
Even icons need updates.

Radio Flyer’s classic red steel-and-wood wagon was largely unchanged for 75 years, 
until plastic entered the picture. The latest craze is a foldable wagon made from fabric 
and steel, some with sides that fold down into a bench or have a snap-on canopy.

“The folding wagon came along in 2016,” says“The folding wagon came along in 2016,” says Tom Schlegel, chief innovation officer of 
the Chicago-based company. “Within a year, we were selling more folding wagons than 
plastic wagons.”

The related patents are still flowing through to Radio Flyer, which cracks the top 10 of the 
Most Innovative Companies list for the first time this year. Eighteen of the company’s 75 
employees work in product design. The company has received 76 patents, two-thirds of 
which have come in the past 15 years.

Radio Flyer still sells its wood-and-steel classic, but itRadio Flyer still sells its wood-and-steel classic, but it’s always reinventing the wagon — 
and itself.

A few years ago, it partnered with Tesla on a battery-operated car, and the innovations 
are still showing up in the company’s growing patent and product portfolios. Tesla is a 
leader in lithium-ion battery technology, which gave Radio Flyer’s design team valuable 
insights. “We wondered, could we do it?” Schlegel says. “It was a challenge, and it was 
unique. But we have different battery-operated products in development as a result of it.”
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No one has a franchise on innovation. Crain’s Most Innovative Companies list includes 
venture-backed startups and century-old stalwarts, those that are privately held and 
publicly traded. The list, now in its eighth year, uses patent output as a window into what 
Chicago companies are good at: wireless electronics, artificial intelligence, medical 
devices and manufacturing equipment with cutting-edge technology. The ranking, done 
with intellectual property adviser Ocean Tomo, reveals the diversity of our economy, from 
software and pharmaceuticals to retail and factories. And it provides insight into the 
nature of innovation itself. Some inventors are looking to breathe new life into old nature of innovation itself. Some inventors are looking to breathe new life into old 
businesses, others are creating new ones from scratch. Read on for a close-up look at 
where they found inspiration for their latest inventions and how they’re trying to pick up 
the pace of innovation.
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Great ideas come from firms large and small, old and new. We scoured 
patents to find the places creating solutions for problems you perhaps 
didn’t even know existed. You’ll be wowed.


