 times the staff of a typical farm of their 
size.

• Chef’s Garden serves a diverse global market of loyal customers, 
including 800 of the top 1000 restaurants in the world.

• Chef’s Garden commands outsized premiums in a business where 
their competition has fallen to price competition.

• Chef’s Garden has built so many layers of interconnecting systems 
that it would be nearly impossible to duplicate.

• Chef’s Garden is constantly innovating every single touchpoint in 
their value chain, from hybridizing new plants to their sales process.

• Chef’s Garden is fanatical about customer service, to the point 
where clients on the other side of the world can have ingredients 
that are picked to order delivered on the same day. 

Farmer Lee Jones,

Serial Innovator



The Jones family graciously hosted us 
for dinner based on these principles of 
innovation at their Culinary Vegetable 
Institute.

The CVI is a research facility on the farm 
that helps 200 chefs a year explore the 
outer edges of creativity. 

CVI is likely the most important nexus 
on the planet for culinary discovery and 
dissemination.

It's the finest restaurant you've never 
heard of.

Culinary Vegetable Institute 



Process Cocktail
Gin, Sage, Mint, Flaming Sorrel, Lime.

An electric green gin cocktail suddenly turned bright purple as the 
bartender poured lime juice into it. Both of these brilliant colors and 
the chemical phenomenon that made the color shift happen were 
discovered the night before when experimenting with different ways to 
mix the cocktail during service.

This constant experimental drive has led to innovation throughout the 
farm:

Your process IS your 
product. It's easy to get 
too focused on growth and 
forget that at the end of 
the day, every dollar we 
make is the result of the 
processes that deliver the 
product.
– Arthur Sempliner, Inventor

“

Hanging track system 
that enables one person 
to manage an entire 
greenhouse

Doubling the capacity of 
greenhouses by installing 
giant tables that move 
to make way for people, 
instead of devolting 1/2 
of the greenhouse to 
circulation area.

Track and tracing each 
product from seed to 
restaurant. 

INNOVATION



A unique starting point will 
lead to a unique solution.“ Ohio Scallop

Salsify, Phytoplankton, Bergamot, Oyster Leaf, 
Preserved Lemon.

What would vegetarian seafood should taste like? Starting with the 
aroma of oyster from the oyster leaf, we ate a shellfish that was 
reimagined shellfish from a different perspective.



Know the shape of your 
box, play in different 
sand. It's often easier 
and more successful 
to take your skills into 
a new market where 
you are unique than to 
compete in a saturated 
environment.

– Charles Faulkner, Linguistics Epert and Investor

“

Smoked Sausage
Blood Sausage, Ramp Emulsion, Flax, Walnut Smoke

There might be nothing more traditional than smoked sausage with alliums, 
but the addition of smoke at the table completely changed the experience.

The Whole Nut 
Nocino, Walnut Bitters, Walnut Sap, Lemon Verbena Ice,.

Everything in this cocktail is grown and processed on the farm. The walnut liquor 
is made from trees on the farm as are the bitters. The addition of lemon verbena 
turns this from a traditional Woodsman cocktail to something completely new. 

What is the smallest 
change you can make to 
create a big impact?

Big changes are hard to 
get through organizations.

– Ted Selker, inventor, former head of UX for IBM

“



Know the 10% your 
customer cares about. 

Focus on that.

“The Unbagel
English Muffin, Regalis Caviar, Dill, 
Cream Cheese Ice Cream, Everything 
Bagel Blend.

This amazing bite had the flavor of delicate smoked 
fish, cream cheese and warm bread...but there was no 
bagel...and no salmon lox. In reinventing the bagel, we 
discovered what was important.



Leftover Amuse
Preserved Surf Clams, Lardo, Baby 
Fennel, Fennel Frond, Fennel oil

Everything about this delicious bite is unexpected, 
from the tang of the preserved clams to the rich lardo. 

Each of the components is a reprocessed waste 
product from the CVI’s supply chain.

ll

The CVI feeds its food scraps to Mangalista 
pigs, both increasing the stock of this 
heritage breed and enabling it to create 
a range of products including preserved 
meats, lard and perhaps most importantly, 
instructional classes. 

They generate up to $11,000 apiece on pigs 
that are given to them. Much of this comes 
through classes and dinners that serve their 
customers and community.

The farm pollinates many of its flowers 
using  beehives. They then sell the racks 
from these hives to restaurants. In the 
process, they have created a business for 
the Amish farmers nearby who make the 
racks and packing materials.

Look at competitive and 
technological pressure across 
your value chain.

Not just your product.

– Brock Hinzman, Technology Navigator, SRI

“INNOVATION



Deviled Egg
White Custard, Truffled Yolk, Pickled 
Mustard, Chive Blossoms, Espelette

Deviled eggs are the taste of summer. A go to dish that 
hasn’t changed much in two hundred years. It was 
clearly a dish in need of reinvention. Chef Jamie Simpson 
reimagined the entire process, taking eggs from the farm, 
making a custard from the whites and a truffle sauce from 
the yolk and then topping it with pickled mustard.

A traditional low brow food was instantly reinvented.

 Look a step past where 
everyone else is looking.

When we design new 
cars at Mazda, we have 
a 27% higher success 
rate when we start by 
imagining the vehicle 
platform after the 
one we are designing 
vs. solving for the 
immediate problem.

– Tom Matano, General Manager, Design, Mazda.

Designer Mazda RX-7, Miata

“
The story of the farm started with a breakthrough 
idea...Chefs were starting to explore new ways 
to plate with vegetables, but they could not buy 
unique produce.

One of the first clients was turned down by the 
first 15 farmers she approached about growing 
them.

Bob Jones, Sr., the patriach of the family likes 
to say, if 15 competitors turn a job down, there 
might be an opportunity there...if you can figure 
out how to do it.

Their 2 inch long carrots sell for $2/apiece.

INNOVATION



Different perspectives 
result in different answers..“ Pan Con Tomate

Paprika Oil Extract. Preserved Tomato. 
Foie Gras Pate. Samphire. 

Pan Con Tomate, a tomato spread on toast is the 
traditional bread course in Spain. You can’t escape it. 
It’s everywhere and everyone, even avant garde chefs 
like Jose Andres do it the same way.

We decided to put a different spin on it, creating a 
meat fruit, a tomato filled with foie gras pate. This was 
clever, but not because it was new. The meat fruit is 
actually a culinary idea dating from medieval England.

By taking a different perspective on a traditional dish,
an entirely new idea was formed.

The farm hosts 200 chefs a year in their 
R+D facility and hosts over 1 dozen 
dinners a year to explore new culinary 
ideas. This open approach to what they are 
doing provides a constant range of new 
perspectives.

INNOVATION



Try more options.“
Willy Wonka Salad 
Leaves. Mint Cucumber, Granita.

A salad is almost always about the toppings. What about the leaves? It turns out that there 
is an incredible variety of flavors that chefs simply haven't explored. In this salad, every bite 
has a taste with the sort of intensity that would typically come from a dressing. This salad 
didn't need one!

Red ribbon sorrel - Tastes like Granny Smith apples
Corn shoots - Tastes like sugar
Fennel Fronds - Sweet and herbal
Green Shiso - Taste like mint and cinnamon
Red Shiso - Floral and astringent
Hoja Santa - Tastes like root beer
Kinome - Makes tongue tingle 
Red Hibiscus - Citrus
Sunrise Beet Blush - Sweet and earthy
Nasturtium - Honey and pepper 

Over the course of any given year, the farm 
changes out 1/3 of it’s 650 crops.

For every crop that makes it to the farm, 
they are growing 20 varieties in research 
that won’t. It’s difficult to imagine a 
company that thrives on that kind of 
product churn, but this is the model that the 
Jones family has built.

INNOVATION



Innovation is a constant, 
conscious process, not a
do it and forget it event.

“Peas and Carrots
Puffed Peas, Peas & Carrots, Pea Bloom, Carrot Vinegar, 
Pea Leaf Emulsion, Calvin Tendril

Peas and carrots are two of the signature ingredients that the farm produces. 
Chef Jamie has been experimenting with peas and carrots for a number of years 
now, making vinegar and miso out of them, drying them using all of their parts 
to both intensify their flavors and to create flavors you wouldn’t imagine coming 
from a simple vegetable. 

Our tour of the farm stunned me because, 
at every touchpoint in the organization, 
innovation was happening...constantly

Marketing is in change, R&D is in change, 
the greenhouses are constantly being 
improved. A new packing facility was 
installed just last year and they are 
experimenting with using sensors to 
improve their global logistics.

On the night before we left the farm, I was 
chatting up Bob Jones, Sr., the 75 year old 
patriarch of the Jones family. I asked him 
about this, and he said that the secret to 
innovation was a bottom up willingness to 
share ideas and a top down willingness to 
explore them.

This constant communication and sharing 
seems to be the one rule on the farm...and 
the one thing that will cause trouble if you 
do not do. The family is in on every decision, 
helping to measure risk and reward, as well 
as transferring institutional knowledge.

INNOVATION



Long term planning 
doesn't need to take a 
long time.

It does need a clear 
process and filtering 
criteria. Otherwise, you 
run around in cirlces.

“ Pot Au Feu
Spring Potato, Spring Onion, Petite Carrot, Petite Turnip, 
Shaved Radish, Celery, Ballotine of Rabbit, Peanut Miso 
Consommé.

It often takes days to make a rich, clear stock. This rabbit consommé was as 
deep and rich and clear as anything from a French restaurant. The secret was 
to put it in pressure cooker for 30 minutes, then to carefully strain the results 
through an extremely fine filter. A good lesson.



Grilled Asparagus, Summer Truffle, 
Lovage, Coullotte Beef, Butter Emulsion, 
Caper, Tarragon, Lemon, Black Pepper, 
Pickled Mustard, Tabasco, Tomato

BYOB The team poured a Barolo and served a beautiful sirloin cap (this 
cut isn’t sold at retail because there are only 10 oz. of this cut 
on every cow), and a dish of butter egg emulsion. Around the 
dish were ingredients to add to the emulsion in order to make a 
customized and unique sauce.

Before we started, we were warned that about half way through 
the dish, another wine would be poured...and we would need to 
adjust the sauce to the new wine. The one thing you know 

is that the something 
unexpected will happen. 
Modularize your innovation 
pipeline so that you can 
respond to change.
– Ralph Guggenheim, Co-founder Pixar.

“



Know the shape of your 
box. Play in different sand.

Getting ideas to market is 
as much about having the 
idea as it is figuring out 
what kind of business your 
company's culture can 
absorb.

There are lots of things 
you can change in a 
company, but you can't 
really change who you are.

“ Chocolate
Caramelized White Chocolate.
Affinities: Tea, Tangerine Peel, Argon, 
Strawberry, Olive, Grape, Malt.

We were curious how far we could push chocolate from 
its traditional flavor pairings. We used a piece of software 
that looks at the flavor chemistry of ingredients, called Why 
Flavors Work, a piece of custom software developed by 
Sepcial Projects Agency, to identify nontraditional flavor 
pairings that would work on a chemical level.

The results were fascinating. Olive, Malt and Argon leaf 
were some of the most interesting pairings.

Why Flavors Work
Flavor Histogram

In the mid-eighties, inflationary pressure 
crushed the Jones family farm. Their land 
and equipment were all sold off and they 
needed to start over.

They had been traditional farmers, up until 
that point...but without land or equipment, 
there were limits to what they could grow. 

Instead of focusing on grains, like all of their 
neighbors have, they focus on extremely 
small lots of specialty plants. Things no one 
else cares to grow.

By understanding and working within 
their limitations, they created a new kind 
of company and have driven the national 
conversation about sustainable farming. 

In an industry faced with mass 
consolidation, the Chef’s Garden has 
operated for three decades without peer.

INNOVATION



We help clients understand, articulate and prototype the future.
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Future Frameworks
The future Is obvious.
Once you’ve seen it.

We help you understand game changing 
technologies and business trends.

Opportunity Roadmaps
Increase your flexibility as you move 
toward market.

We work with you to identify, 
evaluate and articulate new product 
opportunities.

Experience Prototypes
Experience the future.
Before you bet on it.

We design and build physical and 
digital experiences that bring new 
product concepts to life.

What We Do


