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It’s not the consumers’ job to know what they want.

—Apple Computer cofounder Steve Jobs

Larry [Page] is into making people what he wants them to be—which is a little smarter.

—Former Google Executive (from author’s private correspondence)

Are we going to say sorry for our lack of customer service? Absolutely not!

—Ryanair CEO Michael O’Leary
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Introduction: The Ask

This brief book explains how a simple question—who do you want your customers to become?—transforms strategic, marketing, and innovation insights. This question—what I’ll call “The Ask”—successfully provokes managers and entrepreneurs into reimagining, redefining, and redesigning their customers’ future. Whether you’re in professional services, business-to-business, or consumer products, understanding what innovations ask customers to become fundamentally changes how to invest to create new value.

The Ask is central for any serious business strategist, marketer, or innovator because it acknowledges a fundamental truth: Customers change. Always.

Customers are constantly becoming something else. They adapt. They learn. They grow. They’re not finicky consumers passively expecting markets to please, satisfy, or delight them; they’re actually dynamic collaborators and authors of their own futures. They’re not stupid; they’re skeptical. They want to make sure they’re going in the right direction.

This book is about understanding, defining, and influencing where your customers are going and who they want to become when they get there. The Ask offers a lightweight but high-impact methodology for aligning strategic, marketing, brand, and innovation leaderships around customer transformation. That transformation comes from innovatively investing in who you want your customers to become.










The Problem “The Ask” Solves

You know your customers want more value. You know your firm has talented people and innovation potential. But your market research, branding efforts, and strategic insights feel tired. You seem to have the same innovation conversations over and over again. You’re frustrated. So are your colleagues. You know you need a different perspective and new energy. You know you need radically better insights into who your customers want to become and how your innovations should get them there.

This book gets you to those insights fast. Using case examples and simple self-tests, it helps elicit who you want your customers to become and why. You will rethink how to align key brand, marketing, and innovation investments with your customer’s future. The result? Your strategic awareness will skyrocket. You’ll revitalize your brand positioning. Your customers and prospects alike will look at your marketing efforts with new eyes.

Whether you’re a marketing executive, brand manager, entrepreneur, or strategic innovator, you will never look at your innovation efforts—or your customers’ futures—the same way. You will understand how successful innovation goes beyond sales, marketing, and serving customers better; you will learn how innovation creates better customers.












The Road Map for This Book

This book starts with a detailed description of The Ask and explains why The Ask is one of the most powerful questions you can ask about your business, just as important as Theodore Levitt’s famous Marketing Myopia question, “What business are we in?”

One way to appreciate the power of The Ask for your business is to first apply it to yourself. The next section encourages “internalizing” The Ask by looking at some of the innovations you’ve adopted recently and thinking about what they’ve asked you to become. How have they changed who you are? Do you like—or resent—what they’ve asked you to become?

The core of the book explores six key insights that follow from the question, “Who do you want your customers to become?” and the practical implications for serious innovators, marketers, and strategists:

	Innovation is an investment in human capital—in the capabilities and competencies of your customers. Your future depends on their future.

	Innovation is about designing customers, not just new products, new services, and new user experiences.

	Customer vision is as important as corporate vision. Your corporate vision and mission statement should respect and reflect your vision of your customer’s future.

	Align customer vision (what you want your customers to become) with user experience (what your innovations ask them to do).

	If you can’t be your own best beta, find and design the customers who can.

	Anticipate—and manage—the dark side of The Ask.


Examples, key questions, and practical exercises build upon and extend these insights to real-world practice and implementation.

More than a novel intellectual exercise or analytical framework, The Ask offers a fundamentally different question of how organizations can—and should—create value.










Innovation Transforms Customers

The Ask—Who do you want your customers to become?—is as important to determining enterprise success as, What business are we in? How do we delight our customers? and What is our brand? The Ask goes beyond entrepreneurial truism and cliché. Solutions that merely please, serve, meet the needs/specs, or delight customers don’t go far enough. They represent yesterday’s marketing and design paradigms. They’re too rooted in the now. They misunderstand innovation’s real impact—transforming customers.

Look at the auto industry. Henry Ford’s mass-produced Model T was a fantastic innovation. But its biggest impact, by far, was turning ordinary people into drivers. Does anyone doubt that Toyota’s Prius, Honda’s Civic (natural gas) and other automotive “greenovations” are less tales of technological ingenuity than global initiatives asking drivers to become more environmentally responsible? What is the Prius’s “innovation ask”? That auto owners become as ecologically correct and ingenious as the vehicles they drive. Toyota’s Prius literally and figuratively becomes as much a vehicle for eco-transformation as transportation.

Are these companies creating better cars? Or is their real aspiration to create better—and different—drivers? Look to the future. As innovators like Ford, BMW, and Google aggressively commercialize the technological promise of “driverless cars,” historically, human components of driving accelerate into anachronism.1 The very meaning of “driving” is transformed. Perhaps tomorrow’s “innovation ask” in automotives is that drivers become passengers chauffeured by semiautonomous robots.










Asking Customers to Become Someone Else

Customers don’t just adopt innovations; they alter them, adapt to them, and are changed by them. Like economic Charles Darwins, successful innovators strive to observe and understand how their customers evolve.

Pick any product or service that matters. Google’s search engine. Credit cards. Boeing’s 747. The iPhone. Amazon’s recommendation engines. Microprocessors. Subprime mortgages. Indoor plumbing. Laparoscopic surgery. Fracking. Computer-aided design. Customer loyalty programs. The steam engine. Text messaging. GPS.

Pick any innovator who matters: Jeff Bezos. Steve Jobs. Henry Ford. Estée Lauder. Bob Noyce. Sam Walton. Werner Siemens. Coco Chanel. Matthew Boulton. Akio Morita. Eiji Toyoda. Walt Disney. Marvin Bower. Mark Zuckerberg.

Successful innovators don’t just ask customers and clients to do something different; they ask them to become someone different. Facebook asks its users to become more open and sharing with their personal information, even if they might be less extroverted in real life. Amazon turned shoppers into information-rich consumers who could share real-time data and reviews, cross-check prices, and weigh algorithmic recommendations on their paths to online purchase. Who shops now without doing at least some digital comparisons of price and performance?

Successful innovators ask users to embrace—or at least tolerate—new values, new skills, new behaviors, new vocabularies, new ideas, new expectations, and new aspirations. They transform their customers. Successful innovators reinvent their customers as well as their businesses. Their innovations make customers better and make better customers.













Google Gets It: Creating Better Searchers

Google provides an excellent example of understanding and acting on “The Ask.” The company’s PageRank algorithms—honed and polished by cofounders Larry Page and Sergey Brin—fundamentally redefined the power and potential of Internet “search.” Google’s link-based architecture quickly became more than the world’s most successful search engine. The technology effectively made its users partners and collaborators. The multibillion-dollar innovation investments made in hardware, software, and network technologies were also investments in the collective intelligence of Google’s users.

“Google gets smarter every time someone makes a link on the web,” declared Tim O’Reilly, the publisher and Internet investor who coined the Web 2.0 sobriquet.2 “Google gets smarter every time someone makes a search. It gets smarter every time someone clicks on an ad. And it immediately acts on that information to improve the experience for everyone else. It’s for this reason I argue that the real heart of Web 2.0 is harnessing collective intelligence.”

O’Reilly is correct. Google’s algorithms continuously build on its customers’ collective intelligence. What makes the company’s collective intelligence algorithms so brilliant, says Google research vice president Alfred Specter, is that Google is constantly learning from—as well as about—its users.3 This is Google’s distinguishing competence.

Consequently, declaring that Google is in the search business radically misunderstands both its technology and business model. Google is just as heavily committed to the “searcher” business. The company has created and refined literally hundreds of millions of searchers even as it performs hundreds of billions of searches. Think of this ongoing innovation investment as a computational “customer kaizen.” Google continuously improves the quality of its search by improving the capabilities of its searchers—and vice versa. As Google’s searchers grow smarter and more sophisticated, so does Google. Win/win.

This enormous global pool of new and improved human capital had never before been profitably tapped. Google has reaped disproportionate returns not just on its capital investments in search software and silicon but from its human capital investments in searchers.

Just as Henry Ford’s automobiles created a new nation of drivers, Google’s search engine(s) networked a new world of searchers. Just as improving a car demands a different design sensibility than improving drivers, enhancing search poses technically distinct challenges from enhancing searchers. Henry Ford mass-produced drivers; Sergey Brin and Larry Page globally interconnected searchers. These entrepreneurs redefined and transformed the customer capabilities of their eras. They create a new vision of the customer.

“Larry [Page] is into making people what he wants them to be,” says a former Google executive who worked closely with the cofounders, “which is a little smarter.”4

So what did young Google’s search innovations ask its customers to become?

Google asked customers to become people who wouldn’t think twice about spending a few moments to type in some words on their computer—don’t worry about typos!—and quickly scan the list of clickable links that instantly appeared. They could be confident their brief time commitment would give them exactly the link(s) they wanted or needed. Google’s innovation asked its users to become “instant searchers.” All for free. Hasta la vista AltaVista.

For anyone with Internet access, Google’s initial “innovation ask” was simple, easy, and low maintenance. (Compared to, say, Ford Motor’s Model T innovator’s ask, which minimally required the purchase of a horseless carriage, and the time and effort to learn how to drive.)

The genius of Google’s innovation ask—and, make no mistake, it is genius—was making impatience a customer virtue. Google aspired to create impatient users who expected easy interfaces and ridiculously fast results at absolutely zero cost. Google left for its rivals the more patient and plodding souls who didn’t mind paying a small price for slightly more complicated interfaces, noticeably slower response times, and pretty good results. Of course, those customers turned out not to exist.

The result? Google’s competitors have been forced to live search environments defined by Google’s innovator’s ask. They’ve been forced to come up with differentiating innovator’s asks of their own. Microsoft’s Bing and Wolfram’s alpha both understand that their asks—not just their technologies—need to distinguish them from Google. They have no choice but to ask their users to become a measurably different kind of searcher. They need to complement as well as compete. They need to distinctively invest in their users. This goes beyond traditional strategy and branding.

Classic MBA innovation marketing or marketing innovation analysis would say Google fulfilled a latent or explicit need and/or delighted its customers. This is not wrong. But it is woefully inadequate. The innovator’s ask suggests Google dramatically redefined—even recreated—the market by simultaneously training and successfully learning from its customers.

Google’s ease of search and collective intelligence algorithms represent ongoing innovation investments in the human capital and capabilities of customers. Google successfully made its hundreds of millions of customers more valuable to the company and for each other. Google’s advertising-based business model monetized the innovation investments it had made.

Google is, indeed, in the search business, but its future success remains predicated on customers becoming better, more frequent, more discriminating, and more engaged searchers. The human capital is king. Google’s customers did become a little smarter. Maybe a lot smarter.

Consequently, whenever Google innovates, improving interfaces, algorithms, or user experiences isn’t enough. Google must also answer a unique variant of its innovator’s ask: What does our proposed innovation ask our searchers to become?

What does Google+ ask Google’s global community of searchers to become? You can be sure Larry Page knows the answer(s) to that.













Who’s My Little Princess?

Google’s innovation in human capital was rooted in algorithmic architectures. One of Walt Disney’s most profitable innovations is rooted in the fantasy aspirations of little girls. Both innovations quickly transformed their customers’ expectations and behaviors. Disney offers a case study of a $4 billion global brand that emerges from investing in the customer’s imagination rather than product details.

Ariel. Belle. Cinderella. Mulan. Pocahontas. Jasmine. Sleeping Beauty. Snow White. Some innovation asks are so obvious, so compelling, and so overwhelmingly successful that they could only happen by accident. Walt Disney’s “Princess” line is the happy child of such marketing serendipity.5 No Disney marketing innovation built greater brand equity and more profitability faster. The key? Paying attention and asking exactly the right innovation question.

When Nike-turned-Disney executive Andy Mooney checked out a Disney on Ice show in Phoenix in 2000, he couldn’t help noticing that many of the little girls in attendance were dressed up like little make-believe Disney princesses. These costumes were, for the most part, homemade. Mooney, who had run Nike’s global apparel operations, had never seen anything like it. He quickly convened a meeting of his team and launched the Princess initiative.

At that time, consumer product marketing for Disney characters like Snow White and Cinderella was almost exclusively tied to releases and re-releases of its signature movies. The movie operations liked it that way. These characters were its brands and were marketed accordingly. The focus was on selling the individual characters, not what they stood for.

But as Variety observed in 2005, “Mooney bundled Snow White and Cinderella with six of their peers—Ariel, Belle, Jasmine, Mulan, Pocahontas and Sleeping Beauty—and repackaged the whole group as princesses. No longer were these characters identified only with their isolated fairy tales. They were an exalted sorority, a justice league for the sandbox set.”6

Barely a half-decade later, Disney had turned a more than $200-million-a-year line of dolls into a global marketing juggernaut generating over $4 billion in annual revenues. Over twenty-five thousand different Princess products—from pajamas, Halloween costumes, Disney Princess pink paint, sleeping bags, toothbrushes, mobile phones, and so on—were under license. The brand is the leading licensed toy brand in the United States among all girls and the top toy brand for dolls and role play for girls between the ages of two and five. The National Retail Federation ranked Disney Princess among the top-ten most popular holiday gifts for five consecutive years.

The global success of Disney Princess is inarguable. But Mooney’s breakthrough insight went well beyond thematically bundling characters and wrapping a licensing program around them. Instead of “How can Disney do a better job making its female characters more exciting, vibrant, and appealing?” or “How can Disney better market and sell its iconic characters?” a single (retrospectively) obvious question presented itself at that Phoenix Disney on Ice show: What do little girls want to become?

The answer was literally right before Mooney’s eyes. Walt Disney had a more creatively diverse portfolio of princesses than any other enterprise in the world. Disney’s “ask” became a fundamental design principle for the entire line: What does the innovation ask its customer to become? More like the princess she wants to be.

That’s powerful. That’s profitable. That’s transformative.













Getting Beyond Marketing (and Strategic) Myopia

For serious students of management, these questions and cases recall Theodore Levitt’s classic 1960 article, “Marketing Myopia.”7 The article is the most requested reprint in the history of the Harvard Business Review. This book builds upon its central question.

Levitt argued the single most important marketing-strategy issue confronting executives was, “What business are we in?” Most companies, he insisted, fundamentally misunderstand their markets and thus facilitate their own obsolescence.

“The classic example of this is the buggy whip industry,” Levitt observed. “No amount of product improvement could stave off its death sentence. But had the industry defined itself as being in the transportation business . . . it might have survived. It would have done what survival always entails, change.”

Marketing myopia prevented the industry from seeing what business it was really in. To succeed, Levitt maintained, “The entire corporation must be viewed as a customer-creating and customer-satisfying organism. Management must think of itself not as producing products but as providing customer-creating value satisfactions . . . In short, the organization must learn to think of itself not as producing goods or services but as buying customers, as doing the things that will make people want to do business with it.”

The innovator’s ask refines and reframes Levitt’s organizing insight. What business a company is in depends, in large part, not on existing customers but who tomorrow’s customers will—and should—be. Could the core competence and customers of buggy whips have been successfully translated to steering wheels? Successful innovations simultaneously anticipate and create those customers.

This essential marriage of marketing and innovation was superbly articulated by management’s prolific guru a tutti guru, Peter Drucker. “Marketing and innovation produce results,” he observed. “All the rest are costs.” Indeed. The Ask is a question explicitly designed to align marketing and innovation for results.

In effect, The Ask represents a managerial mash-up of Levitt’s “Marketing Myopia” manifesto and Drucker’s 1954 The Practice of Management declaration that “there is only one valid definition of a business purpose: to create a customer” [emphasis in original]. Drucker didn’t go far enough. The innovator’s ask explicitly addresses the kinds of customers companies want—and need—to create.

Pace Drucker, the real purpose of business is to profitably transform a customer. Strategic innovators—as well as serious strategists, marketers, designers, and brand champions—must constantly ask themselves: Who do our customers want to become? What kind of customers should we be investing to create? What kind of customers will our innovations “buy”?

If the purpose of business is to transform a customer, then the purpose of The Ask is determining and detailing the dimensions of that transformation. The Ask is a clear call to action that demands strategic introspection. How will a proposed innovation change our customers? What makes that change special or unique? What makes us believe that? Is that the change we really want? How do we know?

Virtually everything Drucker and Levitt observed remains as valid today as when it was first written. But The Ask illuminates their work from a vastly underappreciated marketing and innovation perspective.

Markets and customers are dynamic. They’re always changing, always evolving. What do our innovations—what do our competitors’ innovations?—ask them to become? Is what we’re asking them to become good for them and good for our business? Their passion for value creation suggest Drucker and Levitt would take those questions seriously.









Internalizing “The Ask”: Understand What Innovators Ask You to Become

A little introspection can go a long way. The Ask is best understood by answering it for yourself. Begin with innovations you’ve said yes to over the past few years. Look hard at the product and/or service innovation you’ve chosen. Whether digital, medical, physical, financial, social, or professional, those innovations helped make you who you are today. You picked them because they made an impact.

Now ask: How have they changed who you are? In what ways do you believe they influence the person or professional you’re becoming? How do you know? Do you like what your chosen innovations are doing to—and for—you?

Honest answers will give you empathy and insight. The innovations you adopt shape the person you will be. The innovations your customers and clients adopt similarly reshape them. As an innovator, you want insight into both. Start thinking seriously about how the innovations you embraced, accepted—or reluctantly accommodated—have transformed you. Know thyself.

Take a tangible real-world example: Look at your smartphone. How long have you used it? What are the five features, functions, and apps you use most often? How do you know? Try to recall the last new trick you learned to get more value from your device. Did you teach yourself or did someone show you? Was it worth the effort?

Those questions should be easy. The introspective ones get harder. But they illuminate why The Ask consistently elicits essential—and actionable—innovation insights:

What’s the single most important impact your smartphone has had on your life?

How has that changed you? In your own mind, has that change made you a better person? More responsive? More productive? More aware? More engaged? The way you use—need—your smartphone changes how you manage your time and your relationships. The more innovatively you get value from your smartphone, the more impact it’s had on your life.

When you consistently and persistently do something new, you become someone different. (Similarly, when your customers and clients consistently and persistently do something new, they become something different.) How well do you appreciate that difference?

Of course, innovation—like everything else in life and markets—comes with costs as well as benefits. Which smartphone-driven changes in yourself do you most regret or resent? What do you dislike about what your smartphone has asked you to become?

When you accept the tangible reality that innovation changes who you become, you begin to acquire the ability to innovatively empathize with your customers.

Of course it’s possible to believe you’re exactly the same person you’ve always been . . . only with a smartphone. That may even be true. The odds, however, suggest that response is either disingenuous or obtuse. What’s far likelier is a sheepish acknowledgment that you are, indeed, a noticeably different person when you don’t have your smartphone. You know your smartphone has become part of who you now are.

But self-diagnosis is barely half the story. You are not the sole judge of who you’ve become. Your smartphone behaviors both at work and at home also change how you’re perceived. Just ask. Your friends, family, and colleagues would say your smartphone has made you much more . . . ? And much less . . . ? Do they like you better when you talk, text, e-mail, or Facebook?

Would you likely agree with their characterizations? Or do you believe you have greater insight and awareness into how this technology has changed—and is changing—who you are? Is there any chance that what your friends say will surprise you? Remember, you’ve also observed how smartphones change the everyday behaviors of friends and colleagues. The technology has transformed them. What have they become? What has this technology effectively asked them to become?







What Does Siri Ask You to Become?

When Apple television advertisements show iPhone users asking Siri questions or telling “her” what to do, the company is doing far more than showing off the versatility of its voice-recognition, artificial intelligence interface. Siri’s company asks its customers to become the sort of people who wouldn’t think twice about talking to their phone as a sentient servant. Apple also asks its customers to become people who needn’t think twice about taking their smartphone’s advice either. Siri asks her users to become the kind of people who want to engage with her.

Ask yourself: How would you be different if you regularly had seven or eight conversations a day with your smartphone? As your upgraded smartphone became “smarter” and more fluent, would you chat even more frequently, seeking its information and advice? Can you see yourself as someone who would rather ask Siri for a restaurant recommendation for dinner instead of calling—or texting—a human friend?

With no humor intended, do you honestly believe that a person who talks to their phone ten times a day is the same person as someone who never talks to their phone?

These questions aren’t rhetorical. The Ask makes self-awareness, self-knowledge, and self-discovery essential to innovation conversations. They invite a different kind of empathy with customers and clients. Internalizing The Ask illuminates the kind of person you’d become if you were constantly on the phone with your phone. Don’t think for a moment that Apple, HTC, Samsung, and Nokia aren’t constantly debating what they want their next-generation smartphone to be asking their users to become. These companies understand they have to go beyond new features and functionality. Their innovations are training their customers to behave—not just think—different.










Short? Tall? Grande? Venti?: What Does Starbucks Want You to Become?

The Ask, however, is not a question of technology; it’s a useful and usable framework for rethinking how innovation transforms customers. Disruptive technology, like any other innovation enabler, is simply a means to an end. Starbucks coffee offers as constructive a case study as Siri’s advice. Coffee has been a provably profitable platform for novel asks. Whoever ordered “tall half-skinny half-1 percent extra hot split quad shot (two shots decaf, two shots regular) lattes with whip” before Howard Schultz launched Starbucks?

So what does a Clover-brewed cup of Organic Ethiopia Sidamo ask you to become?8

On the most immediate level, Starbucks asks customers to become sophisticated connoisseurs of complex coffees. Getting customers to appreciate coffee in all its forms is integral to the Starbucks value proposition (although, interestingly, not explicitly part of the company’s mission statement). This caffeinated core value is operationally reinforced at every Starbucks top management meeting, which ordinarily begin with coffee tastings.

From cups to coffeemakers to beans to Via instant coffee and K-Cup Packs, Starbucks’ “asks” stress neither convenience nor value pricing. They emphasize the cultivated, fair-trade, good taste of Starbucks’ customers. Where Siri asks Apple customers to become people who take talking with her for granted, Starbucks’ customers should become educated aficionados who’ll treat every Starbucks cup of coffee as a special experience.

Starbucks transforms individuals into customers who will (patiently) wait in line to pay a premium for high-tech, brewed, customized cups of exotic coffees. That’s remarkable. The distinction between profitably selling premium coffees and successfully turning customers into premium-paying coffee cognoscenti is not subtle. Innovative coffees are investments in increasing customer sophistication and appreciation. The greater their sophistication and appreciation, Starbucks calculates, the more valuable those customers become. Discriminating customers are assets. Starbucks innovates to increase its returns on this asset.

As Schultz has observed, “Coffee is at the center of what we do, but it’s about the experience we create in our stores and in our company . . . it’s a conduit to what we do.” Consequently, Starbucks’ strategic ambitions as “experience creator” have it developing innovation asks going well beyond coffee. Today’s experiences shape tomorrow’s customers.9

“We’re just as passionate about music as we are about coffee,” Starbuck declares.10 So what do Starbucks efforts to promote music ask its customers to become? How well does its proven ability to create and promote coffee connoisseurship translate to music. As this is written, Starbucks has no “pop culture” barista. Should it?

Mix in the wi-fi and—not unlike McDonald’s before it—the myriad of food options Starbucks offers, and the strategic question becomes not, “What is Starbucks’ long-term retail strategy?” but “What kind(s) of customers is Starbucks trying to create?”

What does Starbucks’ growing array/portfolio of innovations ask its customers to become?

If you, your friends, or family regularly experience Starbucks, those are great questions to answer. You represent the customers Starbucks wants to transform.



This Is Only a Test: What Is Your Organization’s “Ask”?

Read this section twice before answering the questions. Take no more than five minutes writing down your answers. Communicate the insights that matter most to you.

	Identify the single most successful innovation—product or service—your organization has introduced over the past three years. (You can define “success” along any dimension you’d like: profit, market share, business impact, customer impact, brand value, etc.) Write it down. Now.
Reality check I: Make sure a colleague you respect would agree that your choice was transformatively important. (Although she might have made another selection, she should find your choice reasonable.)


	In no more than three sentences, describe the two most important ways that innovation fundamentally changed the behaviors and expectations of your most important customer or market segment? In other words, how did your most successful innovation measurably change its users?
Reality Check II: This colleague should (largely) agree with these top two changes.


	In a single sentence, describe how this innovation should transform your best customers over the next two years.
Example: Starbucks

Most significant innovation: Starbucks card

The two most important ways the Starbucks card has measurably changed its customers is that the majority of their in-store purchases (for themselves and friends) is with the card and they look to the card for special benefits and promotions to get more value from their Starbucks’ experiences. During the two years after the card’s introduction, Starbucks customers see and treat the Starbucks card less as their “payments platform” than a passport for special treatment when traveling to Starbucks events, innovations, and offerings.


	Ask yourself, would you be comfortable presenting these innovation insights to your organization’s next most important customer or client?
Closely examine your answer. It should be immediately clear that The Ask isn’t an exercise in marketing mission statements, brand positioning, empathic design, technology road mapping, or strategic planning. None of these approaches answer the innovator’s ask. The Ask demands something else.




By the end of the book, your answers will be kernels for innovation conversations to help make your organization more aware, adaptive, and insightful. You’ll agree that The Ask requires a different discipline of inquiry and introspective rigor than more traditional analytics. Either way, The Ask provides a purposeful organizing principle and context for aligning innovation aspiration with measurable customer impact.













Transformational Insights: Revisiting—and Revising—The Fundamentals





Key Insight #1: Innovation Is an Investment in Human Capital—in the Capabilities and Competencies of Your Customers. Your Future Depends on Their Future.

Human capital creates innovation. But this book’s driving, animating insight is that innovation also creates human capital. Understanding that link is central to The Ask.

Nobel economist Gary Becker, whose pioneering human capital research helped define the entire field, observed, “Businessmen and women now think much more about the role of human capital in their success—how to attract it, nurture it, and invest in it . . . I’d like to think that businesses now appreciate the fact that, by far, their most important assets are their employees, and how they invest in their employees, how they treat their employees, how they raise the skill level of their employees—that is the dominant factor that determines whether they’re going to succeed. Bill Gates once said, ‘You take away the top 20 employees of Microsoft, we’ll just be an ordinary company. Top employees are what makes us.’ And that’s true in a lot of companies.”11

But Becker’s human capital narrative is woefully incomplete. His analysis ignores a cast of characters who are indispensable to any meaningful discussion of innovation. Innovative employees aren’t the only human capital resources in a dynamic innovation marketplace. What about the customers? What about the clients? Their human capital is critical to innovation success.

Let’s update Becker’s comments in light of how innovation transforms its beneficiaries. Perhaps the innovator’s most important assets “by far” aren’t its employees. Suppose its most important asset is its customers, and how it invests in its customers, how it treats its customers, how it raises the skill level of its customers. Maybe that’s a dominant factor determining whether this business is going to succeed. Yes, top employees matter enormously. They’re vital. But if Microsoft or McKinsey & Co. had their top-twenty clients taken away, they’d be less extraordinary firms. That’s true of a lot of other companies, too.

The human capital of customers matters. Increasing the human capital stock of customers and clients is as economically, financially, and strategically important as managing the human capital capabilities of the firm. Innovation generates a new wealth of human capital. Successful innovations are successful investments in the human capital stock of customers.

Nobel laureate economists such as Becker, Theodore Schultz, Robert Solow, Kenneth Arrow, Robert Lucas and Herbert Simon would surely consider innovation investment integral to human capital development. How different is educating undergraduates to solve Bayesian probability problems from training customers to effectively use a sophisticated Android statistics app? If retail innovators like Sylvan Goldman and Amazon’s Jeff Bezos teach people to shop in new ways, doesn’t that new knowledge create new opportunities for economic growth? To the extent customers and clients acquire new skills and new behavioral norms that make new value possible, they’ve enriched their human capital stock. Innovation makes them more valuable. Training workers and educating customers are simply opposite sides of the human capital coin.

Formal economic theory and empirical research have unfortunately underappreciated and undervalued the importance of the customer’s human capital in innovation success. That’s an oversight that deserves rapid remedy.

Successful innovators like Microsoft, Ford, Google, Apple, Amazon, and McKinsey have quantitatively and qualitatively increased the human capital stock of their customers and clients. The evidence strongly suggests they succeed because their innovations have made their customers more valuable.






Making Innovation More Valuable

If an innovation is an investment in customers, then serious innovators should make every reasonable effort to procure the best possible returns. Innovation as human capital investment pushes innovators to rethink how they really get value from their innovation initiatives. Value creation transcends sales and exchange. Investments are more than simple transactions; they’re a bet on the future of value.

How should innovators innovatively think about returns on their investments?

Look at people. Look at companies. Look at customers. Look at how individuals and institutions create economic value. Training and education are historically regarded as essential investment ingredients for human capital. Human capital development is regarded as indispensable for economic development and growth. That’s one of the most important fundamental insights from economics. Human capital is a source of wealth creation.

The innovations individuals and institutions embrace profoundly shape both their economic potential and values. For many individuals and enterprises, innovation investments often prove more stimulating and valuable than financial ones.

Truly successful innovations generate wealth for their users, not just their creators. Innovation capital creates human capital creates financial capital—and vice versa. Innovation can and should be thought of as a source of capital creation.

For all its conceptual flaws, an innovation capital perspective gives innovators a powerful framework for evaluating innovation investments. If customers are assets, then how should they best be managed? What innovation investment portfolios represent opportunities for healthy growth and returns? What do those returns look like on a risk-adjusted basis?

More provocatively, what do those innovation portfolios effectively ask their customers to become? The more innovative and competitive the industry, the more important that asset management becomes.

Innovation needs to be understood and interpreted as an investment in the human capital of customers. Focusing on new products, new processes, new services, and new technologies fundamentally misses the point. Yes, they enable new value creation. But value realization comes from how those innovations transform their customers’ perceptions, expectations, and performance. Innovation should be an investment narrative explaining how customers become more valuable.







Google: Immediate Gratification Isn’t Fast Enough

The more closely Google examined its users’ behaviors, the more relentlessly it reengineered itself around response time. The Web 2.0 global juggernaut quickly discovered that the quality and quantity of its search results mattered far less than speed. “Slow and steady doesn’t win the race,” observed Google’s Marissa Mayer at a Web 2.0 Summit in 2006. “Users respond to speed.”

Although users told Google they wanted more query results per search, the behavioral data said something else. Google found that search results pages with thirty results per page rather than the regular ten led to less search traffic and cut ad revenues 20 percent. Search volumes dropped. The reason? Speed. Pages with ten results loaded a half-second faster than pages with thirty. So Google optimized for speed.

The company reengineered Gmail and Google Maps around accelerated response times. When Google Maps boosted its throughput roughly 20 percent, traffic jumped 10 percent the first week and an additional 25 percent within the month. Mayer noted that one reason Google bought YouTube that year was that the entrepreneurial video service was far faster than its own offering. “You might say it’s obvious but it’s something bigger,” Mayer observed. Faster feedback facilitates faster learning curves for customers and company alike. “If . . . each transaction takes less time, you have expert users more satisfied.”12

Google’s greed for speed gave its users instant gratification. The ability to do more searches in less time was a win-win: a great user experience and great for Google’s business model.

By identifying and optimizing the user experience (UX) variable that really mattered most, Google brilliantly reinforced its “innovator’s ask.” Its innovations asked customers to become people who expected immediacy. Google’s UX economics made search faster and easier. Users could literally do more in less time. Speed enabled and accelerated how Google transformed customer expectations. A Pavlovian would say Google conditioned its searchers to immediate gratification.

To underscore the point, what would happen to the Google UX if each search took an extra second? Or if each change of map directions took an additional two seconds to download? Not only would these services be used less, they’d undermine Google’s innovation ask.

Google’s investment in speed wasn’t just an investment in algorithmic optimization and improved user experience; it was an investment in getting users to do significantly more searches in significantly less time. Google’s innovation meaningfully and measurably increased the capabilities of its customers. After all, if shaving half or three-quarters of a second off a search didn’t lead to greater usage, then its investment would have been purely about user experience. The empirical reality, however, was that investing in faster response times made Google’s customers significantly more valuable to Google. Win/win.








Key Insight #2: Innovation Is About Designing Customers, Not Just New Products, New Services, and New User Experiences.

Conventional management wisdom has evolved from thinking about innovation as designing for customers, to innovation as designing with customers. The Ask takes the next essential leap: thinking about innovation as designing customers. Innovation should be treated as a medium and method for (re)designing customers.

As one chief marketing officer of an Australian “big four” bank remarked, “I did not expect such an obvious question would produce such valuable discussion across our entire leadership. In retrospect, it made me realize how tactical our marketing and innovation conversations had been . . . it’s a little embarrassing, actually.”

What happened? Instead of talking about designing new products and services, the bank’s business, technology, and marketing leaders talked about designing new customers and customer segments. Evolving the customer became as important as improving user experience.

Customer segmentation discussions became debates about how innovation would influence segment evolution over the next two or three years. Instead of producing mobile apps that simply addressed known customer needs, bank leaders encouraged crowdsourcing efforts inviting customers to set their own innovation agendas. Where the bankers had seen innovation as a tool for extracting more value from more customers, they now saw it as a mind-set and methodology to make both customers and the bank more valuable. Innovation moved from functional silos to a collaborative process. The question helped initiate an ongoing culture change.

The bank’s leaders’ most unexpected conversation centered on turning their best consumer banking customers into evangelists. The marketing, technology, and customer service executives realized that communicating better with customers was less important than facilitating how its customers talked with each other about the bank’s offerings.

Making customers the (re)design focus fundamentally changes how innovators invest in change. At one global foods giant, The Ask prompted spirited debate about creating a “store within a store” instead of redesigning product packaging and point-of-purchase displays. These executives grasped that the future of a brand or a marketing promotion or a product enhancement demanded different conversations than defining their customers’ futures. Designing tomorrow’s best customer is not the same as designing tomorrow’s best product.







MacGyver Medicine for the Masses

By recognizing that its success depended on simultaneously cultivating and leveraging its users, an innovative MIT biomedical engineering initiative created a new generation of “medical MacGyvers.” By effectively designing “new customers,” MIT guaranteed the development of new products.

“About 90% of medical technology that reaches poor countries is hand-me-down equipment designed for first-world facilities,” observes José Gomez-Marquez, who heads the Little Devices Lab at MIT. “Expecting it to keep working is like expecting a used Rolls-Royce to survive the Paris-Dakar Rally. And after it malfunctions, it’s usually junked.”13

His response to the global challenge of providing effective health-care technologies in poor nations brilliantly embodies the innovator’s ask. Gomez-Marquez has a clear vision of what he wants his lab’s customers—the doctors, nurses, medical technicians, and health-care workers—to become. Every research initiative his lab undertakes focuses on how best to transform the innovation capabilities of its customers. Devising appropriate medical tools and technologies is important, says Gomez-Marquez, but developing better medical innovators is essential. “We believe that users in the developing world have the potential to be the everyday inventors of their own solutions,” he notes. “In a Nicaraguan hospital, a nurse might quietly create neonatal UV protectors from layers of surgical gauze. Around the corner in the operating room, surgeons can be found trading sutures for fishing line and drainage valves for cut-up soda bottles that work just as well. These inventive behaviors are often hidden. The designs are remaches, geuzas, improvisations, hacks. Not exactly the stuff of professional associations. This is only because they lack the last bit of formal engineering that makes them appear the brilliant solutions they in fact are.”14

To technically facilitate those improvisations and hacks, the Little Devices Lab has been developing what it calls MEDIKits—for medical education design and invention. The goal and role of these “Design for Hack” construction sets is encouraging informed invention by doctors and nurses in the field. They’re built for use in places where electricity and other basic services may be unavailable. Gomez-Marquez describes them as “medical Erector Sets.”

The “Drug Delivery Kit” was the Little Device’s first. It comes with core devices that include syringes, inhalers, pills, transdermal patches, and other items that might be found at your local pharmacy. The kit adds modifier elements that assemble couplings, extenders, springs, plungers, bicycle pumps, and template cutters by color-coding and shape-coding. These items, Gomez-Marquez says, “let users couple and change core device functionality within constraints. The last part of the kits package contains general purpose materials including Velcro, adhesives, paper and plastic sheeting, tubing, needles and respiratory masks.” “The last thing you want is for your users to start compromising the modifier’s safety limits because they ran out of tape,” he points out.15

Safety was, obviously, a primary concern when the Little Device Lab field-tested its MEDIKits. The kits came with all kinds of instructions and constraints to help ensure it was used as originally intended. So Gomez-Marquez admits that his team was surprised by just how adaptive its users were. “Something emerged we didn’t anticipate,” he recalls. “They hacked our kits.”

In other words, user improvisations went beyond the boundaries of the kits’ original intent. That, says Gomez-Marquez, turned out to be a good thing. Greater versatility in the MEDIKits’ improvisation led to unexpectedly useful innovation. In follow-up versions of the kit, the team learned to design degrees of freedom that anticipated user-driven modifications. It’s a nuanced approach to influencing which components become more versatile.

Cheap improvisational innovations that redesign customer expectations and behaviors are an important transformational theme. What Marquez’s MEDIKit is doing for underserved populations worldwide, Sylvan Goldman did for global retailers beginning in the 1930s. The supermarket entrepreneur successfully transformed how people shop worldwide.










The Newest Innovation in Shopping

Even Great Depressions can produce unexpectedly great—and enduring—innovations. As Sylvan Goldman, proprietor of Oklahoma City’s Standard Food Stores and Humpty Dumpty chain, watched his female clientele shop in 1936, he was struck by the obvious. Whenever the wicker shopping baskets the store provided for shoppers were too heavy or too full, clients stopped shopping. They couldn’t carry any more. So making the baskets bigger was pointless. That constraint was hurting business.

Goldman’s first solution was stopgap. He told store personnel to help shoppers carry their loaded baskets to checkout stands and provide empty baskets so they could continue shopping. The impact was marginal.

The breakthrough, legend goes, occurred when Goldman, working late one night, looked at two wooden folding chairs in his office.16 Each one could hold a basket. He began wondering, “What if . . . ?” What if the chair legs were made a little longer so another folding seat could be attached? Shoppers could then hang a wicker basket on each of them. What if wheels were attached to the chair’s legs? Turn the seat back into a handle. Shoppers could then wheel their baskets around with less effort. No more tired arms, aching backs, or balancing acts. Eliminate the carrying; increase the purchases.

Goldman immediately began prototyping “folding basket carriers.” A year and several iterations later, the first shopping cart made its in-store debut. Calling his invention “the newest innovation in shopping!” Goldman even built an advertising campaign around it: “Basket Juggling is a Lost Art at Your Standard Food Stores.” He had great expectations.

Forty years later, Goldman recalled his innovation launch in an interview with CBS News reporter Charles Kuralt: “I went to our biggest store—there wasn’t a soul using a basket carrier. This despite the fact that an ‘attractive girl’ was posted at the entrance offering shoppers the new cart. The housewives, most of ’em decided, ‘No more carts for me. I have been pushing enough baby carriages. I don’t want to push anymore.’ And the men would say, ‘You mean with my big strong arms I can’t carry a darn little basket like that?’ And he wouldn’t touch it. It was a complete flop.”

The only cart users, in fact, were the elderly. Goldman’s technical success was a real-time, real-world failure. His original “innovator’s ask” failed: his shoppers were neither pleased nor delighted; they were insulted and offended.

What was his innovation asking Standard Food shoppers to become? In the minds of Goldman’s target customers, the wheeled shopping-basket carrier asked them to become something they didn’t want to be. While pushing shopping carts would undeniably be much easier and more convenient than lugging heavy baskets, women didn’t want to look as if they were pushing a baby carriage. Men saw the innovation as an insult to their masculinity.

No fool, Goldman quickly regrouped. He deployed an inspired marketing antidote to the toxic self-image his innovation evoked. What did he do? Goldman hired shills.

“I hired for each store a young lady about in her late twenties, another lady in her forties, and someone else about in their late fifties, and I hired a couple of men about thirty years old and about fifty years old and they were in the store with basket carriers shopping, pushing the cart around,” he told Kuralt. “They had merchandise in the top basket, and bottom basket. These people were shopping right by the entranceway to the store . . .

“I told this young lady that was offering the carts to the customer to say, ‘Look, everybody is using them; why not you?’ and immediately it became a huge success. All because of the fact that somebody else had to get the ball rolling.”

Goldman’s shills proved as innovative as the shopping carts they promoted. Their presence made it easy for shoppers to see themselves as shopping-cart users. They modeled what Goldman wanted his shoppers to become: people who wouldn’t think twice about wheeling their baskets around the supermarket and filling them up. No balancing acts or straining biceps necessary. Shills were essential human capital investments to effectively answer the innovator’s ask.

Designing or building a better cart wasn’t the issue. Getting shoppers to use them was. The glib and superficial interpretation is that shills were a clever marketing ploy. The more serious insight is that Goldman grasped that he needed his basket carriers to foment a new kind of shopping behavior. He had to train his customers.

In retrospect, persuading shoppers to put their baskets in wheeled folding carriers may seem a trivial—even banal—innovation ask. After all, shouldn’t shoppers want greater ease and convenience? Shouldn’t a free and easy technology immediately win acceptance from Depression housewives shopping at Humpty Dumptys?

No. That’s the arrogance of hindsight. The reality was that Goldman’s innovation—and his subsequent entrepreneurial success as America’s shopping-cart king—could easily have died aborning in the aisles of his Oklahoma City store. His shoppers had to want to become—to want to be seen doing—what Goldman’s innovation asked. Promises of ease and convenience weren’t enough.

Training people to use shopping carts not only transformed how shoppers shopped, but increased how much shoppers bought. Study after behavioral study affirmed that supermarkets and stores with shopping carts typically have larger average purchases than comparable stores that don’t. Retail consultant Martin Lindstrom observes that even the size of the cart can powerfully influence purchase decisions. “We know today that if I’m doubling the size of your shopping cart, you actually are buying up to 40 percent more,” he says.17

Lindstrom uncharitably described most retailers as being “stupid” for not offering larger carts in their stores. That particular innovator’s ask is unsubtle: the innovation is asking the shopper to become someone who is ready, willing, and able to fill a (larger) cart.

Opportunities to add paper coupons or digital technologies to shopping carts have made them innovation platforms for many retailers. From their origin, shopping carts create all manner of opportunity for innovation asks that can customize the customer to the merchant’s desires.

By contemporary contrast, born-of-Depression shopping carts succeed where the most sophisticated supermarket self-service technologies apparently have not. Once heralded as the future of streamlined shopping and cost-effective checkout, self-service has dramatically underachieved expectations. Market studies cited by the Arlington, Virginia–based Food Marketing Institute found that only 16 percent of supermarket transactions in 2010 were done at self-checkout lanes in stores that provided the option. That’s down from a 2007 high of 22 percent.

More damning, shoppers reported being much more satisfied with their supermarket experience when they used traditional cashier-staffed lanes. No doubt, ease of use and customer experience issues influenced utilization. Perhaps the machines cost a little more money or demanded a little too much oversight than expected. But, just as with Goldman’s basket carriers, the innovator’s ask demands an answer: What did these self-checkout technologies ask its users to become?

In venues where people impatiently confront lengthening queues or wish to redeem either paper or quick-response code coupons, what kind of investment in the shopper did the self-checkout lane represent? Or, to recall Goldman’s shills, how were shoppers trained to become cost-effective, casual, satisfied users of this innovation?

The mediocre market realities unambiguously suggest that a Depression-era Oklahoma supermarket entrepreneur had a better grasp of The Ask than the capital-intensive, operationally sophisticated American supermarket chains that currently dominate today’s marketplace.

Why might that be?










Key Insight #3: Customer Vision Is as Important as Corporate Vision. Your Corporate Vision and Mission Statement Should Respect and Reflect Your Vision of the Customer.

The Ask is about a vision of the customer. Who—and what—will customers become? Ongoing innovation—whatever its source—guarantees that tomorrow’s customers will be different from today’s. As Francis Bacon declared roughly five hundred years ago, “He that will not apply new remedies must expect new evils: for time is the greatest innovator.”

The whole premise and promise of innovation is “change.” How should those changes shape the customer vision? Innovation influences the vision of the customer; the vision of the customer influences innovation. Serious innovators strive to understand and influence both.

Most corporate vision statements focus on grand enterprise aspirations. That’s a global phenomenon. Toyota’s vision statement, for example, describes “contributing to the development of a prosperous society through the manufacture of automobiles.” Amazon’s declares, “Our vision is to be Earth’s most customer-centric company; to build a place where people can come to find and discover anything they might want to buy online.” McDonald’s vision “is to be the world’s best quick service restaurant experience. Being the best means providing outstanding quality, service, cleanliness, and value, so that we make every customer in every restaurant smile.” Nike’s is “To bring inspiration and innovation to every athlete* in the world [*If you have a body, you are an athlete].” Samsung’s is “Leading the Digital Convergence Revolution.”

The customer vision, however, is fundamentally different. A customer vision statement explicitly identifies the qualities and attributes the organization aspires to create in its customers. The overwhelming majority of companies, however, don’t possess or publish customer vision statements. Their formal vision and mission statements typically acknowledge customers but seldom detail how they wish them transformed. They rarely highlight the customer values—besides customer “satisfaction”—they wish to inculcate.

Visionary organizations that value innovation should have simple customer vision statements. They need to imagine—and articulate—who and what their customers should become.







Successful Innovation Rebrands the Customer, Not Just the Product

A “vision of the customer” perspective evokes the design and innovation sensibilities of the innovator’s ask. Take the broader view of what your innovations really ask customers to become.

The larger question—the “macro-ask”—is, if the customer were a product or a service, what would its most valuable and appealing attributes be? Identify the two or three most compelling characteristics of your customer vision. Recall the examples from Google, Starbucks, Toyota, and Apple. What customer values, expectations, perceptions, or behaviors does your vision transform? How do your innovations enable your customers—or key customer segments—to achieve this? Your innovations are investments in realizing the customer vision.

The customer—not the innovation—is the asset. Instead of debating how best to market, brand, or position their innovations, innovators should address how their innovations would best up-market, rebrand, or reposition their customers. Successful innovations rebrand your customers, not just your products, services, or your enterprise. Kindle and iPad users are every bit as branded as Amazon and Apple. Prius and Quattro drivers are as branded as Toyota and Audi. What brand of customer does your innovation help create?

Again, successful innovations go beyond the quid pro quo; they’re targeted investments in the customer’s future value. Understanding the essential attributes your innovation cultivates in customers is essential. Facebook provides an excellent case study of capturing these attributes well. Facebook understands how its innovation investments are designed to transform its users. Facebook’s mission “is to give people the power to share and make the world more open and connected.”18

Mark Zuckerberg’s customer vision veers into bluntness: he literally asks Facebook users to be open and sharing with their personal information. His innovations empower people to become more connected. Left unspoken, of course, is that his company effectively suggests that users abandon more traditional notions of privacy and personal discretion in favor of greater disclosure to more people. We’ll discuss the dark side of The Ask in insight #6.

Facebook is, of course, tremendously concerned about (re)assuring users that they have the final word on controlling their own information, that is, the ability to share and connect. But there is little doubt that Facebook possesses a compelling vision of its customers’ futures. The company’s technology road map strongly suggests its “asks” will continue to broaden and deepen the meaning of “sharing,” “open,” and “connected.” That’s powerful. Facebook’s done-in-a-hurry billion dollar acquisition of Instagram starkly illustrates the breadth and bandwidth of the company’s evolving ask. Innovations straying beyond the mission statement’s immediate boundaries may also drive the firm’s future. But a singular insight stands out: Facebook’s founder knows his innovator’s asks will fundamentally transform the vision, values, and value of his users. That is his deliberate intent.

Yes, Facebook succeeds by serving and delighting friends and followers worldwide. But that misses the far larger $100 billion point. Zuckerberg and his top management have an excellent idea of who and what they want their customers to become. They’re investing accordingly.



This Is Only a Test: What Is Your Company’s “Customer Vision”?

Attempt to identify the top-two “macro-asks” for the following organizations. Don’t overthink or overanalyze. Briefly describe the two most important values and/or behaviors the organizations’ innovations seek to cultivate in their customers. Review the organizations’ most recent innovation asks; what two dimensions are the most transformational for customers? There’s no right answer. But what you identify is guaranteed to be revealing.

	What is Amazon’s macro-ask?

	What is SAP’s macro-ask?

	What is the macro-ask of your company’s most important business partner?

	What is the macro-ask of your company’s most serious competitor?

	What is your company’s macro-ask? How do you know?














Apple’s Vision of the Customer

Apple’s rich ecology of macro-asks offers particularly persuasive case studies in customer vision. Apple’s great innovation wealth creates unusual mixes of macro-asks. Any company that has a “genius bar” wants to send a clear signal about how it views its human capital investment in customer support.

But arguably its most fundamental and intriguing ask is in its founder’s obsession with great design. From his curiosity about calligraphy to his collaboration with world-class industrial designers, Steve Jobs demanded compelling, flawless, and elegant design. This obsession defined the single most important theme in Apple’s innovation investment portfolio.

“When you’re a carpenter making a beautiful chest of drawers,” Jobs once observed, “you’re not going to use a piece of plywood on the back, even though it faces the wall and nobody will ever see it. You’ll know it’s there, so you’re going to use a beautiful piece of wood on the back. For you to sleep well at night, the aesthetic, the quality, has to be carried all the way through.”19

That quote speaks volumes. For all Apple’s technical brilliance and user experience obsession, Jobs clearly asked his customers to passionately appreciate great design. “Good enough” design wasn’t. Even excellence was regarded with suspicion. The objective was “insanely great.”

Jobs wanted customers to become as design-obsessed and detail-oriented around digital technology as he was. The ability of customers to embrace the values, craft, and quality of Apple design was essential to its success. Apple trained its customers to become design connoisseurs.










Learning from Luxury: Branding the Customer Vision

Apple’s fanboy/cult sensibility is both echoed and amplified by luxury brands. Contra Apple, market success for an Alessi or Vuitton depends as much on desirable exclusivity as superlative product quality. A Breitling or Rolex emphasizes not just high-performance precision and aesthetic perfection of timepieces but the prestige and accomplishments of their possessors. Customers become what their watch ostensibly represents.

Because luxury brands celebrate lifestyle values over economic value, they’re transformative in ways most traditional marketers are not. They’re selling branded lifestyles, not just best-in-class products and services. Like Zuckerberg’s Facebook, they know exactly what they’re asking their customers to become. They know they must be fully aware how their innovations and enhancements reinforce and enhance the brand character. Successful luxury brands live The Ask.

That makes them superior templates for “customer vision” design and “innovation ask” insights. Treat them as sources of design inspiration. What luxury brand would your best customers—or your highest-end customers—be most likely to choose or affiliate with? (Whether even your wealthiest customers could actually afford such luxury is beside the point.) Which aspects and elements of luxury lifestyle brands would resonate best with key customers? Identifying the aspirationally affective can be as important as determining the economically effective.

Customer slices and segments preferentially clustering around certain luxury brands—Audi? Prada? Lexus? BMW? Hermès? Rolex?—send a clear signal that there are affective attributes ripe for innovation investment.

This offers another reason why Jobsian innovation and design-driven differentiation matter so much. While luxury firms compete for the wealthiest of the wealthy and most discriminating of the discriminating, market realities suggest remarkably little meaningful commoditization at these peaks of the pricing pyramids. No narcissism of minor differences here. Customer experiences and innovation asks are designed to be distinctive. The devil lives—and prospers—in the innovation details.

India’s nascent luxury auto market offers a delightful vignette of novel innovation differentiation. This is “functional luxury” of an unexpected sort. As travelers to Delhi or Mumbai well know, traffic is horrible and honking horns are more a medium of communication and navigation than an alert.

“Obviously for India, the horn is a category in itself,” said Michael Perschke, who runs Audi India’s fast-growing operations. “You take a European horn and it will be gone in a week or two. With the amount of honking in Mumbai, we do on a daily basis what an average German does on an annual basis. These are certain features you have to come up with to comply with Indian conditions.”20

In fact, says Perschke, Audi’s Indian horns endure two consecutive weeks’ testing to ensure they’re robust and resilient enough for the subcontinent’s congestion. What is the luxury ask here? Audi asks its drivers to become confident that their car will be heard loud and clear as it luxuriously snakes its way through the streets. This is a telling—and loud—detail of luxury design. The Ask becomes obvious the moment you hear it.

To be sure, prestige brands run the risk of self-serving tautological complacence; that is, this innovation must be valuable or significant because Mercedes-Benz or Rolex or the Mandarin Oriental says so. Innovation cultures that lose the capacity to challenge and change can quickly marginalize themselves into cults. Luxury brands, after all, are defined more by exclusivity than inclusiveness. But they offer excellent models for innovators to emulate when defining customer vision statements and refining macro-asks.










Key Insight #4: Align Customer Vision (What You Want Your Customers to Become) with User Experience (What You are Asking them to do).

Where macro-asks define the vision of the customer, micro-asks seek to deconstruct the customer experience challenge. Where macro-asks are poetry, micro-asks are expository prose. Customers must “do” something to “become” something. Even marginal innovation improvements may profoundly alter user experience. What tasks and requirements does the innovation ask or impose upon users?

To post-industrially update and upgrade Milton Friedman’s most famous economic aphorism, “There’s no such thing as a free innovation.”

Serious innovators need to know the costs their innovations impose. They need to understand the economics of their customers’ experience. This must be measured. Customers rightfully demand that innovations be worth their time and effort. Real benefits must clearly outweigh perceived costs. What does the innovation actually ask the customer to do? How difficult or time-consuming is doing it?

Simpler is better than complicated. Faster is better than slower. Responsive is better than resistant. Easier is (much) better than harder. These are design challenges.

The user experience design literature is enormous. Much of it is excellent. Most organizations and entrepreneurs now accept that their innovations must provide at least a tolerable user experience. Innovations failing to provide good user experiences find difficulty succeeding, no matter what their price. (Even free is too expensive if the user experience is confusing or time consuming.) The better the customer experience, the better the odds for innovation success.

But recapitulating the virtues and benefits of UX excellence is not the purpose here. That should be a given. The difficulty comes in aligning innovation micro-asks with the macro-asks. In other words, how well do innovators map what their innovations ask customers to “do” with what they’re asking their customers to “become”? As surely as actions speak louder than words, UX details reinforce—or undermine—larger innovation asks. Innovators need to determine and design the details that matter most.







Don’t Solve the Wrong Design Problems

Many customer and UX designers have been solving the wrong design problems. They’re trying to create better user experiences. They’re attempting to make innovative features and functions easier to use. They’re paying close attention to customer response. That’s fine.

But for innovators striving to cut through the clutter of noisy competition, design needs to do much more. Asking “How do we significantly improve the user experience?” and “How do we best integrate this innovation into the user experience?” simply doesn’t go far enough. These questions misunderstand the meaning and mission of customer transformation.

The better questions are simple and powerful:


“What kind of customers are our user experiences trying to create? Why?”

“How will making user experiences more innovative make customers more valuable to us?”



These questions require more holistic views of who the customer wants—or needs—to become. So UX needs to revisit its fundamentals. Great UX design should not just focus on the challenge of creating better customer experiences but rise to the challenge of creating better customers. Again, this must be measurable. Standard marketing metrics like “customer satisfaction” are inadequate to this task. They measure past performance rather than possible customer futures.

Aligning user experience with the vision of the customer should be the organizing principle for design.










Don’t Make Me Think

Design for alignment, however, can be as much about asking customers to do nothing than something. Instead of calls to action, the most innovative user experiences may be calls to inaction. (Design of default options is exceedingly important and superbly discussed in Richard Thaler and Cass Sunstein’s excellent Nudge.21)

Web usability guru Steve Krug provocatively articulates this design sensibility in his heuristic, “Don’t Make Me Think.” Often the best way to get customers to appreciate an innovation experience is by not making demands on them. Don’t get in the way by offering to help. Engagement sometimes undermines a quality user experience. Eliminating choice frequently proves to be the best possible design choice.

Because customers often prefer “mindless choices,” says Krug, minimalism is a virtue.22 Leveraging other usability frameworks—Google, Bing, Amazon, or Twitter, for example—becomes a rational default design option. Identifying which micro-asks invite real benefit and which ones distract are what makes user experience design as much testable science as an aesthetic craft.

Google’s autocorrect provides a superb “Don’t Make Me Think” design example. Why should inadvertent typos get in the way of an urgent search? Instead of making users start over and rekey their search terms (thus reminding them how stupid or incompetent they are for screwing up the first time), Google subtly leverages its collective algorithmic knowledge to accurately select the right words. Users barely need to think and they enjoy the rapid fruits of their errant mindlessness. Great design. Great technology. Great user experience.

But, more importantly, autocorrect reinforces Google’s overarching ask. The company’s user experience investment creates customers who needn’t feel self-conscious about their spelling or typing. Googlers know their mistakes won’t be punished or penalized. That’s a powerful inducement to do more.

Innovations that forgive—or, at least, ones that won’t make users feel bad—suggest a design philosophy sensitive to placing unnecessary demands. Organizations need to be very careful that their innovator’s asks aren’t interpreted as innovation demands or requirements. Tone matters. “Take it or leave it” innovation effectively asks customers to become compliant and obedient. An ask should be different than a request or command.

Think back to Microsoft Windows’ early years. Windows was an undeniably innovative PC operating system with an undeniably demanding innovator’s ask. Mindlessness was not an option. Windows insisted users pay close attention to what they were doing, how they were doing it, and when. Functionality mattered (far) more than simplicity.

Microsoft’s innovation asked for real commitments of time, thought, and effort. What did Windows innovation upgrades and updates ask customers to become? Experts. Microsoft’s complex—and complicated—flow of feature and functionality innovation asked customers to become students of Windows. Was this a stupid ask? Absolutely not. It created commitment.

Microsoft’s innovation efforts aligned the growing complexity of what it commanded users to do with its vision of customers as committed Microsoft experts. The company’s culture was dedicated to managing complexity, not facilitating customer simplicity.

For many years, “good enough” software experiences were a fantastic global business. Microsoft’s earliest desktop computers offered rival asks that were neither much simpler nor much cheaper. Microsoft’s huge human capital investment succeeded in training millions of customers to be good enough experts. A global Windows ecosystem emerged. Over time, of course, good enough innovator’s asks no longer proved to be good enough.

Apple Computer’s resurgence, of course, along with the rise of simplicity-driven Web services, radically disrupted customer expectations and behaviors worldwide. Browsers and “software as a service” created nimbler and more responsive innovation asks. The Web 2.0 visions of the customer—manifested by Google, Amazon, and Salesforce.com—facilitated far more generous and accessible customer experiences. The excitement and ferment around this digital innovation ecology shouldn’t be allowed to obscure the new customer reality: new kinds of digital media have created new kinds of customers. Web 2.0 innovation asks customers to become something substantially different from Windows XP. Microsoft knows this.

Seemingly incidental tweaks and enhancements in software and devices aren’t just about improving users’ experiences but—as with luxury brands—getting customers to embrace the innovator’s core values.

Microsoft’s aggressive moves toward the Web, mobile computing, and—particularly—networked digital games challenge Gates’ original “information at your fingertips” software-oriented culture. A different innovator’s ask has emerged. Kinect’s remarkable gestural interface, for example, makes clear that Microsoft no longer insists its customers master multimedia, multiplayer complexity. Microsoft instead asks customers to become people who see their entire body as a user interface. Kinect is the kinesthetic antithesis to Windows. As of this writing, the company’s mainstream management isn’t quite sure what to do with it. For example, should Microsoft’s leadership bring that kinesthetic innovator’s ask to the enterprise workplace?










Deviant Asks and DIY Furniture

Microsoft’s early embrace of complex, feature-rich, user experiences evokes a difficult conversation I had with the leadership of a top statistical software company. These executives were smart and successful and knew their product had potential beyond its analytics niche. Already a favorite in the academic community (although facing serious competition from emerging open source rivals), the company sought to expand its enterprise clients beyond its hard quantitative core.

In terms of data visualization and statistics, there was little the product couldn’t do. But the company struggled internally to make its interface more accessible and its user experiences less overwhelming. Providing customers with the best possible statistical software tools was the declared market mission.

At the end of our second design session, I stopped asking about lead users and product evangelists. The traditional marketing and positioning conversations were proving worthless. Instead, I asked, “What do you want your new customers to become?” Their answer was immediate: “Statisticians. We want our customers to become statisticians.”

They were completely sincere; indeed, most of them were statisticians. I politely observed that this would be a very difficult sell. Their prospects surely wanted the business benefits of statistical tools and analyses. But that didn’t mean they wanted to become statisticians. In fact, I argued, chances were the majority of their target market didn’t even want to learn statistics. They wanted to get meaningful business value from the software without acquiring statistical expertise. My clients were appalled.

The Ask laid bare a schism in core values. This company had never defined innovation in terms of creating user “competence,” only in facilitating best-in-class excellence. Yes, the firm offered extensive—and sophisticated—training that had won solid customer satisfaction scores. But no one formally monitored actual software usage six months or a year after training was complete. The company didn’t know what kind of statistically numerate customers it was creating.

Upon review, the company’s innovation investments made the most sense for customers wanting to become world-class statisticians. They were less appealing to less ambitious users who simply wanted to become more statistically numerate in their decision making and design. Realigning the firm’s micro- and macro-asks to broaden the software’s appeal to nonstatisticians proved too hard. The company still struggles with its statistical schizophrenia.

IKEA, by contrast, eventually resolved its ambivalence in innovatively investing by helping its customers help themselves. The world’s largest furniture retailer took cheap, simple, and culturally compatible steps to align its most difficult micro-ask with its aspirational macro-ask. For many years, IKEA was justly famous—notorious?—for providing do-it-yourself (DIY) furniture documentation that alternately baffled and infuriated its purchasers. Customers complained about the challenges of assembling IKEA’s Besta Burs TV bench, Krabb mirrors, and Pax wardrobes by simply following the instructions.

While IKEA’s declared mission is “to offer a wide range of home furnishing items of good design and function, excellent quality and durability, at prices so low that the majority of people can afford to buy them,” the company says next to nothing about providing excellent quality documentation for building them.23 That proved a source of perennial anger and frustration. IKEA’s documented instructional inadequacies, in fact, sparked a rich gray market in blogs, YouTube videos, and comments offering what IKEA did not: intelligible instructions and advice for assembling the most challenging furniture.

So what do IKEA’s innovations ask its customers to become? Individuals, couples, and families who are happy, willing, and proud to select and assemble low-priced, well-designed, and excellent quality home furnishings. Implicit in that ask, however, is a belief that assembling the furniture will be relatively simple and straightforward. Self-assembly should prove more a source of pride than frustration. IKEA’s instructions will make that process easier rather than more difficult.

For large numbers of unhappy customers, IKEA seriously misaligned what it asked its self-assemblers to do with what it wanted them to become. But as of February 2012, IKEA started posting remarkably clear, accessible, and instructive YouTube videos on its corporate Web site. Ambiguous textual instructions and drawings have given way to higher-bandwidth instructional videos that IKEA shoppers can review before they buy.24

This simple and obvious—if belated—innovation investment thus serves a dual purpose. IKEA’s shoppers can become savvier and more discriminating purchasers of the company’s more challenging products. And IKEA minimizes risks that customers won’t be able to build what they buy. The company is explicitly investing in the capabilities of its customers to better build its furniture. IKEA is making as much a human capital investment as is Google with its autocorrect.

Needless to say (although it must be noted), IKEA can now also learn a great deal—cheaply and quickly—about both its products and its customers. The company simply needs to track which videos customers view and which products they purchase. The world’s largest furniture company will be even better positioned to upgrade and enhance its innovator’s ask. That’s the epitome of a win-win alignment.

The essential insight from these examples is that successful innovators create customer experiences that create greater capabilities for both themselves and their customers. Values and value are aligned; that alignment is inseparable from business innovation.

Innovation underachievers design user experiences emphasizing innovation independent of the innovator’s ask. In other words, user experience is more an immediate investment in the transactional “now” than a longer-term investment in the customer’s future. Innovators investing in the now invest in who customers are; innovators investing for the longer term invest in who they want their customers to become. They are cultivating their human capital assets.

Like any true fundamental value investor, they want their investments to become more valuable over time. That happens when innovation investments make customers more valuable over time. Warren Buffett would understand—and approve.

Even innovating around behavioral norms as seemingly simple as (re)retraining customers to queue up can yield enormous operational benefits. New customer norms create new business opportunities. Asks that create new norms make profitable new business models possible.










Keeping Customers in Line: Southwest Airlines Trains for Turnaround

Southwest Airlines’s successful no-frills business model prizes good attitude and great operational efficiencies. Its quirky customer-friendly culture is the stuff of legend; its ability to quickly turn around its planes is second to none. The company’s core values of simplicity and speed are baked into process and practice. The airline flies only Boeing 737s, and everyone from pilots to ground crew pitches in to make sure flights are ready to leave on time. This relentless focus on friendly efficiency and efficient friendliness gives Southwest consistently superior financial results and fantastic customer service ratings.

“Think and act big and grow smaller,” says Herb Kelleher, Southwest’s colorful and charismatic cofounder. “Or think and act small and grow bigger.”25

The company now carries more passengers than any other U.S. domestic airline.

Southwest knows how to manage—and scale—small. Kelleher recalls that his company’s “rapid turnaround” expertise emerged from necessity. A 1972 cash flow crisis forced the fledgling carrier to sell one of its four aircraft. Rather than cut back operations, management calculated that, if the remaining planes could be turned quickly enough, the airline could still fly its full schedule. Promising no layoffs if employees delivered, Southwest’s “ten-minute turnaround” was born. The company became famous—or notorious—for its ability to turn planes in less than half the time, typically twenty-plus minutes, of its competition.

This high-tempo choreography demands exceptional communication, coordination, and collaboration among employees. But that’s not nearly enough. The unpredictable wild card in Southwest’s rapid turnaround imperative isn’t standardized equipment or motivated staff—it’s passengers. Herding cats can be easier than seating customers.

Determining optimal airplane-boarding procedures turns out to be one of the more challenging design problems in operations research. The industry has invested tens of millions of dollars in analyzing its options. The math is hard; its real-world implementations even harder. But the numbers matter enormously. Passenger exit and entry speeds profoundly affect turnaround times. Saving even a little time can make a lot of money. There are no twenty-five-minute turnarounds if seating a 737’s one hundred and thirty passengers takes a half-hour.

Southwest’s solution? The company defied airline convention and developed its own measure of effectiveness. The airline optimizes turnaround times by eliminating assigned seating. Customers purchase a ticket that prioritizes their place in line rather than their seat on the plane.

Southwest’s passengers instead are assigned to boarding groups and given numbers based on when they checked in. “Business Select” passengers are guaranteed first-priority boarding, followed by the airline’s frequent fliers and passengers who bought an “early-bird check-in” pass. Southwest sets up visually prominent A, B, and C group boarding queue signage right by the gate. You can’t miss it.

Simple. Visual. Structured. Queue discipline is politely, if firmly, enforced. By optimizing how passengers board rather than where they sit, Southwest moves fast where others lag behind. The cultural cues couldn’t be clearer: get in line, get moving, get seated. Fast. Please.

As one Southwest flyer observed, “The competitive edge that having to fight for your seat requires makes everyone move more efficiently. I love it. Southwest doesn’t fly to where I most frequently have to fly to, so I’ve only taken it a few times in my life—and every time I have noticed how much less lollygagging there is.”26

To be sure, the company tested a variety of boarding processes and patterns—including assigned seating— in 2006. Southwest executives said the airline spent “a couple of million” exploring its options.27 But Southwest ultimately chose to improve what worked—and make a little extra money doing so. The company decided it literally couldn’t afford the risk of slowing down its systemwide turnaround times.

The result is an airline consistently able to turn more flights per plane per day than its competition. Southwest has successfully trained its customers to queue up in advance. Please pay a little extra or it’s “first come, first served.” Please board with your group. The faster we board, the sooner we’ll fly. Southwest’s user experience sprinkles the spice of urgency over its promise of efficiency. Premium passengers pay for priority, not quality. Southwest’s innovation investment creates and cultivates passengers who help the airline run on time.

Like Google, Southwest reengineered its system around speed and created an innovative customer experience that made the company’s core business more valuable. It built trust and awareness through transparency and significantly changed customer expectations and behavior. These customer experience innovations create more valuable customers.










Filth Sells: How Dyson Transparently Aligned Contrarian Innovation

Because what they do is new, innovators have the added challenge of demonstrating the added value they create. Great UX design lets users see how and where their innovation makes a difference. James Dyson, a brilliant inventor, took this notion of innovation transparency more literally than either Google or Southwest.28 His innovation asked customers to fixate on filth. He turned bugs into a feature. Dyson’s Dual Cyclone bagless vacuum cleaner creatively destroyed the established brands and business order in this multibillion-dollar industry.

The “cyclonic separation” technologies Dyson so successfully commercialized at premium prices quickly sucked huge market share away from traditional vacuum cleaner manufacturers such as Hoover and Electrolux. But for all the technical sophistication of Dyson’s breakthrough (he reportedly went through 5,127 prototypes before settling on his final design), an act of ingenious simplicity transformed his users’ experience and expectations.

Dyson’s innovation promise was a vacuum cleaner significantly better than anything on the market. His innovator’s ask? Dyson asked people to become customers who would love using a beautifully designed and engineered piece of high technology to get their homes cleaner than they ever had before.

Other vacuum cleaners were, of course, opaque. Deliberately so. Users literally could not see what had been sucked into their machines until they emptied their filth-filled bags. So Dyson designed a user experience guaranteed to show customers how well their Cyclones worked. He made the chamber of his vacuum cleaner transparent.

“The interesting thing is that when I did this, all of our competitors just fell about the floor laughing; they were actually delighted that I’d been so stupid,” Dyson recalled in an interview.29 “And the retailers wouldn’t have it . . . We went into the stores, and our vacuum has all this shit in it. The retailers are absolutely hostile. They say, ‘No, no, no, it’s a complete mistake—make it smoked or tinted or something.’ But I persisted, because I found it really fascinating that you could see exactly what was happening; you could actually see the nature and texture and type of dirt you’ve picked up.”

Dyson’s customers—who were being asked to pay extraordinary Apple-esque premiums for their vacuum cleaners—clearly loved it. While Dyson’s transparency defied the industry’s conventional wisdom, customers knew they could see with their own eyes how well their innovative technology worked.

Dyson offered a simple, easy, and inexpensive user experience that invited customer confidence. The economics of this micro-ask could not have been more favorable. But don’t misunderstand the real value. Transparency creates trust. Dyson’s contrarian innovation was an investment in trust. Dyson empowered his customers to come to their own real-time conclusions about his product’s performance. That was something no other competitor offered. Dyson built trustworthiness through transparency.

What did the micro-innovation ask customers to do? It asked them to take a good look. Genius. Not as algorithmically impressive as a Google search, for sure, but every bit as successful at aligning the user experience with the larger innovator’s ask. That’s where the money and market share are.











Key Insight #5: If You Can’t Be Your Own Best Beta, Find and Design the Customers Who Can.

Apple Computer, indisputably one of the world’s most successful innovators, famously despises market research.30Asked what market research went into the iPad, Steve Jobs instantly replied: “None. It’s not the consumers’ job to know what they want.”31

Before the iPad was even in gleam in Jobs’s eye, he noted that his “to-heck-with-customer-research” philosophy perfectly jived with the innovation ethos of another great American entrepreneur: “There’s a great quote by Henry Ford, right? He said, ‘If I’d have asked my customers what they wanted, they would have told me ‘a faster horse.’”32

Jobs’s comments have rightly been interpreted as contemptuous dismissal of customer-centric market research. Real innovators are too busy inventing the future to listen to customers. They know what innovation their customers need even before customers know they need it. Focus groups and beta tests are for wimps. Truly visionary companies like Apple succeed because their innovations take customers to places they can’t even imagine.

As arrogant as that may sound, there’s more than an element of truth to it. But that shouldn’t obscure the more revealing—and more important—core of Apple’s innovation culture. Apple’s innovators, in fact, intimately identify with their user community. Indeed, the Apple engineers and software developers I’ve met always—always!—see themselves as passionate users of the products they create.

“One of the keys to Apple is that we build products that really turn us on,” Jobs declared in a 2008 Fortune interview.33 “It’s not about pop culture, and it’s not about fooling people, and it’s not about convincing people that they want something they don’t. We figure out what we want” [emphases added].

He had this to say about the design of the Mac: “We think the Mac will sell zillions, but we didn’t build the Mac for anybody else. We built it for ourselves. We were the group of people who were going to judge whether it was great or not. We weren’t going to go out and do market research. We just wanted to build the best thing we could build.”

Apple strove to become its own best customer. That’s not a cliché; it’s a cultural norm. Its mercurial founder and CEO was the most demanding customer of all. Innovations failing to enchant Jobs and his talented elite rarely made it to market. “Very good” wasn’t good enough. Apple’s creatives had to be really turned on. They had to find the iPhone, iPad, and Siri user experiences as compelling as Apple’s civilians would.

As one design critic observed, “The reason Jobs and [Apple design chief Jonny] Ive get it right is because they design sexy products with elegant and simple interfaces for themselves. And they count on their hip gaggle of early adopters to see it the same way. Once the snowball starts rolling, it’s all momentum from there.”34

What thrills and excites you should thrill and excite your customers. When you yourself best represent what you want your customers to become, introspection becomes the best answer to The Ask.

Here’s an important cultural data point: Jobs didn’t confine this ideology to Apple. Pixar, his other great business success, also embraced the “We figure out what we want” heuristic.

Coincidence? Hardly. The digital animation studio, whose mega-hits include The Incredibles, Up, and the Toy Story trilogy, was every bit as innovative as Apple. Jobs bought it for a song in 1986 and empowered its talent to flourish. (Disney purchased Pixar for $7.5 billion in 2006 and put Jobs on its board.) Like Apple, Pixar attracted world-class technical and creative talent. Like Apple, Pixar disruptively redefined industry standards. Like Apple, Pixar rejected market research as essential to customer insight. Pixar’s creatives were their own best audience.

“As naïve as it may sound,” remarked Pixar director Pete Docter, who directed both Monsters, Inc., and Up, “making Toy Story felt like an extension of school, where we were just making the film we wanted to make for us and our friends to enjoy.”35

For Apple’s and Pixar’s innovators, the value of self-awareness trumped any need for customer focus. By designing for themselves, they transformed their most demanding customers. Of course, being a gifted perfectionist with impeccable taste helps enormously.







Being Your Own Best Beta

The “being one’s own best innovator/customer” paradigm enjoys a fantastic business history. Henry Ford, George Eastman, and Edwin Land were all DIFY—do it for yourself—entrepreneurs. Ford won his first and only race in a car of his own construction. (The win guaranteed venture funding.)

Kodak’s George Eastman and Polaroid’s Edwin Land were amateur photographers who built their companies into global business empires by first innovating for themselves. Eastman’s efforts to take along hugely cumbersome photographic equipment to record a personal vacation sparked his lifelong effort to “make the camera as convenient as a pencil.”36

Land famously observed that he turned his formidable talents to instant photography “when my little daughter asked why she could not see at once the picture I had just taken of her.”37 Land, in fact, was a personal source of entrepreneurial inspiration and marketing skepticism for Jobs. “Market research,” said Land, “is what you do when your product isn’t any good.”38Sound familiar?

Nike originated with the University of Oregon track coach Bill Bowerman, whose teams won four national championships in the 1960s. His prototyping focused on designs and materials to give serious runners radically lighter shoes with dramatically increased traction. He innovated for exactly the kind of runners he used to coach.

His breakthrough prototype came out of his wife’s waffle iron after he poured in a urethane mix to produce a “waffle” tread. His partner, Phil Knight, loved it. The 1972 “moon shoe” was a best-seller. It made Nike Nike. Like Apple and Pixar, Nike’s performance-driven design elite built products that would really turn them—and their athlete collaborators—on.

Of course, not every entrepreneur or intrapreneur can be his or her own best customer. Most innovators don’t possess a DIFY sensibility. But if you cannot be your own best customer or DIFY entrepreneur, you have no choice but to become even more customer-focused, customer-centric, and customer-aware. You have to find a way not just to compete with the DIFY empaths, but to derive unique insights into who your customers want to become. Do your best customers come to you for advice and insight on who they want to become?

This same DIFY sensibility helped define and drive one of the most important revolutions in global education.










“We’ve Flipped the Classroom”

Salman Khan’s Academy is a superbly serendipitous innovation initiative that’s ignited an education revolution.39What began as clever technology to tutor distant family members has viralized into a global learning phenomenon. High-tech luminaries from Bill Gates to Google to Silicon Valley superventure capitalist John Doerr have cheerfully opened their checkbooks. They know a postindustrial game changer when they see one.

Simple and brilliant, Khan Academy’s innovator’s ask turns classroom expectations inside out. In 2004, Salman Khan was tutoring his young niece in New Orleans over the Internet. The geeky hedge fund analyst with three MIT degrees and a Harvard MBA used Yahoo’s Doodle notepad as his virtual blackboard. His tutoring style was friendly, focused, and charming. He was a hit. His niece did well. Other relatives and friends quickly clamored for his services. Popularity created scheduling conflicts and the irritant of constant repetition.

So Khan opened up a YouTube account in 2006 to store and share recorded videos of his brief tutorials. Visually clean and casual, the videos were pithy, voice-over sketches that explained fundamental math and science concepts. In a matter of months, Khan acquired a cult following of mathematics autodidacts.

But those YouTube videos, Khan noted in his popular 2011 TED talk, had an unexpected impact on his tutorial relationship with his young cousins. “They told me that they preferred me on YouTube rather than in person,” he ruefully observed. “They preferred the automated version of their cousin to their cousin . . . It seems counterintuitive but to their minds it makes a lot sense. Now they can pause and repeat their cousin without feeling that they’re wasting my time . . . They don’t have to be embarrassed; they can watch it at their own time at their own pace.”40

That changed everything. Khan had inadvertently stumbled onto his first unexpected innovator’s ask. Instead of promoting live interpersonal and interactive tutoring experiences, his YouTube tutorials asked users to become students who would play, replay, and study the recorded lessons. The irony, of course, is that this was what his young charges wanted. As interpersonally engaging a tutor as Khan was in real life, he was more effective as a video.

Khan immediately grasped the power of his position. These YouTube tutorials let him globally scale his time, curriculum, and impact. He quit his job in 2009 and formally launched Khan Academy. He made his passion his business, creating literally thousands of engaging science and mathematics video tutorials. Millions of people worldwide accessed them.

What emerged next, however, was educationally profound and provocative. Tutorials explicitly designed for individual learning had seeped into school systems. While Khan thought his videos were good supplements to textbooks and teachers, “I didn’t think [they] would be something that would penetrate the classroom.”

He was wrong. He increasingly heard from teachers who had rearranged their lesson plans around his YouTube videos. They superseded the textbooks, homework, and pop quizzes. He was flabbergasted. The rise and effectiveness of his two-minute tutorials evoked an unanticipated institutional revolution inside certain schools. “Improvement” fails to describe the innovation impact. “We flipped the classroom,” said Khan.

That meant totally inverting how students and teachers alike spend their time. Instead of one-size-fits-all lectures and lesson plans for the class, teachers and students get together to solve problems. Instead of homework assignments and problem sets, students study and learn from Khan’s video tutorials at home. “What used to be ‘homework’ is now what we do in the classroom,” Khan observes.

That’s the antithesis of American public school protocol. But it’s core to Khan’s ask. When classrooms flip, teachers no longer formally “teach.” They tutor. They facilitate peer-to-peer study groups and encourage more advanced problem solvers to help other students. The dynamic is personal and interpersonal, not professorial. Classes become sessions where teachers assess problem-solving progress on a daily basis instead of via weekly tests and surprise quizzes. Homework now means studying Khan Academy tutorials and the textbooks to make sure basic principles are firmly grasped.

Flipped classrooms create more productively intense learning environments for math education. The challenge of managing a class gives way to the opportunity of seeing students as individual learners. The outcomes impress.

As his funding increased, Khan altered his ask. He didn’t simply produce more and better videos, he developed complementary computer-based exercises and problem sets. Students successfully solving ten consecutive problems in a module are deemed ready to move to the next sequence in the curriculum. Students largely learn at their own pace. But Khan has explicitly linked modules and mastery.

“We encourage you to experiment,” says Khan, “but we do expect mastery.” To help teachers monitor that, Khan created digital dashboards to let teachers track student progress on their learning and exercise sequences. The dashboard provides a holistic mosaic of both class and individual accomplishment in the Khan curriculum.

Each and every innovation Khan introduced became an investment in transforming what students and teachers should become. This was a conscious effort. Flipped classrooms represented the organizing principle for Khan Academy’s innovation ask. The academy creates new kinds of student-teacher relationships.

What does Khan’s flipped classroom ask the student to become? Aself-paced learner who seeks mastery. A student who comes to class prepared to solve problems. A student willing to tutor, be tutored, or partner with peers to solve those problems. A student who accepts that mastery is demonstrated not just by test performance but by the ability to solve no fewer than ten consecutive problems. A student who must make the time and effort to study Khan Academy videos on her own and with parents and friends to make sure she understands key concepts and ideas.

What does Khan’s ask seek to make teachers become? A classroom facilitator and tutor to make sure students have the time and resources to work through their exercises. A willing monitor of digital dashboards that track individual student progress through the Khan Academy exercise sequences. A mentor who can effectively pair and/or team students to learn from each other as appropriate. Someone committed to helping self-paced learners gain mastery of their subject. A coach.

These are bold asks. They change fundamental expectations and behaviors, as well as minds. Flipped classrooms rhetorically throw two centuries of educational tradition over on its head. They transform cultural, organizational, and professional norms. Khan understands this completely. What’s also intriguing—and powerful—is what Khan Academy doesn’t ask. Its innovator’s ask requires neither planning for lengthy lectures nor incessant pop quizzes. Students aren’t asked to pay attention to lectures or explain why the dog ate their homework.

In other words, Khan’s innovation ask isn’t accretive or additive. Quite the contrary, it streamlines and subtracts. It radically reorients how teachers teach and students learn. The Ask works because Khan’s technology-enabled flip enables better outcomes for both students and teachers.










Key Insight #6: Anticipate—and Manage—the Dark Side of The Ask.

The Ask cuts both ways. All investments—whether financial or human capital—have downsides and risks. Even the best-intentioned asks may spawn serious brand and business challenges. Convenience, ease of use, and success aren’t always virtues. Smart innovators prepare themselves for the probability that their asks will be answered well past the point of diminishing returns. Too much of a good thing usually isn’t.

Just as the road to hell is paved with good intentions, innovators’ asks can see that customers become more of a strategic liability than a business asset. Be careful. Be warned.







Would You Like to Supersize That?

McDonald’s Big Mac is a global business icon and triumph of fast-food innovation. But the Golden Arches’ simplest and most profitable innovation was arguably its supersizing up-sell. For just a small price increase, McDonald’s customers could get dramatically more generous portions of french fries and soft drinks.

The supersizing option played perfectly with McDonald’s brand equity as “great value for the money” and its operational imperative to sell more food faster. The innovation brilliantly leveraged McDonald’s in-store business model. For every dollar a franchisee typically spends to produce its burgers, fries, and Coke, only 20 cents goes toward food. The rest is operations and overhead.

So if those small fries sell for $1.25, no more than a dollar’s worth of costs goes into producing them. The food (the potatoes, vegetable oil, and salt, etc.) accounts for 20 cents; the remaining 80 cents covers the rest. Give customers 50 percent more fries when they supersize for an additional quarter and the economics get exciting. Operating costs and overhead hold constant, but the extra food costs only a dime more. The happy McDonald’s customer gets (much) more for his money; the franchisee gets an additional 15 cents of profit. That’s a 60 percent margin.

Multiply those supersized profit margins by hundreds of millions (along with the similarly favorable economics of supersized soft drinks) and the free cash flow is impressive. Better yet, supersizing is operationally easy to implement (very important for McDonald’s) while helping accelerate inventory turns for key foods and beverages. This is supersized innovation; invest a little, get a lot.

What is supersizing’s innovation ask? During its introduction, McDonald’s would likely have said that supersizing asked customers to become value-conscious consumers happy to pay a little extra to get a disproportionately bigger and better meal (and share those additional fries with friends and family).

How times have changed. The darker, cynical, and contemporary version of the supersizing innovation was McDonald’s asking its customers to pay a little bit more to become fatter. “Would you like to supersize that?” was an innovative invitation to unhealthy overeating.

McDonald’s frugal virtue of value was reinterpreted as the gluttonous vice of obesity. Amid the turbulence of threatened litigation, public health calls to regulate fast food, and increasingly hostile media coverage (including an Academy Award–nominated documentary), McDonald’s phased out supersizing in 2004. This was the end of an era.

McDonald’s publicly proclaimed supersizing was but a tiny part of its business. Perhaps. The likelier reality, however, is that the Golden Arches terminated supersizing with extreme prejudice not because it had failed but because the world saw it as too successful. Supersizing was done in by the dark side of The Ask.










Innovative Private Parts

Facebook and Google confront comparable outrage. Where McDonald’s innovation asks cast an increasingly large shadow of obesity, the innovator’s asks of these multimedia juggernauts conjure Orwellian specters of virtual “Big Brothers.” The more successful the innovation, the greater scrutiny it undergoes. For digital media, that means far greater transparency around transparency.

Benign interpretations of Facebook’s ask suggest users become more open, sharing, and virtually connected with friends and families. The world’s biggest social media company innovates to enable virtual friendships to flourish. Facebook facilitates individuals self-organizing into groups wherever common interests converge. That’s the “new normal” the company celebrates.

“People have really gotten comfortable not only sharing more information and different kinds, but more openly and with more people,” observed Mark Zuckerberg. “That social norm is just something that has evolved over time.”41

Of course, one billionaire entrepreneur’s social norm is a privacy advocate’s indecent exposure. As it’s grown, Facebook’s shifting privacy policies and practices have come under increasing criticism and attack. Naysayers accuse the company of misappropriating personal information for unregulated commercial ends. Facebook opponents declare that the company deliberately denies users appropriate control over their own data. Regulators and legislators worldwide threaten to impose tougher privacy laws on social media enterprises. Litigators eagerly anticipate lucrative class-action lawsuits in their future. Indiscreet Facebook users justifiably fear their adolescent high jinks will come back to haunt them.

No easy or obvious resolutions to these conflicts yet exist. Facebook’s undeniable benefits are tainted by its perceived pathologies. Its innovator’s ask unavoidably creates privacy risks. Facebook’s self-declared “move fast and break things” innovation culture has no choice but to invest greater effort managing downside risk as much as upside potential. Perhaps Facebook will have its own supersize moments.

Google confronts similar conundrums. The “Don’t Be Evil” search engine giant’s dramatic 2012 privacy policy revamp provoked regulatory concern and activist outrage. The company’s Google+ social media bid to compete more directly with Facebook exposed the firm to comparable government intervention. Regulators are attracted to dark-side risks much the way blood in the water excites sharks.

For all Google’s strengths innovatively empowering customers to become successful searchers and infopreneurs, downside dilemmas command greater global concern. Even Google’s “freeconomics” has mutated from virtue to vice. “If you’re not paying for something, you’re not the customer,” asserts a cynically popular Web 2.0 aphorism, “you’re the product being sold.”42

Will Google’s innovations increasingly be reinterpreted as breakthroughs asking users to become unwitting—and unwilling—Google products for sale?

Public intellectuals go even further. They attack the company for turning users’ minds to mush. “Is Google making us stupid?” asked former Harvard Business Review editor Nicholas Carr in a 2008 Atlantic article.43 Despite the Web’s power as a global medium of instantaneity and breadth, innovators like Google subvert how the brain works and the mind thinks.

Wherever digital innovators shine their light, dark-side shadows invariably appear. Innovative blogging platforms that ask thoughtful individuals to disintermediate mainstream media and express themselves worldwide stand accused of inspiring millions to exhibitionist logorrhea. Twitter is mocked as a 140-character medium inviting users to leave no banal thought untweeted.

This “behind every silver lining, there’s a cloud” innovation skepticism transcends industry and discipline. Even effective medical interventions invite dark-side doubts. Depressed? In theory, Prozac’s or Zoloft’s innovation ask would be for individuals seeking to better manage the fears, doubts, and depression adversely affecting their everyday life. Unarousable? Viagra’s innovation ask would be for men wanting to become more confident and capable in their sexual performance.

Indeed, as Dr. James Le Fanu, author of The Rise and Fall of Modern Medicine, observes, such drugs have transformed societal expectations. “One of the most interesting aspects of the rise of drug culture,” Le Fanu notes, “is the way it has marginalised psychological explanation. It used to be thought that peptic ulcers, for example, were caused by stress and anxiety . . . Now there is an acid-suppressant drug that relieves symptoms. To take the staggeringly obvious example, Viagra has sidelined the whole idea of sexual counselling, because whether your problem is medical, quasi-medical or psychological, Viagra does the business.”44

Yet medical and cultural critics of Viagra, Prozac, and Zoloft insist these innovations are less about healing people than about facilitating chemical dependency. They decry what they perceive as the real innovator’s ask: patients therapeutically trained to believe their problems are best dealt with by taking a pill. The purported medical benefits of innovative drugs are trumped by their corrosive corruption of character.

Innovators may think they’re asking users to become healthier. But many bioethicist experts disagree: these prescription innovations ask patients to become pill-popping addicts.

Cynical? Perhaps. But hardly uncommon. This aggressive rebranding of an innovators’ most innovative asks by dark-side doubters often comes as an unexpected shock. This phenomenon has gone global. To paraphrase an aphorism attributed to Oscar Wilde, apparently no good innovation goes unpunished.










Subprime Innovation

Yet innovators’ dark-side asks offer more than a prefabricated analytic exercise in provocation. Taking the Ask framework seriously will surface dark-side details and themes innovators should take seriously. The Ask helps identify innovation risk.

Consider subprime home mortgages. These mortgages are simply home loans to borrowers with weak credit. During the 2000s, subprimes frequently featured teaser rates and minimal—often zero—down payments. Over $1.25 trillion of such mortgages (roughly 15 percent of total U.S. housing loans) were made between 2004 and 2006. They made fortunes for their innovators and distributors.

Even as housing prices rose in 2005 (and economic commentators talked “bubble”), the National Association of Realtors reported fully 43 percent of first-time home buyers bought their place with no-money-down loans. More revealingly, median first-time homeowners placed only a 2 percent down payment on a $150,000 home. (For the record, NAR’s then-president dismissed suggestions that these statistics raised cause for concern.)

Ignore, for the moment, incendiary characterizations of “liar’s loans” and the hardball politics of affordable housing. Look instead at what these subprime mortgage innovations asked their first-time homeowners to become.

On a purely dispassionate basis, these innovations asked customers to become financially reliable homeowners who would dramatically increase either their cash flow or collateral assets within five years of getting their mortgage.

Alternately, they asked customers to become homeowners whose property values would increase fast enough to ensure either an affordable refinancing or outright resale. Of course, these customers would be able to meet those criteria despite creditworthiness challenges and virtually no equity in their new homes. Neither emergencies nor margins for error would have a significant impact on their financial status.

Even in a robust economy, those were demanding asks. Historical data for these novel mortgage instruments was sparse (which is only logical because they were new innovations). Should adjustable mortgage rates spike higher, housing prices flatten (or modestly decline), or larger economic slowdowns occur, subprimes’ innovation ask couldn’t be successfully answered. The numbers simply wouldn’t work. The customers would fail. In fact, they did. So did the financial innovators. The market collapsed.

No doubt, large numbers of truly impressive mathematical models conclusively demonstrated that innovative subprime mortgages could safely be processed, bundled, securitized, and sold. But history confirms that these models were disingenuous, self-deceptive nonsense, arguably the most expensive computational misfires in global financial history.

These innovative loans transformed their customers, but in a manner that left millions of them worse off. Instead of asking, “What do our econometric models predict?” the majority of honest financial services companies would have been far better off asking, “What do our subprime mortgages ask customers to become?” To heck with our mathematical models! Can most of our subprime customers reasonably be expected to become what our innovation asks? The correct answer was “probably not.”

Any serious due diligence, credit review, or discussions with the applicants’ employers would have confirmed the dark side of that innovator’s ask. No safety in numbers existed. To the contrary, greater numbers represented greater risks. If the economy softened, a disproportionate number of those 43 percent no-money-down first-time homeowners simply couldn’t be expected to honor their adjustable rate mortgage commitments. It did and they couldn’t.

When times turned difficult, the subprime mortgage innovation effectively asked customers to live in the shadow of eviction, foreclosure, and bankruptcy. That’s dark.

The innovator’s ask applies well to any innovative financial instrument, from collaterialized debt obligations (CDOs) to credit default swaps (CDSs).45 What does the instrument’s complexity, liquidity, OTC tradability, counterparty risk, hedgeability, and so on ask its customers to become? The more sophisticated the computational finance algorithms, the clearer the answers to the innovator’s ask need to be. Unfortunately, too many risk managers would apparently rather do the math than answer The Ask.










Flying High with Ryanair: The Rudest Ask in Commercial Aviation?

Ryanair’s CEO, Michael O’Leary, takes a deliberately outrageous view of The Ask. The outspoken Irish entrepreneur, who’s built the largest and most profitable airline in Europe, is a fount of no-frills innovation.

O’Leary once told Bloomberg Businessweek he’d like to save money by cutting the second pilot from the flight deck. “Let the bloody computer fly it,” he proposed. Flight attendants could be trained for emergency backup. O’Leary has also suggested coin-operated “pay-per-pee” in-flight toilets for passengers. This CEO takes cheap innovation seriously. His innovation provocations have not endeared him to either customers or critics. “He insults the dignity of the flying public every time he opens his mouth,” fumed one infuriated passenger rights advocate.46

“Will we give you a refund on a nonrefundable ticket because your granny died unexpectedly?” O’Leary rhetorically asked. “No! Go away. We’re not interested in your sob stories! What part of ‘no refund’ do you not understand?”47

But people still fly Ryanair.

Think of O’Leary as Southwest cofounder Herb Kelleher’s evil Irish twin. Both men are charismatic leaders whose results—and quips—speak for themselves. But where Kelleher celebrates his customers, O’Leary emphatically does not. Quite the opposite. O’Leary, who consulted with Kelleher in Dallas before returning to Ireland to run Ryanair, copied almost everything about Southwest’s business except its service ethos. Customer service, O’Leary insists, is what gets in the way of providing the lowest possible fares his fliers so desperately crave.

“Are we going to say sorry for our lack of customer service? Absolutely not!” he declares.48 He’s not kidding; he’s adamant.

In the summer of 2002, for example, passengers boarding a Dublin-bound Ryanair flight from England heard the pilot announce that their flight was short of baggage handlers. Unless people volunteered to load their own bags, the pilot said, the plane faced a major delay. A few minutes later, passengers were heaving their luggage on board. Now that’s customer service.

Is O’Leary crazy? Or crazy like a fox? He certainly appears to manage customer expectations well. Cheap cheap cheap. No refunds.

O’Leary, who likens Ryanair to “the Walmart of flying,” scarcely misses a cost-cutting trick. His airline has removed seatback pockets to reduce weight and the need to clean. Thanks to ridding itself of baggage check-in, says O’Leary, “We [also] got rid of check-in desk rental charges, check-in staff, baggage-handling staff and lost bag departments.”49 The cost savings let Ryanair further cut its fares. O’Leary is obsessed with fare cutting, too.

The company has even proposed creating standing-room only sections on its shorter-haul flights. “I’d love to operate aircraft where we take out the back ten rows and put in hand rails. We’d say if you want to stand, it’s five euros,” O’Leary said, “People say, ‘Oh but the people standing may get killed if there’s a crash.’ Well, with respect, the people sitting down might get killed as well.”

O’Leary has talked about putting gambling—even pornography—on planes while seeking ancillary revenues from every passenger touch point he can. His feisty entrepreneurship is very much in the slaughterhouse spirit of Augustus Swift’s famous Chicago meatpacking aphorism that his abattoirs “used every part of the pig but the squeal.” Ryanair’s heavily trafficked Web site, for example, has proved a rich source of advertising revenues. Roughly 20 percent of the airline’s revenues are ancillary. The margins on that 20 percent are reportedly excellent.

There is always a method to the madness of his asks. “The other airlines are asking how they can put up fares,” O’Leary points out. “We are asking how we could get rid of them.” He is hated by his European competition, and his airline has forced every state carrier to rethink its business model. They can’t compete on price, of course, but differentiation based on service and schedule further raises their costs.

So what is Ryanair’s innovation ask? O’Leary asks his customers to become passengers prepared to put up with the barest minimums of service in exchange for the cheapest possible flights. Passengers should know they’ll pay significantly extra for even minor deviations from Ryanair’s ticketing, boarding, and baggage protocols. They’ll pay the ancillaries, too.

O’Leary’s devil-may-care public provocations explicitly cultivate customer expectations that they are not on the plane to be treated well or even respectfully. They’re there to get from point A to point B as cheaply as O’Learyily possible. Take it or leave it. And, if you take it, don’t expect any refunds.

All—not some—all of O’Leary’s proposed innovations revolve around reducing costs, reducing fares, reducing customer service expectations, and raising ancillary revenues. His innovator’s asks could not be clearer or more provocative. In the brutally competitive airline industry, they could also not be more successful. Ryanair knows exactly what it wants its customers to become.

“If you don’t approach air travel with a radical point of view, then you get in the same bloody mindset as all the other morons in this industry: This is the way it has always been, and this is the way it has to be,” says O’Leary. “So nothing changes.”










Dark Side, Dark Questions

All innovations come with risk. But the dark side of The Ask is not about the innovation’s riskiness but the customer weaknesses and vulnerabilities that innovation might expose. To argue that these innovations represent inherently bad investments overstates the case. But the inherent nature of these asks means these investments can lead to bad outcomes for both customer and innovator.

What are the downsides of what the innovations ask customers to become?

How can the values the innovation seeks to cultivate in customers be turned—or twisted—into vices that might undermine both the brand and the business?

Does The Ask surface or exploit—rather than ameliorate—customer weakness?

The dark side of the innovation ask again raises a perennial strategic question: does the innovator’s greatest innovation strength expose its greatest cultural vulnerability?

McDonald’s fast-food convenience success provokes counter-narratives on obesity and excess. The proliferation of digital media produces backlashes on privacy, cognitive overreliance, and the commoditization of their customers. Pharmaceutical innovators come under fire for cultivating drug dependencies. Financial innovators find their computational complexity and sophistication declared predatory, exploitive, and too difficult to regulate.

The dark side of The Ask recalls Clay Christensen’s innovator’s dilemma. Where Christensen observed that great success with profitable customers undermines innovation investment in even better opportunities, the innovator’s ask identifies a different peril. Successful innovation tempts customers to go well past the point of diminishing returns—and even take risks—that may be proved or perceived to be self-destructive. The more productive and provocative the innovator’s ask, the more profound that backlash may be.



This Is Only a Test

Now that you understand The Ask, and its dark side, consider the following innovation asks. Some questions have multiple answers; think of as many answers as you can.

	What does a dashboard cup holder ask its user to become?

	What does Botox ask its customers to become?

	What does Apple’s Genius Bar ask Apple’s customers to become?

	What does Twitter ask a celebrity athlete to become?

	What does “Angry Birds” ask its players to become?

	What does “The Cloud” ask Fortune 1,000 CEOs to become? How about CEOs of smaller, entrepreneurial companies?

	What does the video camera in a tablet computer ask?

	What do airbags ask you to become?

	What do disposable contact lenses ask their users to become?

	What does an accelerometer in a phone ask?

	What does a new weapon in “World of Warcraft” ask its players to become?


Watch my blog on HBR.org to continue the conversation about these, and other, Asks.










Conclusion: Going Further with The Ask

This book has been an invitation to revisit fundamental issues of strategy, marketing, brand, and, of course, innovation. In fact, The Ask extends all existing analyses.







Extending Strategy, Marketing, and Brand Frameworks

What’s terrific about The Ask is how easily it makes existing strategic, marketing, and brand analyses more valuable. The Ask enriches unique selling propositions and brand attributes design. (What marketer doesn’t want to know how a unique selling proposition will transform its customers?) It turbocharges SWOT, PEST, STEER, scenario planning, blue ocean, and Porterian five-forces strategic approaches.

Scenarios become more provocative when written from the perspective of who the firm believes will become its fastest-growing customer in five years. For Michael Porter’s five-forces framework, “rivalry” can be recast as competition between innovators’ asks: what overlaps and distinctions exist between your competitors’ ask and your own? Do nascent “new entrants” exist whose asks might innovatively subvert customer expectations and behaviors? Any meaningful analysis of “buyer power” requires asking how innovation will change customer values. Serious strategists agree that tomorrow’s customer capabilities, expectations, and behaviors are not simply linear extrapolations of today’s.

The Ask surfaces segmentation opportunities (and risks) while identifying lead user and crowdsourcing possibilities. MIT Professor Eric von Hippel’s pioneering work exploring how lead users facilitate innovation should inform any organization’s efforts to partner and prototype with key customers. Prototypes that (innovatively) ask customers to become lead users merit special attention. The rise of Web-enabled crowdsourcing similarly invites innovators to rethink how participatory they should be in tapping the wisdom of customer crowds.



Segmenting the Ask: Going Further with Your Marketing Discussions

The Ask shouldn’t be monolithic; it’s an invitation to segmentation. Customers and clients aren’t created equal. Ask-driven segmentation offers target-rich opportunities for innovation insights that create distinctions with a difference.

	What does the innovation ask your most profitable customers to become?

	What does the innovation ask your “typical” or average customer to become?

	What does the innovation ask your highest potential customers to become?


If the answers for these disparate customers are similar, then what makes the innovation distinctive? If the answers significantly diverge, then why—and how—does your innovation polarize what you’re asking your customers to become? Diverse customer segments often demand more diversified innovation opportunities to manage opportunity and risk.

	What are your three most important customer segments?

	What is your innovator’s ask for each?

	What segment is most competitive?

	What is your toughest competitor’s innovator’s ask?



















What Does This Book Ask You to Become?

This book’s most important insight is that investing in customer transformation is how strategic innovators create breakthrough brand experiences. The most important takeaway is the insight that innovation’s role is a human capital investment in the competence and capabilities of customers. Customers are assets. Successful innovation makes both the business and its customers more valuable over time.

But the way to conclude this book shouldn’t be a synthesis or summary of lessons learned but a real-world test of The Ask. Applying the principles and insights articulated here, what is my ask? What am I asking you to become? How should acting on The Ask transform you?

I’ve thought about this a lot. I want my readers to become innovators and entrepreneurs who always recognize and empathize with the aspirations and constraints of their customers. That means they should see their customers and clients as people who are looking to expand the boundaries of who they are and what they can do but respect the limitations on their time and their talents.

Readers should recognize that innovation isn’t about an exchange of value at a moment in time but part of an ongoing investment in customers as appreciating assets. They should stop looking at innovations as “solutions” to customer problems or delightful user experiences but see them as valued investments in who customers really want to become. I want readers to treat this book as their indispensable resource for customer transformation.

Selfishly, I want my readers to become people who immediately—viscerally—view innovation everywhere as a reason to ask, What is this asking its users to become? They should become people who internalize the importance of The Ask.

Significantly, they should become managers and leaders who are justifiably more confident that they are asking the right questions when they look to innovate and create new value in new ways. They should have the courage to take smarter risks and the ability to learn faster because they know they’re committed to treating their customers with empathy and respect.

Most importantly, they should become more successful. Why? Because successful innovators know how to ask the right questions and create the most value for themselves and their customers. The Ask of this book is that you become an innovator who gets the best possible return on the innovation investments you make in your customers.











Crowdsourcing The Ask: Invitation to Comment on This Book

Now it’s my turn for an “ask.” Please take a moment of time and thought to build on the themes raised in this book. My hope and expectation is that your (acknowledged) contributions will lead to a more compelling, useful and usable read for future versions—and audiences. Here’s how to contribute:

	If you have links to a story or examples that should be included—or even just a comment about the content—please tweet them to @harvardbiz with the hashtag #theask.

	If your thoughts are too long for Twitter, feel free to send a direct message to our team on Facebook (http://www.facebook.com/HBR).

	I will actively be facilitating contributions and conversations here on my blog at http://blogs.hbr.org/schrage/.

	Visit the book’s web site: http://hbr.org/product/who-do-you-want-your-customers-to-become/an/11245-PDF-ENG


Your comments are essential to evolving and improving this work; if you leave remarks by September 30, 2012, they may well be used in future editions of this HBR Single.









The Origins of The Ask

This book began with a popular blog post on the Harvard Business Review site.50 But its guts and framework emerged from the frustrations experienced by entrepreneurs and innovators I’d been working with. These leaders wanted their organizations to be more agile, more responsive, more anticipatory, and more innovative. They desperately wanted to create more new value for more customers in less time.

The problem was diminishing returns had set in. What had once worked had grown stale. Technical talent was misaligned with customer aspirations. Traditional market research delivered uninspiring insights.
 Innovation and marketing initiatives felt more like rote exercises than opportunities for transformation.

I was invited in to shake things up. My role was to facilitate the rapid design of experiments, models, simulations, and prototypes so my clients could innovate faster, better and (yes) cheaper. The goal was to energize the culture by getting people across the organizations to collaboratively innovate with customers in mind.

I’d found that helping small teams design simple and scalable experiments wins organizational enthusiasm. Innovation—new features, new functionality, and new products and services—rekindles customer excitement and involvement. Lightweight, high-impact business experiments quickly commanded everyone’s attention and respect.

New technology, of course, made rising to this innovation challenge faster and easier. Social media, crowdsourcing, and the rise of Web 2.0 services like Twitter and Pinterest created new genres of engagement. The cost of acquiring lead users as partners and collaborators for design innovation were plummeting. In theory, all the technical ingredients for customer-centric innovation were there.

But something was missing. Our expanding embarrassment of innovation riches didn’t make clients as happy or as customer-centric as they wanted; it made them more frustrated. Innovative experiments were exciting and important but they failed to address something fundamental. We could feel a gap. We knew there was a question we weren’t asking but we hadn’t figured out what it was.

The breakthroughs came when we stepped back from trying to be more innovative and stepped up to ask ourselves a different question—a question that went an important step beyond the innovation value we sought to create: What do our innovations ask our customers to become?

Changing this focus changed everything. Like lean production and agile development, it quickly became a fundamental organizing principle for thinking about how to align innovation investment with brand, marketing, and strategic intent. All our experiments came alive with new energy and insight.

Suddenly, customer transformation, not innovation prowess, dominated the conversation. Instead of emphasizing how innovation improved products and services, we asked how innovation improved the customer. Instead of defining innovation as an investment in the company’s future, we treated it as an investment in the customer’s future. Innovations should make customers more valuable.

Instead of asking how we could become more innovative, we asked how we should make our customers more innovative. Everything revolved around what we were asking our customers to become. Who did our customers want to become? How did our innovation investments enable and empower that? The customer’s future became the central focus.

That simple question has dramatically improved the quality and effectiveness of every single professional engagement I’ve had since. It has fundamentally changed how I elicit information from the business leaders and facilitate design sessions with the marketing and innovation teams. The context and quality of those crucial conversations just get better and better. The impact has been so consistently powerful, persuasive and productive that I realized that I had to write a book about it. Trust me: it will change how you lead, manage, and invest in marketing and innovation.
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