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Dean Inge is quoted as saying: 
 

 “There are two kinds of fools. One says, “This is old, therefore it 
is good.” The other one says, “This is new, therefore it is better.” 

 
Ray Poynter’s December 2006 article in Research World (Separating the 
Wheat From the Chaff) has got me thinking about innovation these days. 
Thanks for getting me to think Ray, even when I disagree with you.   
 
What is Innovation? 
 
Ray puts out a simple set of criteria for determining whether a research 
technique is or is not innovative. A new research idea is innovative, he writes, 
if it (a) offers a better solution to an existing need, (b) fulfills an unmet need, 
(c) is demonstrably efficacious and value-laden, and (d) is available from a 
range of suppliers. I don’t think much of this definition, but recognize that you 
can’t get three marketing researchers together and have them agree on a 
definition of marketing research either. 
 
The problem with this taxonomy – it fails to differentiate marketing research as 
science and marketing research as business enterprise. As science, the first 
two points are obvious. Scientific endeavor is meant to move forward, to solve 
the puzzles raised as part of the paradigm. Creating a better way to do 
research is fundamental to science; consider the history of advertising 
research for a lesson in scientific growth. Likewise, fulfilling an unmet need is 
both a noble scientific pursuit and potentially a profitable business venture.  
 
But is this a useful part of the classification scheme? It may be that how one 
defines “better” determines your answer. I used to think that a tool that lets us 
collect or analyze data in a new way, whether it is faster, cheaper, or more 
representative of the real world, is a “better” tool. Then we changed that to 
say it had to be two out of these three. These days, I’m not so sure. Our 
industry has taken a turn in recent years to faster and cheaper, with mediocre 
results. We may have to amend this adage to two out of three, with at least 
parity with existing products in representing the world. 
 
Tools that don’t work don’t get sold or they have a very short shelf life; it’s 
hard to imagine any tool that doesn’t work being around long enough to be 
considered for innovative status. That doesn’t mean we, as an industry, don’t 
introduce our fair share of garbage. It is incumbent on the research buyer to 
demand validation of a new tool before buying it. If they don’t, we can only 
say, “Shame on you”, and we’ve said it way too often. Online panels are a 
good example of a seemingly better way to do something that turned out to 
have serious flaws (professional respondents and lack of representivity). Early 
on, they would, in hindsight, not be considered innovative. Now that we’ve 
fixed many of the problems, we might nominate them for innovative status. 



 
Having a demonstrable value is a more difficult criterion to establish. There 
are nay-sayers to almost any research technique we have – focus groups, 
ethnography, semiotics, statistical modeling of scanner data, etc. Value is in 
the eyes of the user; if a tool helps you make better marketing decisions, it 
has value. Again, there is a short shelf life for tools that don’t have value; 
hence, all tools that exist would be innovative under this definition. 
 
Finally, as a good American capitalist, I would think anything innovative would 
be patented and controlled in its distribution. A technique that anybody can do 
and sell is probably not very innovative. 
 
I don’t think we know how to define innovative yet. 
 
So What Is Innovative? 
 
“Who cares” is a good response to this question. If I put on my scientist hat, 
I’m not looking for innovation per se, I’m looking for a better way to measure 
or predict. If I put on my research supplier hat, I’m looking for a tool I can sell.  
That tool may be an entirely new way to provide information, it may be faster, 
it may be cheaper, it may better represent reality, or it may just look so sexy 
that it is compelling to the research buyer.  
 
A science that doesn’t grow is doomed to die – innovation is good for science. 
A business that creates a false impression of innovation is going to fail – it’s 
only a question of how long before everyone catches on. Research buyers 
who buy a tool because they think it is innovative will do their company a 
disservice.   
 
 
 


