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ABSTRACT
This paper develops a translation studies framework to analyse the mechanisms of knowledge 
exchange and communication occurring in the Anglo-Japanese context of Hybrid Innovation (HI) 
– a training programme linking academia and corporate industry held yearly at the Institute of 
Science Tokyo (Science Tokyo) in collaboration with Central Saint Martins, University of the Arts 
London. While HI is in part aligned to conventional ‘design thinking’ courses, it also distinguishes 
itself in its ever-evolving blend of methods from art, design, science and the humanities, highlight-
ing its transdisciplinary nature. As an inquiry into the challenges of how to study innovation in 
transcultural settings, this paper examines the ensuing hybrid methodology of HI through the lens 
of translation. The goal is to illuminate and problematize discourses concerning creativity and 
innovation by proposing a translation-inspired conceptual framework based on: a) domestication 
and foreignization – key concepts from translation studies for dealing with foreign notions within 
a culture; b) creative translation devices – pedagogical tools that support the learning process; and 
c) productive uncertainty – a lesson in familiarization with the unknown. The analysis reveals that 
participants engage with uncertainty by learning to pause, reflect and reinterpret their experi-
ences, generating new knowledge in so doing. Rather than delivering a fixed set of innovation 
techniques, HI functions as a mode of learning through translation and the cultivation of creativity, 
critical thinking and reflective practice. This approach provides a novel model for knowledge trans-
fer and the development of innovative mindsets in both corporate and academic contexts.
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Introduction

Which settings are the most conducive to that elusive creative spark? What are the best routes to 
foster innovative thinking among professional audiences? How do we maximize the transfer of 
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ing). Inspired by auto-ethnographic methods (Holman Jones et al., 2013), sessions always conclude 
with time for individual self-reflection through personal note-taking and sketching.

While short presentations are necessary to define and situate each session’s theme and con-
cepts, it is indisputably through practical activities that new knowledge gets transferred and ‘lands’. 
In other words, the mode of learning – for instance, group engagement with learning through mak-
ing or using collage to identify shared social issues for discussion – is essential for building 
experiences of transformative learning. Delivered by a different expert each time, the sessions are 
designed to exemplify the distinct mindset associated with each discipline – what it means to think 
like a designer, like a translator, like a scientist, like a philosopher and so on. For instance, one ses-
sion offers a talk on computation, especially optimization problems integrated with an exercise on 
the ‘travelling salesman problem’ to ignite a discussion on the limits of computers’ strict logic and 
offer insights into alternative forms of intelligence. Participants are then invited to explore the inno-
vative potential of ‘thinking like slime mould’ by conducting a real experiment with the 
micro-organism on petri dishes (Figure 1). In another session, the ambivalence of science and art is 
demonstrated by setting the task of building small bridges between tables using only rubber bands 
and bamboo sticks (Figure 2). Results are assessed for strength and judged on aesthetics, with the 
highest scores awarded to the most convincing integration of beauty and engineering.

All activities are conducted in Japanese. Materials and slide decks from English-speaking 
presenters are translated in-house, and presenters submit the script of their talk a few days in advance 
to the interpreters, who provide simultaneous translation on the day. The same interpreters also 
translate live discussion and Q&A, with the support and steering of the Japanese HI conveners. 
Each session is delivered by multiple instructors – typically the main workshop facilitator, the 
invited lecturer and interpreters (when required) – with contributions from other members of the HI 
team. From the preparation stage onward, multilayered translation across languages and fields is a 
defining feature.

The programme includes a complementary activity called ‘HI practice’, which develops 
alongside the scheduled sessions and puts the training into real application by developing and com-
municating innovative solutions (‘interventions’) to a given brief. During HI practice, participants 
work in small groups, each assigned to a fictitious company profile – for example, a food and drink 

Figure 1.  Heather Barnett (CSM) preparing a petri dish with slime mould



Prometheus 32

company in Paris, an apparel studio in Milan or an organic farm in Brazil. The brief asks each ‘com-
pany’ to develop speculative yet plausible interventions (products, services or events) addressing a 
series of context-specific issues, such as reducing CO2 in manufacturing, increasing employment 
opportunities for older workers (given community demographics) or responding to opposition to 
fast fashion. Responding to the theme of pervasive automation, the interventions proposed in 2023 
included zero waste farm-to-table services, an AI home appliance to make customisable clothing 
(Figure 3) and solutions to address unstable supplies of renewable energy. The outcomes are pre-
sented at the HI symposium held in April each year at Science Tokyo (Figure 4), which formally 
concludes the programme.

The Hybrid Innovation programme: rationale

The programme is designed for Japanese corporate industry clients to engage with what the organis-
ers have termed ‘hybrid innovation’. The qualifier ‘hybrid’ stands for two things. First, it highlights 
the transformative value of encounters with the unfamiliar – what happens at the boundaries where 
different contexts, fields, languages, cultures, modes of learning and knowing meet. In this sense, 
hybrid also gestures to the willingness ‘to stay with’ differences without necessarily resolving them 
into a homogenous whole, accepting margins of ‘unresolvedness’ as potentially generative of 
insights.

Second, ‘hybrid’ emphasises HI’s distinct identity within the landscape of innovation man-
agement. While partially aligned to design thinking (Brown and Katz, 2009) and art thinking 
(Jacobs, 2018), the programme intentionally veers away from codified innovation strategies (lean 
innovation, open innovation, kaizen, etc.) to prioritize a lifelong-learning approach that uses a TS 
framework to encourage creative engagement, defamiliarization, learning through making, critical 
thinking, self-reflection, philosophical speculation and future crafting (Marenko, 2021a). Rather 
than proposing a definite toolkit or imparting step-by-step methods, HI is geared to the creation of 
a container for experiencing uncertainty, offering participants opportunities to try out approaches to 

Figure 2.  Bridge-building exercise led by Nathan Cohen (formerly CSM)


