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Abstract 

 
Since the beginning of the twenty-first century innovation has represented a major challenge for 

companies around the world. Innovation is both a powerful driver for rapid and profitable 
corporate growth, and an important determinant of competitive advantage. The aim of the paper is 
to present the evolution of the world’s ten most innovative companies in the period 2015-2016. In 
this view, the methodology is based on the research of various secondary sources such as books, 
articles and reports. The paper shows that the vast majority of the world’s ten most innovative 
companies remained the same in the period 2015-2016 and that the research and development 
activity constitutes an important source of innovation within business organizations.    
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1. Introduction 
 

Since the beginning of the twenty-first century innovation has remained a major concern for 
companies around the world. On the one hand, innovation is a powerful driver for rapid and 
profitable corporate growth (Gerybadze et al, 2010; Almquist et al, 2013; PricewaterhouseCoopers, 
2013). On the other hand, innovation represents an important determinant of competitive advantage 
(Lengnick-Hall, 1992; Nonaka et al, 1995; Brem et al, 2016).  

The issue of innovation has gained prominent significance both as a vital business imperative 
and a means for achieving growth and obtaining competitive advantage. Therefore, innovation is 
driven by a plethora of organizations, such as multinational and transnational corporations, small 
and medium enterprises or academic institutions (World Economic Forum, 2014).   

The aim of the paper is to present the evolution of the world’s ten most innovative companies in 
the period 2015-2016. In this respect, the methodology is based on the research of various 
secondary sources (e.g., books, articles, reports). The next part of the paper displays the literature 
review. Then, it briefly analyses the evolution of the ten most innovative companies worldwide. 
The paper ends with conclusions. 
 
2. Literature review 
 

The understanding of the role played by innovation in the business world has become a key 
subject in the literature in the last decades. The ability of a company to innovate constitutes a pre-
condition of its competitiveness and business success. This is why most of today’s business 
organizations are innovation-driven companies.  

Innovation refers to “a company’s efforts in instituting new methods of production and/or 
bringing new products or services to market” (Burgelman et al, 1986, p. 10). At the corporate level, 
innovation requires the involvement of different stakeholders (e.g., management, employees) and 
the integration of different activities (e.g., research and development- R&D) across the business 
organization. Innovation is driven within companies by “encouraging inter and intra department 
communication, distribution of responsibility and accountability for innovation, attracting smart 
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talent and retaining them as creative teams, consistently leveraging ability to innovate as a 
competitive advantage, increased focus on innovation in core products and services” (KPMG, 2017, 
p. 10). 

Corporate innovation implies product and/or service, process and organizational innovation. 
Product and/or service innovation represents the company’s capability to successfully launch a new 
or improved product and/or service on the market, process innovation refers to the adoption of a 
new or improved production/distribution process, and organizational innovation relates to the 
company’s efforts directed towards encouraging innovation through its different systems (Neely et 
al, 1998; Huse et al, 2005). 

Therefore, innovative companies are business organizations that foster a culture for innovation. 
They are organic, open, dynamic, enthusiastic, anticipative, creative and knowledge organizations 
that are eager for putting innovation into practice (Burns et al, 1961; Nonaka et al, 1995; Katsaros 
et al, 2005; Lewrick et al, 2012; Kahan, 2013).   
 
3. The evolution of the world’s most innovative companies in the period 2015-2016 
 

There are numerous innovation rankings in the business literature. In this regard, the paper is 
focusing on the evolution of the best ten companies of the Global Innovation 1000 Study published 
yearly by PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC).  

According to PwC’s ranking Apple was the world’s most innovative company in the period 
2015-2016 (PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2017). In 2015, the world’s ten most innovative companies 
belonged to various industries as follows (Table no. 1): 

• Three companies were from computing and electronics (Apple, Samsung, IBM). 
• Three companies were from software and internet (Google, Amazon, Microsoft). 
• Two companies were from automotive (Tesla Motors, Toyota). 
• Two companies were from industrials (3M, General Electric). 

Taking into account their headquarters, these companies were located in the following three 
countries: 

• the United States of America (Apple, Google, Tesla Motors, Amazon, 3M, General 
Electric, Microsoft, IBM); 

• Japan (Toyota); 
• South Korea (Samsung).   

 
Table no. 1. The ten most innovative companies in 2015 

2015 Rank Company Industry 
1 Apple Computing and electronics 
2 Google  Software and internet 
3 Tesla Motors Automotive 
4 Samsung  Computing and electronics 
5 Amazon  Software and internet 
6 3M  Industrials 
7 General Electric  Industrials 
8 Microsoft  Software and internet 
9 IBM  Computing and electronics 
10 Toyota  Automotive 

   Source: (PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2017) 
 

In 2016, the ten most innovative companies belonged to the same industries as follows (Table 
no. 2): 

• Four companies were from software and internet (Alphabet, Amazon, Facebook, 
Microsoft). 

• Three companies were from computing and electronics (Apple, Samsung, IBM). 
• Two companies were from industrials (3M, General Electric). 
• One company was from automotive (Tesla Motors). 

Taking into account their headquarters, these companies were located in: 
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• the United States of America (Apple, Alphabet, 3M, Tesla Motors, Amazon, Facebook, 
Microsoft, General Electric, IBM); 

• South Korea (Samsung).   
 

Table no. 2. The ten most innovative companies in 2016 
2016 Rank Company Industry 

1 Apple  Computing and electronics 
2 Alphabet  Software and internet 
3 3M  Industrials 
4 Tesla Motors  Automotive 
5 Amazon  Software and internet 
6 Samsung  Computing and electronics 
7 Facebook  Software and internet 
8 Microsoft  Software and internet 
9 General Electric   Industrials 
10 IBM  Computing and electronics 

   Source: (PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2017) 
 

One of the main sources of corporate innovation is the R&D activity. From this point of view, 
Volkswagen was the world’s biggest R&D spender in the period 2015-2016 
(PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2017). In 2015, the world’s ten biggest spenders belonged to different 
industries as follows (Table no. 3): 

• Three companies were from software and internet (Microsoft, Google, Amazon). 
• Three companies were from healthcare (Roche, Novartis, Johnson & Johnson). 
• Two companies were from computing and electronics (Samsung, Intel). 
• Two companies were from automotive (Volkswagen, Toyota). 

Taking into account their headquarters, these companies were located in: 
• the United States of America (Intel, Microsoft, Google, Amazon, Johnson & Johnson); 
• Switzerland (Roche, Novartis); 
• Germany (Volkswagen); 
• South Korea (Samsung);   
• Japan (Toyota). 

 
Table no. 3. The ten biggest R&D spenders in 2015 

2015 Rank Company Industry 
1 Volkswagen  Automotive 
2 Samsung  Computing and electronics 
3 Intel  Computing and electronics 
4 Microsoft  Software and internet 
5 Roche  Healthcare 
6 Google  Software and internet 
7 Amazon  Software and internet 
8 Toyota  Automotive 
9 Novartis  Healthcare 
10 Johnson & Johnson  Healthcare 

   Source: (PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2017) 
 

In 2016, the world’s ten biggest spenders belonged to different industries as follows (Table no. 
4): 

• Three companies were from software and internet (Amazon, Alphabet, Microsoft). 
• Three companies were from healthcare (Roche, Novartis, Johnson & Johnson). 
• Two companies were from computing and electronics (Samsung, Intel). 
• Two companies were from automotive (Volkswagen, Toyota). 

Taking into account their headquarters, these companies were located in: 
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• the United States of America (Amazon, Alphabet, Intel, Microsoft, Johnson & 
Johnson); 

• Switzerland (Roche, Novartis); 
• Germany (Volkswagen); 
• South Korea (Samsung);   
• Japan (Toyota). 

 
Table no. 4. The ten biggest R&D spenders in 2016 

2016 Rank Company Industry 
1 Volkswagen  Automotive 
2 Samsung  Computing and electronics 
3 Amazon  Software and internet 
4 Alphabet  Software and internet 
5 Intel  Computing and electronics 
6 Microsoft  Software and internet 
7 Roche  Healthcare 
8 Novartis  Healthcare 
9 Johnson & Johnson  Healthcare 
10 Toyota  Automotive 

   Source: (PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2017) 
 

The period 2015-2016 witnessed the supremacy of Apple as the most innovative company 
around the world. The ranking of the ten most innovative companies was dominated by companies 
from two industries: computing and electronics, and software and internet. Also, the ranking 
emphasizes the significant innovation gap between the American companies and the other 
companies.    

Interesting enough is the fact that Apple held only the eighteenth place in 2015 and the eleventh 
place in 2016 regarding the R&D spending (PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2017). In spite of the fact 
that Volkswagen was the world’s leading R&D spender in the period 2015-2016, it did not succeed 
in becoming one of the most innovative companies worldwide. However, five out of the ten most 
innovative companies were among the biggest R&D spenders in 2015 (Google, Samsung, Amazon, 
Microsoft, Toyota) whereas the number decreased to four companies in 2016 (Samsung, Amazon, 
Alphabet, Microsoft).  
 
4. Conclusions 
 

Numerous researches have been carried on about the importance of innovation in the business 
world in the past decades. Without any doubt innovation constitutes one of the key prerequisites for 
achieving business success and, therefore, a crucial challenge for today’s companies.  

The paper has shown that 90% of the world’s ten most innovative companies remained the same 
in the period 2015-2016. Also, it has confirmed the fact that the R&D activity represents an 
important source of innovation within business organizations. This is why great efforts should be 
made by any company around the world to undertake and develop R&D activities and, therefore, to 
improve its innovative capacity.  
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