
he Nobel Prize-winning chemist 
Linus Pauling once declared: "The 
best way to have a good idea is to 
have lots of ideas." He's half right. 
Having lots of ideas is a great 

start, but it won't get you very far unless you 
can recognise which are the good ones. Most 
companies have lots of ideas; far fewer end up 
developing and launching the right ones. 

An efficient innovation process requires 
making the right calls about potential winners 
before the expensive and resource-hungry 
business of product development even begins, 
at the stage known as concept screening. 
Once significant time and money has been 
spent developing a product, it becomes 
difficult to put the brakes on. If innovation is 
to deliver value to the bottom line, then it is 
essential to get concept screening right. 

Take a trip to the supermarket and it's 
easy to see the type of 'innovation' that 
traditional concept screening favours. The 
vast majority of new launches are familiar (and 
not particularly innovative) brand extensions: 
new flavour, new easy-to-close pack, with 
added vitamins, or similar. If you want to find 
genuine game-changing innovations, you may 
be scanning the shelves for a while. 

Why are innovation processes delivering so 
few genuinely innovative products? The simple 
answer is that many of the most innovative 
ideas don't make the cut because concept 
screening ignores their transformative 
potential, and instead favours products that 
existing customers are likely to buy. 

Traditional screening judges concepts 
based on an aggregate projection of total 
sales, regardless of where those sales come 
from. To judge ideas' true potential, it needs 
to start looking at the incremental sales (or 
growth) they could deliver. And to do this 
accurately, researchers need to replace 
traditional aggregate analysis with an 
individual-based approach. Decision-makers 
should really be interested in whether a new 
launch will grow overall revenues; what they 
tend to be told instead is how many units it 
will sell. These two things are not the same. 

Traditional concept screening evaluates 
ideas among (150-200) target consumers 
across a selection of metrics (purchase intent 
being the most common) to determine 
whether they clear a 'success hurdle' and 
merit further development. 

But, potential take-up for a product 
actually has a weak, negative correlation to 
the incremental growth that the product 
is likely to deliver. Looking at the typical 
concept screening process, we can see why. 
Consumers usually respond more positively 
to an idea that includes a familiar brand, with 
values they already understand, for example 
an orange-flavoured KitKat or a new pack 
format for a popular washing detergent. 
However, the people most likely to be 
attracted to such products are existing 

buyers of the parent brand, and therefore 
the products come with a high risk of 
cannibalisation that erodes incremental 
growth. Take-up is of far less value to a 
company if the sales come at the expense of 
the parent brand, particularly given that the 
margin on new products is typically lower 
than on existing products. 

Therefore, the number of people who 
are likely to buy your new product tells you 
only part of the story about how valuable 
that launch will be in terms of growth. TNS 
data, across a range of consumer goods 
categories, shows that 40% of decisions made 
during concept screening would be different 
if companies looked at the incremental value 
a product would deliver, rather than simply 
how popular it was likely to be. 

Kodak is one of many that would have 
benefited from a different perspective during 
concept screening. Its Kodak Funtime film was 
taken off the market within months after it 
proved hugely popular among existing 
customers. The problem was that, as a 
low-cost alternative to existing Kodak 
products, Funtime was doing a great job of 
eroding revenue per unit: the worst kind of 
cannibalisation. 

An incremental view is absolutely essential 
if innovation is to deliver the growth expected 
of it by companies. This isn't just a question of 
weeding out cannibalistic ideas; it's a 
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