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You may still think of Domtar as a paper company, but a closer look shows the steps the company has 

taken so that half its sales are in markets with growing demand. 

That growth plan illustrates some useful lessons as the Renewable Biomaterials Institute (RBI) prepares 

to support the industry’s next great transformation: Unlocking and recombining the chemical building 

blocks of trees in new and interesting ways to make advanced, sustainable biomaterials. 

From a CEO’s perspective, there are five lessons, in particular, that could be relevant to RBI: 

1. Innovation is not new to us 

Innovation requires some risk taking, especially when many consider it essential to our future. But the 

Williams Museum of Papermaking on Georgia Tech’s campus is an example of the technological 

breakthroughs that improved the efficiency, quality and safety of making pulp and paper. It shows how 

this group already has a rich history of innovation. 

2. Think about opportunity-costs differently in a period of transition 

Even in organizations that understand they must change in order to survive, the default approach is too 

often one of incrementalism. The CEO that is remembered not as the caretaker of quarterly results – but 

as the visionary – must push the organization to go further and faster. 

The purpose of a research organization is not to deliver short- and medium-term results.  In fact, the 

advantage of a world-class research institution is its ability to operate untethered from today’s short-

term business needs. So, as you plan your budgets, resist the temptation to spread your resources 

evenly across different planning horizons.  Go long. 

3. Build and empower the right team 

Besides talented scientists and engineers, Domtar’s biomaterials business unit is now led by a former 

partner from a private equity firm. And we have a woman on our staff who earned her Ph.D. for 
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developing an analytical tool that examined which bio-refining technologies are most promising in 

different scenarios. Given the target-rich environment in which we are operating, our science-based 

business now benefits from the power of decision-making science. 

4. Carefully map and screen your opportunities 

Wood fiber is the age-old wonder material that is seemingly new again. Its inherent attributes – 

renewable, sustainable, carbon neutral and cost competitive – are driving exciting new developments.   

We have the supply chains, the know-how, and the infrastructure to do even more.  But to seize 

opportunities, you must first organize them. There needs to be a systematic approach to establish a 

deliberate and rigorous methodology for selecting which opportunities are pursued, and in what order. 

5. Celebrating necessary endings 

Failures will be disappointing, of course, but, when necessary, we should celebrate having the 

confidence and courage to change course and redeploy our resources.  In an innovation culture, failing 

quickly beats failing slowly – hands down, every time. 

It’s OK to kiss a few frogs on your way to finding a prince. 

 

 


