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The best innovations solve real 

problems.  They provide solutions that 

customers are prepared to pay money 

for.  So, it seems to make sense that we 

should listen carefully to customer 
requests. 

 
But this can be a mistake.  In the 

famous words of Steve Jobs, “It isn’t 

the customer’s job to know what they 

want.”  The customer will often 

express the kind of solution he would 

like to see. 

 

Listen politely to his request but 

spend time observing the problem at 

first hand. Then think laterally about 

how to solve it. 

 

In his seminal book, The Innovator’s 

Dilemma, Clayton Christensen 

explains why so many companies fail 

with their innovations.  They make the 

classic mistake of listening to their 

customers.  Customers are typically 

unadventurous and unimaginative 

when it comes to ideas.  They ask for 

incremental innovations to your 

current offerings.  “Please make your 

product faster, quieter, cheaper, more 

energy efficient, available in local 

language etc.”  This leads companies 

to keep trying to improve the quality 

and effectiveness of their current 

products or services.  It leads them 

away from trying bold new initiatives 

or alternative approaches.  What is 

more, customers are initially reluctant 

to adopt radical new solutions until 

eventually it becomes clear that they 

are the new hot product. 

 

Consider this recent remarkable 

innovation from Mexico – the road 

that repairs itself. With a mix of 

additives and old rubber tires, the new 

pavement creates a putty that reacts 

to water. When water hits the road, 

the putty makes calcium silicates that 

fill any cracks, producing a constantly 

self-repairing road.  Do you think the 

customer asked for this?  I don’t. 

The customer probably asked for a 

better road surface which would last 

longer.  The problem is holes in the 

road.  The inventor focussed on that 

and came up with a remarkable 

innovation.  

 

It is the same story with other big 

innovations.  Spectacle wearers did 

not ask for disks to fit on their eyes – 

but contact lenses were a big 

success.  Mobile phone users and 

laptop users wanted higher 

performance and lower prices. 

 

None asked for a hybrid device.  

But Steve Jobs introduced the iPad 

tablet.  It was initially greeted with 

some scepticism but went on to be an 

enormous winner.  Surveys of taxi 

users showed that they wanted more 

availability of taxis and lower 

prices.  The obvious answer is to issue 

more licences for taxis.  The real 

problem is how to significantly 

increase the supply of customised 

transport. Travis Kalanick created an 

entirely new model, Uber, based on 

the spare capacity of drivers who are 

happy to give someone a lift for a 

payment. 

So, by all means involve the 

customer.  Run your surveys, focus 

groups and questionnaires.  But treat 

the outputs with care.  They are 

signals to be aware of, not signposts 

that you must follow.  It is not always 

best to give customers what they ask 

for.  It is better to solve the problem 

in a clever, effective and innovative 

way. 

 

© Copyright, Paul Sloane 
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E-mail: psloane@destination-

innovation.com  
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Focus on the problem, not the 

customer’s request 
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Important Notice 
© Copyright 2019, Martin Pollins, All Rights 

Reserved 
 

This article appeared in Better Business Focus, 
published by Bizezia Limited (“the publisher”). 
It is protected by copyright law and 

reproduction in whole or in part without the 
publisher’s written permission is strictly 
prohibited. The publisher may be contacted at 

info@bizezia.com  
 
Some images in this publication are taken 
from Creative Commons – such images may 

be subject to copyright. Creative Commons is 
a non-profit organisation that enables the 
sharing and use of creativity and knowledge 

through free legal tools. 
 
The article is published without responsibility 
by the publisher or any contributing author 

for any loss howsoever occurring as a 
consequence of any action which you take, or 
action which you choose not to take, as a 

result of this article or any view expressed 
herein.  
 
Whilst it is believed that the information 

contained in this publication is correct at the 
time of publication, it is not a substitute for 
obtaining specific professional advice and no 

representation or warranty, expressed or 
implied, is made as to its accuracy or 
completeness.  
 

Any hyperlinks in the article were correct at 
the time this article was published but may 
have changed since then. Likewise, later 

technology may supersede any which are 
specified in the article. 
  
The information is relevant within the United 

Kingdom. These disclaimers and exclusions 
are governed by and construed in accordance 
with English Law. 
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