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Not Disruptive,
and Proud of It

REMEMBER “DISRUPTIVE” WHEN it was

called “paradigm shift.” That phrase

died during the tech-bubble along
with “portal” and “think outside the
box,” yet the concept has returned.
Don’t follow along.

When I get pitched — usually by
someone raising money — that they
“have something disruptive,” a little
part of me dies. You should be wor-
rying about making something useful,
not how disruptive you can be.

“Disruptive” is the in-vogue word for
the opposite of “incremental improve-
ment.” A disruptive product causes
such a large market shift that entire
companies collapse (the ones who
don’t“get it”) and new markets appear.

Disruptive is fascinating, disruptive
changes the world, disruptive makes
us think. Disruptive also sometimes
generates billions of dollars, which is
why venture capitalists have always
loved it and always will.

But disruptive is rare and usually
expensive. It’s hard to think of dis-
ruptive technologies or products that
didn’t take many millions of dollars
to implement. Most of us don’t have
access to those resources, and many
of us don’t care, because we’d rather
work on an idea we actually under-
stand and can build ourselves, an idea
that might make us a living and be
useful to people.

There’s nothing wrong with incre-
mental improvement. What’s wrong
with doing something interesting,
useful, new, but not transcendental?
What’s wrong with taking a known
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problem with a known market and just
doing it better or with a fresh perspec-
tive or with a modern approach? Do
you have you create a new market and
turn everyone’s assumptions upside
down to be successful? Should you?
I'm not so sure. Here’s my argument:

It's hard to explain the
benefits of disruption.
Have you tried to explain Twitter
someone? Not the “140 characters”
part — the part about why it’s a fun-
damental shift in how you meet and
interact with people?

Hasn't the listener always responded
by saying, “I don’t need to know what
everyone had for lunch. Who cares?
What's next, ‘I'm taking a dump?’”
They don’t get it, right? But it’s hard
to explain.

There are ways to elucidate the util-
ity of Twitter, but even the good ones
are lengthy and require listeners with
patience and open minds — two attri-
butes in short supply.

“It’s hard to explain” should not be a
standard part of your sales pitch. “You
just need to try it” and “trust me” don’t
cut it. That may be OK for Twitter —
today — but what about the 100 other
social-networking-slash-link-sharing
networks that didn’t survive? Ask them
about selling intangible benefits.

It's hard to sell disruption,
because people don’t want
to be disrupted.
If you're reading this you're prob-
ably more open to new ideas and new

products than most, because you're
inventing a new product, starting a
company, or you're just ruffled because
I'm pissing on “disruptive” and you're
looking for nit-picky things to argue
with me about.

But most people are creatures of
habit. They don’t want their lives
turned upside down. They launch into
a tirade of obscenities if you just rear-
range their toolbar. When they hear
about a new social media craze they
cringe in agony, desperately hoping it’s
a passing fad and not another new god-
damn thing they’ll be aimlessly pad-
dling around in for the next decade.

Change is hard, so a person has
to be experiencing real pain to want
change. Selling a point-solution for a
point-problem is easier than getting
people to change how they live their
lives. Identifying specific pain points
and explaining how your software
addresses those is easier than trying to
tap into a general malaise and promis-

ing a better world.
9 Most technology we now
consider “disruptive” wasn't

conceived that way.
Google was the 11th major search
engine, not the first. Their technology
proved superior, but “a better search
engine” was hardly a new idea. In
retrospect we say that Google trans-
formed how people find information,
and further, how advertising works on
the Internet.

Disruptive in hindsight, sure, but the
genesis was just “incrementally better”
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