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Here’s How to guarantee your 
company’s success: look at what 
other leading businesses are doing 
right, implement their processes at 
your organization, and then—wow!—
watch your stock price and market 
share grow. if only it were that easy. 

in fact, imitation may be the sincer-
est form of inanity. “best practices are 
not universally applicable, because 
every company is different,” explains 
Stephen Shapiro. “even if you wanted 
to replicate what someone else is doing 
in order to differentiate your own com-
pany, you’re really just following in the 
footsteps of others. doing that is not a 
source of differentiation or a means to 
stay competitive.”

in his new book, Best Practices  
Are Stupid: 40 Ways to Out-Innovate  
the Competition (Portfolio/Penguin),  
Shapiro, 47, argues that most of the 
things that companies do in the name 
of innovation actually destroy it. in 
fact, not looking to best practices is 
often itself the best practice. Shapiro, 
chief innovation officer at innoCentive, 
a crowdsourcing consultancy, spoke 
from his Quincy, mass., home office 
about where and how to look for ideas 
and why innovating is all about asking 
the right question the right way of the 
right people.

Stephen Shapiro 

explainS why  

effortS to Stay 

ahead will often 

leave you behind. 
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you list forty tips to Help  
organizations innovate.  
aren’t tHese essentially  
best practices? in otHer 
words, could your book Have 
been called Best Practices  
are stuPid unless recommended  
By stePhen m. shaPiro?
I don’t know about that, because I’m not 
saying that all best practices are stupid. 
I am just against using them as your in-
novation strategy to differentiate your 
company. For example, best practices 
can actually be useful in financial or 
human-resources management because 
you don’t need to reinvent those wheels. 
But if you believe that doing what an-
other company is doing will help you 
catch up to or beat competitors, it won’t. 
Innovation is about staying ahead of the 
competition, not about new products, 
new processes, new services, new busi-
ness models, or even new ideas. 

but isn’t developing some-
tHing new How a company 
stays aHead? 
When I look at the most successful 
companies staying ahead of their  
competition, they don’t actually  
develop really sexy things—they  
find great ways to commercialize  
old products in new ways. 

exactly! you just said it:  
“new ways.”
I guess what I’m really saying is that  
we get so enamored with thinking that 
innovation is about the new product or 
new idea that we develop something 
new for the sake of developing some-
thing new. But it’s easy to develop a  
sexy product the market doesn’t want  
or that you can’t sell at a reasonable 
cost. In reality, it’s the combination of 
many factors that must come together 
to take a challenge or problem or oppor-
tunity and convert it into something 
that creates value. Yet we get stuck in 
the middle of the innovation process, 

which is, Hey, let’s develop new ideas! 
Companies hold brainstorming sessions, 
create flip charts, and write Post-It 
notes, creating a series of events. Let’s go 
sit in a room and develop a concept. That’s 
destructive for a lot of organizations,  
because what most people come up with 
tends not to be relevant or strategic or 
implementable for a variety of reasons. 
You end up wasting a lot of resources 
without creating value. 

in fact, you say tHat asking  
for a lot of ideas is itself a  
bad idea. 
When you ask crowds for general ideas, 
which are essentially variations on sug-
gestions and opinions, you end up with 
too wide a variety. For example, a large 
European retail bank that was suffering 
from eroding market share decided to get 
input from all its employees on ways to 
improve and grow the business. The com-
pany received thousands of ideas. In the 
end, none were implemented. 

If you ever go onto the “My Starbucks 
Idea” webpage, where the company asks 
customers what they think, you’re going 
to find that some people want more foam, 
less foam, larger cups, smaller cups, hot-
ter or colder. Everyone has an opinion. 
When you ask many people for their sug-
gestions, you’re going to get fluffiness, 
noise, and uselessness. The ideas tend to 
be impractical and of low value. I can tell 
you— based on a number of companies 
I’ve worked with that went down this 
path—that the ratio of good ideas to bad 
ideas is often one to one thousand. 

isn’t it wortH it to get tHat 
one good idea?
No—it’s a waste of resources. If a  
company had an unlimited amount of 
time and money, I would say, Go for it! 
But innovation is always constrained  
by finances and time. There are more  
efficient ways to get that good idea: Ask 
very pointed questions rather than for 
general input. Einstein said if that if 

he had an hour to save the world, he’d 
spend fifty-nine minutes defining the 
problem and one minute finding the  
solution. The reality is that people spend 
sixty minutes running around finding 
solutions to problems that don’t matter 
or that were never defined properly. 

fair enougH, but you say tHat 
even asking employees to 
tHink of ways to increase rev-
enue isn’t specific enougH. 
Raising revenue is a lofty goal, but posing 
this type of challenge usually results in 
fluffy solutions. Instead of asking people 
for broad ideas on how to raise revenue, 
you’re better off defining very specific 
challenges: Are there specific markets 
that you have not penetrated? Are you 
missing out on customer segments that 
present a greater opportunity? 

A poor example of crowdsourcing is 
the BP oil spill, where the company asked 
a really broad question: How do we solve 
the oil-spill problem? They got 123,000 
solutions, and very few were useful. Had 

when you ask 

many people for 

their suggestions, 

you’re going to get 

fluffiness, noise, 

and uselessness. 

the ideas tend to 

be impractical and 

of low value.
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they taken the time to deconstruct the 
problem to come up with a more specific 
question, they probably would’ve had 
more valuable solutions earlier.

wHat sHould tHe company  
Have asked?
I’m not an expert in this particular  
discipline, but they could have nar-
rowed the problem like Exxon did after 
the Valdez spill. Exxon asked about one 
specific issue, something about the den-
sity of oil in cold water—a very pointed 
question about fluid dynamics—which 
led to a solution from someone who 
worked with cement and understood 
how dense liquids operate.

you write tHat ratHer tHan 
finding new ideas, crowds are 
better at eliminating bad ones. 
That’s true. When developing titles for 
my new book, we used crowdsourcing. 
What we found was that there was no 
convergence on which titles they liked. 
The input from the crowd created more 

confusion. However, when we asked the 
crowd to tell us which titles they did 
not like, there was a high level of agree-
ment. We were able to quickly eliminate 
a large percentage of the titles. 

wHen sHould an organization 
consult experts?
As I say in my book, expertise is the 
enemy of innovation. But it depends 
on the problem that needs to be 
solved. Many problems can be solved 
by experts, like if you’re a chemist 
and working on a chemistry problem. 
Other times, the problem needs to be 
solved by some fundamentally new 
perspective, so you’ll have to go beyond 
the usual experts. Again, it’s all about 
framing the question properly.

but doesn’t widening tHe  
pool beyond experts risk  
tHe pitfall you described of 
getting a lot of “noise”?
Sure, you’re going to get some noise, but 
if you define the problem properly and 

narrowly, the question becomes a self-
vetting process, especially if you add 
evaluation criteria in the challenge. 
You create an environment where 
people will stop themselves from con-
tributing ideas that aren’t valuable. 

and tHen tHere are situations 
in wHicH people will compete 
to produce tHe best ideas.
One way is through innovation tour-
naments, where the winner is the 
one who comes up with the best idea. 
Other times, organizations will take 
a bounty-hunting approach, where a 
company will define the challenge as 
specifically as possible, so there may not 
be a winner if no one develops the right 
solution. For example, in the case of the 
Netflix Prize, the company paid only 
the team that ultimately improved the 
recommendation engine by 10 percent. 

Bounties are ideal when you know 
what you are looking for. When you 
can clearly identify the evaluation cri-
teria, a bounty will focus the solvers 
and also ensure you are only paying 
for results. But sometimes you don’t 
know exactly what you need or want. 
Therefore, you need to do something 
more exploratory. In these situations, 
tournaments are good since they pro-
vide a wider range of input.

speaking of rewarding 
people, wHy do you instruct 
companies to stop rewarding 
people for doing tHeir jobs? 
When you hire people to work for you, 
it should be expected that they have 
a basic level of competence. When 
you simply recognize people for doing 
what they are hired to do, it reinforces 
a culture where the status quo is good 
enough. If the company is so risk-
averse that people aren’t willing to 
try anything new, while all you do is 
reward people for doing what they’ve 
always done, all you’ll get is more of 
the same. 
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before anyone tries some-
tHing new, tHey Have to think 
of trying sometHing new.  
companies like google and 3m 
are well-known for giving 
tHeir employees ample time  
to tHink, but you—
I have a problem with the way some  
organizations approach this, like by  
letting employees use 20 percent of  
their time to develop new ideas as 
Google does, or 15 percent as 3M does. 
These companies basically say you have a 
certain percentage of your time to think 
about what is of interest to you, but  
allowing employees to dedicate a percent 
of their time to innovation efforts of 
their choosing is akin to the infinite-
monkey theorem: If you give an infinite 
number of monkeys an infinite number 
of typewriters, they will eventually 
write War and Peace. The belief is that  
if you give employees enough time to 
tinker around and develop enough 
harebrained ideas, they will eventually 
find the next big innovation. Although 
this might yield new ideas, it’s hardly 
an efficient way to innovate. I’d rather 
have people reflect on which problems, 
if we solve them right now, would pro-
duce value for the organization. 

interestingly, you recommend 
Hiring people you don’t like.
It is human psychology for us to want 
to surround ourselves, particularly in 

the business world, with people who 
are like us, who have similar beliefs and 
personalities. As a result, we end up 
with efficiency—when we have a bunch 
of people who think the same way, act 
the same way, and talk the same way, 
we can agree quickly and get things 
done quickly. But efficiency doesn’t gen-
erate creativity or innovation. If you’re 
hiring only people who fit the mold, you 
perpetuate the culture, and culture is 
a cult, and cults are efficient, but there 
tends to be no diverse thinking in cults. 

For instance, my natural tendency is 
to be highly creative, not to be boxed 
in to anything. The people I typically 
avoid are the really anal-retentive plan-
ners. What I’ve learned is that I can’t 
be successful without these people. So 
I hire in pairs—workers who are oppo-
sites of each other—to build this type 
of tension into the organization and 
then manage it properly. 

but isn’t Hiring people wHo 
are unlike you different tHan 
Hiring people you don’t like?
A lot of times, the reason certain people 
annoy us is because they think differ-
ently than we do, so it’s usually the 
same thing, even if we don’t realize it.

I had a conversation just the other 
day with a client, who told me about a 
job candidate who was very argumenta-
tive in the interview. The interviewer 
went to his boss and said that this guy 

is really good, but he’s just not a fit for  
the company. And the boss said, “That’s 
why we need to hire him.” The new  
employee took a little getting used to,  
but he added divergent thinking and  
value to the organization. 

wHen it comes to creativity, wHy 
do you insist tHat measuring it 
only ends up stifling it?
There’s definitely a place for measuring 
creativity, and the reality is that organi-
zations have to measure it like they do 
many other things. The question is: Are 
we measuring the right things? So it’s not 
measuring creativity but how companies 
are doing it that’s the problem. A lot of 
organizations measure it based on the 
number of ideas someone suggests.

i tHink we all know someone  
at work wHo always Has an idea 
for everytHing.
Right, and how often are those ideas  
actually implemented? It’s easy to suggest 
an idea. What’s difficult is to suggest a real 
solution to an important problem. It’s not 
about the quantity of contributions but 
about the quality, but because numbers 
are an easy way to measure, we go by very 
objective measures that focus on quantity. 
This gives us very misleading results. If I 
am to be measured by how quickly I can  
do something or the quantity of ideas 
I generate, we’ve done nothing to say 
whether I am actually valuable.

if you’re hiring only people who fit the mold, you perpetuate 

the culture, and culture is a cult, and cults are efficient,

but there tends to be no diverse 

thinking in cults.
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