Measuring What Matters: Innovation
Metrics That Do Not Lie

Idea counts are easy to collect and easy to inflate. A practical look at which indicators
actually track the journey from opportunity to realized value, and which ones just
reward submitting more forms.
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The vanity metric everyone starts with

Ask a new innovation program what it measures, and the first answer is almost
always "number of ideas submitted." It is an easy number to report, it always goes up
if you run enough campaigns, and it looks good on a slide next to last year's smaller
number. It is also nearly useless as a measure of whether innovation is working,
because it rewards volume over quality and gives no information about what
happened to any of those ideas afterward.

The tell is what happens when you ask a follow-up question: of the four hundred
ideas submitted last year, how many reached a pilot? How many shipped? If the
program cannot answer immediately, the metric it has been reporting was measuring
enthusiasm for a submission form, not innovation capability. That distinction matters
enormously to anyone deciding whether to keep funding the program.



Three numbers that are harder to fake

Conversion rate by stage is the first one worth tracking honestly: of the ideas that
entered stage one this quarter, what fraction reached stage two, and how does that
compare to the quarter before? A falling conversion rate at a specific gate is a
precise, actionable signal -- either the intake quality dropped, or the gate got harder,
and both are worth knowing.

Cycle time per stage is the second: not the total time from submission to decision,
which hides where the delay actually lives, but the time spent in each individual
stage. This is what turns "our process is slow" from a complaint into a diagnosis.

Time-to-value for shipped ideas is the third and the hardest to collect, because it
requires tracking an idea past the point where the innovation team usually stops
paying attention -- past the pilot, into the business unit that adopted it, until it
produces a measurable outcome. It is also the only one of the three that answers the
question a CFO actually cares about.



Reviewer independence as a metric, not just a policy

A less obvious number worth watching is how often a single reviewer's score
determines the outcome of a gate, versus how often the decision reflects a genuine
spread of independent opinions. If one senior reviewer's score correlates almost
perfectly with the final decision across dozens of ideas, the program does not have a
review panel -- it has one person's judgment with extra steps, and the other
reviewers are decoration.

This is worth measuring because the fix is organizational, not technical: rotate
reviewers, cap how many gates any one person sits on per quarter, or require a
minimum score variance before a decision is considered final. None of that is visible
from a dashboard that only shows the aggregate score -- it requires keeping and
examining the individual scores that produced it.



What to stop reporting

It is worth being equally clear about what to retire. Total participants in a campaign
measures marketing reach, not innovation output, and should live in a marketing
report, not an innovation one. Number of workshops held measures activity, not
results. And "ideas in the pipeline" as a single undifferentiated count is close to
meaningless without the stage breakdown behind it -- a pipeline of two hundred ideas
stuck at stage one for six months is not healthier than a pipeline of twenty ideas
moving steadily toward pilot.

None of this is an argument against measuring activity at all. It is an argument for
keeping activity metrics and outcome metrics in clearly separate categories, so that a
program under pressure cannot quietly substitute one for the other on the same
slide.
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