Time for a change?
Is innovation important? While change for change’s sake is a waste of time and effort, no company can afford complacency 
Some of us are comfortable with change. Some of us don’t believe in rocking the boat. But in business, can any of us afford to stand still? ‘Change’ was something of a buzz word in the eighties and nineties, but with the advent of the more cautious noughties, clinging to the familiar began to feel like a safer alternative.

Change for change’s sake can do more harm than good. A scramble to launch new products can lead to ‘innoflation’, which sees companies producing ever fatter sales catalogues for increasingly unimpressed customers, spiralling costs and decreasing returns on investment. New product development is risky – 80% of new products fail – no business, large or small, can afford to get it wrong too many times. 

However stagnation is not healthy either, and in a fast moving world, a ‘steady as she goes’ approach could be the most risky option of all. Fiddling about with an existing product range, adding a new size pack or an extra couple of colours, does not excite your customers. It promises customer’s ‘something new’, but all that is delivered is ‘something slightly better’. It is only by taking a long hard look at your customer’s problems and coming up with radical new ways of solving them that a company can flourish in the long term. 
So what are the secrets of successful innovation?

· Think carefully about the market for your product. Innovation is not for the feint-hearted, but neither is it for the fool-hardy. Just because something is new, it does not mean it is good, and your idea must meet real customer needs.
· Test your product and research your market, but treat your findings with care. New Coke was launched because in blind taste tests, customers preferred the sweet taste of Pepsi. Consumers rejected the sweet new version of an old favourite, and the new variant bombed because Coca-Cola had underestimated the power of the brand’s image to alter perceptions of taste.
· Ask the right questions. Conventional research into opening a book shop for example might lead to a number of small changes, such as wider choice, or longer opening hours. Retail chain Borders looked into what customers liked or didn’t like about the whole reading experience. They found that customers wanted time to read in peace and quiet, and so they installed sofas, coffee machines and played classical music. The chain became the largest in the US, with over 650 stores.

· Similarly, a truly innovative company doesn’t blindly follow consumer research, and what customers tell you they want isn’t always what they really want – there was no demand for the light bulb until Edison invented it. 

· Look beyond what the competition is doing. Starbucks charged almost three times the going rate for a cup of coffee, but the company realised that customers were prepared to pay more for better and more consistent coffee, and created a whole new market.
· Balance basic improvements which lead to short-term wins, with more dramatic changes to the way your business operates that pave the way for longer term success. Tesco’s successful ‘Every little helps’ ad campaign, the introduction of the Clubcard and supply chain improvements were basic innovation tweaks, while the launch of an internet based home delivery service addressed the problem that people hate food shopping, no matter how pleasant the store. 
