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Abstract
This paper examines the critical distinctions between innovation and reinvention, highlighting the transformative 
potential of creating entirely new systems versus the limitations of incremental adjustments to existing frameworks. 
Drawing on theoretical foundations such as Schumpeter's "creative destruction" and Christensen's "disruptive 
innovation," the study underscores the advantages of systemic innovation. Global case studies, including Estonia's 
e-government platform, Singapore's urban transportation planning, and Rwanda's drone-based healthcare deliv-
ery, exemplify the success of building systems from scratch. Conversely, the pitfalls of reinvention are illustrated 
through the inefficiencies of legacy systems, such as the U.S. IRS's outdated tax processing systems and Sri Lanka's 
flawed phone-tracking mechanisms. Through a narrative analysis of real-world examples, the paper argues for 
the adoption of proactive, transparent, and future-focused approaches to innovation rather than adopting already 
developed system elsewhere. The findings emphasize the necessity of leadership, stakeholder collaboration, and 
robust investment in research and development to overcome institutional inertia and resource constraints. By fos-
tering a culture of innovation, societies can address contemporary challenges while anticipating future needs, 
achieving resilience, efficiency, and public trust. 
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Inventing Over Reinventing the Wheel
Introduction
In an era marked by unprecedented technological advancements 
and dynamic societal shifts, the debate between inventing new 
systems and reinventing existing ones is more relevant than ever. 
The decision to innovate from the ground up or to adapt legacy 
systems carries profound implications for efficiency, adaptabil-
ity, and progress. While reinvention offers the allure of famil-
iarity and perceived cost savings, the case for invention—creat-
ing entirely new frameworks—is increasingly compelling. It is 
through invention that societies can transcend the limitations of 
the past, integrate cutting-edge technologies, and build systems 
designed to address contemporary and future challenges [1].

This essay explores the merits of inventing over reinventing the 
wheel, drawing on theoretical perspectives, global case studies, 
and real-world examples. Schumpeter’s concept of "creative 

destruction" emphasizes the necessity of dismantling outdated 
systems to make way for transformative progress [2]. Similar-
ly, Christensen’s "The Innovator’s Dilemma" highlights how 
disruptive innovation often originates outside established insti-
tutions, as entrenched players are constrained by existing par-
adigms [3]. These perspectives underscore the potential for in-
vention to address inefficiencies and unlock new opportunities.

Global examples further illustrate the advantages of systemic 
innovation. Estonia’s pioneering e-government platform, which 
enables citizens to vote, file taxes, and access healthcare online, 
demonstrates how designing systems from scratch can leapfrog 
traditional bureaucratic constraints [4]. Rwanda’s deployment 
of drones for healthcare delivery bypasses the limitations of 
traditional logistics systems, offering a faster and more reliable 
solution for remote areas [4]. Singapore’s integrated urban plan-
ning and transportation systems show the long-term benefits of 
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building forward- thinking frameworks rather than patching ag-
ing infrastructures [6].

Conversely, the pitfalls of reinvention are evident in numerous 
cases where outdated systems failed to meet modern demands. 
For example, the United States Internal Revenue Service (IRS) 
continues to struggle with inefficiencies stemming from its re-
liance on legacy tax processing systems, even after repeated 
updates [7]. In Sri Lanka, the failure to implement a robust 
phone-tracking system following a hacking incident in 2022 
highlights the risks of relying on patchwork solutions that do not 
address core issues [8].

Through this analysis, the essay advocates for a paradigm shift 
in how governments, institutions, and organizations approach 
systemic challenges. By prioritizing invention over reinvention, 
societies can build resilient, efficient, and future-proof systems 
capable of navigating the complexities of a rapidly evolving 
world.

Literature Review
Theoretical Foundations of Innovation vs. Reinvention
The literature on innovation emphasizes that creating new sys-
tems often leads to more significant breakthroughs and long-
term efficiency compared to incremental adjustments. Joseph 
Schumpeter's theory of "creative destruction" underscores the 
importance of dismantling outdated structures to make way for 
new, more effective ones. Argues that true progress relies on in-
novation that disrupts the status quo, paving the way for trans-
formative economic and social advancements [1].

Similarly, Christensen's The Innovator's Dilemma differentiates 
between sustaining innovations—those that improve existing 
systems—and disruptive innovations that create new markets 
and value networks. highlights that disruptive innovation often 
comes from outside established institutions, as entrenched play-
ers are too invested in existing frameworks to envision transfor-
mative changes [2].

Global Case Studies: The Success of New Systems
Estonia’s E-Government System
Estonia’s decision to build an entirely new digital governance 
system is a textbook example of effective innovation. Draw-
ing on the principles of transparency, efficiency, and accessi-
bility, Estonia created a secure digital platform where citizens 
can vote, file taxes, and access healthcare services online. This 
leapfrogged traditional bureaucratic methods, showcasing the 
benefits of designing systems from scratch. Researchers like at-
tribute Estonia's success to its "path creation" approach, where 
new systems are designed to bypass the limitations of existing 
infrastructure entirely [3].

Singapore’s Urban Planning and Transportation
Singapore’s approach to urban mobility demonstrates the pow-
er of systemic innovation. Faced with increasing urbanization, 
Singapore built a comprehensive public transport system inte-
grated with advanced technologies like predictive maintenance, 
real-time data analytics, and autonomous vehicles. Unlike many 
cities that attempt to modernize aging transit systems, Singapore 
chose to create a forward-thinking framework from the ground 
up [9].

Rwanda’s Drone-Based Healthcare Delivery
In Rwanda, the government addressed the challenges of health-
care delivery in remote areas by partnering with companies like 
Zipline to deploy drones for medical supply delivery. This inno-
vative approach bypassed the constraints of traditional logistics 
systems, creating a faster and more reliable method of service 
delivery. According to this strategy not only improved health-
care outcomes but also set a precedent for technology- driven 
solutions in developing countries [4].

The Pitfalls of Reinventing the Wheel
The dangers of relying on reinvention are evident in numerous 
cases where outdated systems failed to meet modern demands. 
In the United States, for example, the Internal Revenue Service 
(IRS) has struggled with inefficiencies due to its reliance on 
legacy tax processing systems. Despite repeated updates, these 
systems remain ill-equipped to handle the complexity of con-
temporary tax codes and the volume of filings. Academic studies 
suggest that patching outdated frameworks often results in di-
minishing returns, as the systems become increasingly resistant 
to adaptation [6].

In Sri Lanka, the inefficiencies of reinventing the wheel are 
starkly illustrated in the mismanagement of phone-tracing mech-
anisms. Following a hacking incident in 2022, authorities failed 
to implement a robust new system, leaving citizens frustrated 
by convoluted processes. The lack of a coherent, innovative 
framework not only wasted resources but also eroded public 
trust in institutions. According to such situations highlight the 
"design-reality gap," where systems designed to fit outdated par-
adigms fail to address current needs effectively [7].

Learning from Failures: The Role of Innovation
Academic literature supports the idea that inventing new sys-
tems often requires a paradigm shift. Kuhn’s The Structure of 
Scientific Revolutions posits that progress in any field relies on 
replacing outdated paradigms with new ones that better explain 
and address current realities [10]. This principle applies not only 
to science but also to organizational and societal systems.

For instance, the European Union’s Common Agricultural Poli-
cy (CAP) has undergone numerous reforms without addressing 
its core inefficiencies. Scholars like argue that these piecemeal 
changes have perpetuated systemic problems, including unequal 
subsidies and unsustainable practices [22]. A fundamental rede-
sign of the policy, rather than incremental adjustments, is neces-
sary to align it with contemporary environmental and economic 
goals [11].

Barriers to Innovation and Strategies for Overcoming Them
Despite its advantages, inventing new systems faces several ob-
stacles:
•	 Institutional Inertia: Established organizations often resist 

change due to entrenched interests and fear of disruption [12].
•	 Resource Constraints: Designing new systems requires 

significant investment in expertise, time, and funding, 
which many institutions are reluctant to allocate.

•	 Cultural Resistance: Societal norms and perceptions can 
hinder the adoption of innovative systems, as seen in the 
public's skepticism toward digital governance initiatives in 
some countries [13].
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Overcoming these barriers requires a combination of leadership, 
collaboration, and education. Research by Kotter (1996) empha-
sizes the importance of visionary leadership in driving systemic 
innovation. Effective communication and stakeholder engage-
ment are also crucial to building trust and ensuring the adoption 
of new systems [14].

The Way Forward: Embracing Innovation
To foster innovation, governments and institutions must priori-
tize long-term goals over short-term fixes. Policymakers should 
invest in research and development, adopt agile methodologies, 
and encourage cross-sector collaboration to design systems that 
are adaptable and future-proof. As seen in Estonia, Singapore, 
and Rwanda, the benefits of such investments far outweigh the 
initial costs.

Moreover, international cooperation can accelerate innovation 
by sharing best practices and pooling resources. Organizations 
like the United Nations and the World Bank have a critical role to 
play in promoting systemic innovation, particularly in develop-
ing countries where resource constraints are more pronounced.

Methodology
The paper seeks to provide a nuanced understanding of the chal-
lenges associated with innovation over copying already devel-
oped systems offering insights into the broader reconfiguration 
of the global developments in the isarea.

Employing the 10Ps iterative research model (Saliya, 2023), the 
study adopts a flexible, non-linear approach, allowing for con-
tinual revisitation and refinement of research tasks to optimize 
the integration of these themes. This paper is developed using a 
flexible integrated research method [15-16].

This study employs a case study methodology to examine the 
distinctions between innovation and reinvention, drawing on re-
al-world examples to provide a nuanced understanding of the 
transformative potential of systemic innovation and the limita-
tions of incremental adjustments. The case study approach is 
justified for the following reasons [17].

Exploratory Nature of the Research
The central aim of this study is to explore the complex interplay 
between innovation and reinvention in diverse institutional and 
socio-economic contexts. The case study method allows for an 
in-depth analysis of specific examples, making it particularly 
suitable for unpacking multifaceted phenomena that cannot be 
fully captured through quantitative methods alone.

Context-Specific Insights
By examining cases such as Estonia's e-government platform, 
Singapore's urban transportation planning, and Rwanda's drone-
based healthcare delivery, the study highlights the role of sys-
temic innovation in addressing contemporary challenges. Con-
versely, examples like the U.S. IRS's outdated tax processing 
systems and Sri Lanka's flawed phone-tracking mechanisms 
provide critical insights into the pitfalls of reinvention. These 
context-specific examples enable the study to identify patterns, 
draw comparisons, and derive actionable lessons that are rooted 
in real-world experiences.

Richness of Data
Case studies provide rich, qualitative data that allow researchers 
to investigate not just the outcomes but also the processes and 
mechanisms behind innovation and reinvention. Through narra-
tive analysis, this study delves into how leadership, stakeholder 
collaboration, and investment in research and development drive 
systemic innovation, while institutional inertia and resource 
constraints hinder reinvention efforts [18].

Comparative Analysis
The selected case studies represent a mix of successful and 
flawed approaches across different sectors and countries, offer-
ing a basis for comparative analysis. This method facilitates a 
deeper understanding of the factors that contribute to the success 
or failure of innovation initiatives and allows for the identifica-
tion of best practices and common pitfalls.

Relevance to policy and Practice
Case studies provide tangible examples that can inform policy-
makers, business leaders, and other stakeholders. By focusing 
on real-world scenarios, the findings are directly applicable to 
decision-making processes and can guide the adoption of pro-
active, transparent, and future-focused approaches to innovation 
[19].

Data Collection and Analysis
The study utilizes secondary data sources, including academic 
literature, government reports, industry publications, and cred-
ible media coverage. These sources are triangulated to ensure 
accuracy and reliability. A narrative analysis approach is em-
ployed to identify recurring themes, draw insights, and establish 
connections between innovation practices and their outcomes.

In sum, the case study methodology is a robust and appropriate 
choice for this research, as it aligns with the study's objectives of 
exploring the distinctions between innovation and reinvention and 
deriving practical implications from real-world examples [20].

The case
Anura lost his iPhone 15 on December 15, 2024, while traveling 
between Borella and Kaduwela in Colombo the capital city of 
Sri Lanka. What followed was a grueling process that highlight-
ed the bureaucratic labyrinth ordinary citizens must navigate. 
Although armed with advice from two telecommunications vet-
erans, Anura embarked on a quest to retrieve his phone, only to 
encounter roadblocks at every turn.

Conflicting Advice and Bureaucratic Hurdle
Ravi, a retired IT engineer with over four decades of experience, 
outlined a standard procedure: file a police report, present it to 
the mobile network provider, and let the Telecommunications 
Regulatory Commission (TRC) handle the rest. Siri, a board 
member of a prominent telecom network, confirmed that bypass-
ing the police was not an option due to legal requirements [21].

Despite their expertise, neither expert was aware of a critical 
fact: the phone-tracking system had been compromised in 2022. 
Anura’s initial attempts at the police station were equally dis-
heartening. Officers refused to provide him with a copy of his 
complaint, citing outdated practices, and he spent hours navigat-
ing red tape before finally obtaining a certified copy.
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The TRC Encounter
With the police report in hand, Anura visited the TRC in Nara-
henpita about 20km away from his office. The experience was 
no less frustrating. Initially directed back to the police by secu-
rity staff, Anura had to argue his way into the premises. Inside, 
a polite but unhelpful officer informed him that the system for 
tracing lost phones had not been operational since 2018 [22].

The officer defended the TRC’s actions, stating they had in-
formed the Inspector General of Police (IGP) about the changes, 
expecting the information to trickle down to individual stations. 
Anura, however, was unimpressed. “This top-down communica-
tion approach is ineffective,” he argued, highlighting the need-
less time, effort, and money wasted by citizens due to a lack of 
public awareness.

Hacking Revelations and Concealed Truths
•	 During his discussions, Anura uncovered an unsettling 

truth: the phone-tracking system had been hacked in 2022. 
The authorities, presumably, fearing a rise in crimes involv-
ing mobile phones, had opted to keep this information un-
der wraps, leaving the public in the dark about the system’s 
shortcomings.

•	 “Your problem,” Anura told the TRC officer, “is sending 
people here and there without telling them the truth. If crim-
inals know the system is down, they might exploit it—but 
hiding it isn’t the solution.”

Anura’s Call for Transparency
Frustrated but undeterred, Anura vowed to bring the issue to 
light. He criticized the TRC for its lack of accountability, calling 
for a more proactive approach to public communication. “If I 
were the minister or the PM, I would prioritize making citizens’ 
lives easier and saving public resources,” he said.

On his way out, Anura ensured he had proof of his visit by pho-
tographing the TRC’s logbook, documenting yet another step in 
his relentless pursuit of accountability.

Lessons from the Saga
Anura’s experience serves as a cautionary tale about the conse-
quences of poor communication and systemic inefficiencies. It 
underscores the urgent need for:
•	 Transparent Communication: Regulatory bodies like the 

TRC must ensure critical updates reach all stakeholders, in-
cluding the public, in a clear and accessible manner.

•	 Streamlined Processes: Citizens should not have to endure 
unnecessary delays and expenses to resolve simple issues.

•	 Accountability: Authorities must take responsibility for ad-
dressing systemic failures instead of deflecting blame.

Narrative analysis
The Incident Reveals Three Critical Lessons
•	 Reinvention is Limited: Tweaking old systems is a short-

term solution that often fails to address root causes.
•	 Innovation is Essential: Inventing new systems is a proac-

tive approach that prepares institutions for future challeng-
es.

•	 Communication Matters: Transparency about system 
changes and their implications is vital for maintaining pub-
lic trust.

For example, had authorities openly acknowledged the hacking 
of the phone-tracing system and communicated new protocols 
effectively, citizens would have been spared the frustration of 
navigating a broken process. A new, transparent system could 
have restored confidence and delivered better outcomes.

Why Reinventing the Wheel Persists?
Despite its limitations, reinventing the wheel persists because it 
appears easier and less costly in the short term. Decision-makers 
often fear the risks and disruptions associated with building new 
systems. However, this mindset ignores the long-term costs of 
inefficiency and the missed opportunities for innovation.

The Path Forward
To break free from the cycle of reinvention, we must adopt a 
mindset of innovation:
•	 Invest in Research and Development: Allocate resources 

to design and implement systems that meet modern needs.
•	 Foster Collaboration: Engage stakeholders, including cit-

izens, experts, and policymakers, to create inclusive and 
effective solutions.

Embrace Change
Recognize that bold decisions to build anew are often necessary 
for meaningful progress.

Reinventing the wheel may feel familiar, but it is not sustain-
able in an era of rapid change. The challenges of today require 
us to invent systems that are resilient, efficient, and responsive. 
As the incident with the lost phone demonstrates, clinging to 
outdated frameworks not only wastes resources but also erodes 
public trust.

By embracing innovation, we can create systems that not only 
solve current problems but also anticipate and adapt to future 
challenges. It is time to stop patching the cracks and start build-
ing the foundations for a better tomorrow.

The debate between inventing new systems and reinventing the 
wheel is not merely theoretical; it has real-world implications 
for efficiency, equity, and progress. The cases of Estonia’s e-gov-
ernment, Singapore’s urban planning, and Rwanda’s healthcare 
delivery illustrate the transformative potential of systemic inno-
vation. Conversely, failures like the Sri Lankan phone-tracing 
debacle and the IRS’s legacy systems highlight the limitations 
of tweaking outdated frameworks.

The future belongs to those who dare to imagine and build anew. 
By prioritizing invention over reinvention, societies can create 
systems that are resilient, adaptable, and capable of meeting the 
challenges of a rapidly changing world. As Schumpeter and oth-
er scholars remind us, true progress lies in creative destruction—
the courage to let go of the past and embrace the possibilities of 
the future.

Conclusions
The comparative analysis of innovation and reinvention reveals 
that systemic innovation often delivers transformative results 
while reinvention struggles to address foundational inefficien-
cies. As evidenced by case studies such as Estonia’s e-gov-
ernment system, Singapore’s urban mobility innovations, and 
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Rwanda’s drone-based healthcare delivery, the proactive cre-
ation of new systems not only overcomes existing limitations 
but also anticipates future challenges. Conversely, the pitfalls of 
reinventing outdated frameworks, such as those observed in Sri 
Lanka’s phone-tracing system and the United States’ IRS legacy 
tax processing systems, underscore the inefficiencies and public 
dissatisfaction inherent in relying on incremental updates.

The analysis also highlights the barriers to systemic innovation, 
including institutional inertia, resource constraints, and cultur-
al resistance. Overcoming these challenges requires visionary 
leadership, transparent communication, and strategic investment 
in research and development. The lessons drawn from the nar-
rative of Anura’s experience in Sri Lanka further emphasize the 
urgent need for transparent processes, accountability, and inno-
vation- driven policymaking to rebuild public trust and optimize 
resource utilization.

In conclusion, the path forward demands a shift in mindset—
from perpetually patching outdated systems to boldly inventing 
new ones. By prioritizing systemic innovation, societies can cre-
ate resilient and adaptable frameworks that meet contemporary 
needs while preparing for future complexities. The debate be-
tween reinvention and innovation is more than theoretical; it is 
a critical determinant of societal progress, equity, and efficiency. 
As Schumpeter’s principle of creative destruction advocates, the 
courage to dismantle and rebuild is essential for achieving sus-
tainable development and long-term success.

In conclusion, the literature collectively supports the premise 
that innovation, rather than reinvention, is the key to creating re-
silient and future-ready systems. The case studies and theoretical 
insights reinforce the urgency of embracing systemic innovation 
to address contemporary challenges and secure long-term soci-
etal benefits.
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