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Medical Products Project - Examples of Types of Trends  

and Key Questions to be Researched 
 

 
 Key Targeted Customers: physicians, nurses, other workers in surgical settings 
 Other Key stakeholders:  patients, hospitals, insurance providers, HMO’s  

 
Starting assumptions about trends: Questions to explore: 
 
Usage/Application Trends 
 
- increased industry interest in finding  - What are global infection rate trends? 
  alternatives to use of antibiotics for - What are forces behind these trends in  
  all surgery patients (due to increase in    various regions of the world? 
  antibiotic-resistant bacteria) 
 
 
Demographic Trends 
 
- Location of surgical procedures shifting from - What are key needs & problems faced 
  acute care hospital to other sites - (doctor’s   by doctors and nurses in settings 
  office, small surgical centers)   outside the hospital?  
 
 
Economic Trends 
 
- Increased concern among health care - What are major cost-saving needs from 
  providers with reducing cost of    viewpoint of purchasing committees 
  procedures   in hospitals? insurance companies?  
 
 
Technology Trends 
 
- Movement toward procedures with smaller  - What are state of the art procedures? 
  incision - What are implications of these trends 
- Increased use of non-surgical methods of   for infection control needs of health 
  medical treatment   care workers? 
 
 
Notice that the medical products team decided to investigate a variety of different trend categories. 
This is important to do in the early phase of information gathering because future market demand 
is almost always the result of interacting trends in different fields. 
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PHASE TWO:   Identifying Trends and Key Customer Needs 
 
In Phase Two the team officially launches its lead user study. In this phase 
the team does an in-depth investigation of trends and emerging market 
needs. The ultimate goal of Phase Two is to select a specific need-related 
trend(s) that will be the focus of the remainder of the study. Once the team 
is focused in on a specific trend or a few related trends, in Phase Three it 
will identify and interview lead users who have useful solution information 
to offer (see the box below). 
 
 
 
“Name that Trend!” - the Core Phase Two Task 

 
A key goal of Phase Two is to select the need-related trend(s) that will be the focus of 
concept development work in the phases that follow. This is necessary before a team  
can identify the lead users who are “at the leading edge of the trend.” 
 
 

 
 Need-related Trend: A growing consumer interest in nutritious foods 
 
 
Once a specific and important trend has been identified and “named” on the horizontal 
axis of the curve shown above, the team is in a position to identify lead users with 
respect to that trend who can aid in the concept generation work which begins in Phase 
Three. 

 
 
 

Information Gathering Methods in Phase Two 
 
In brief, these are the main data gathering activities in Phase Two: 
 
 Teams start out the trend and market investigation with a 
 comprehensive review of current trade literature related to  
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the focus of the project. The purpose of this review is to 
get an overall sense of “conventional wisdom” regarding 
important trends and market needs. 
 
After the initial literature review, the focus of information 
gathering shifts to identifying and interviewing top trend 
and market experts. For the sake of efficiency, most 
interviewing is done by telephone. However, teams also 
do some in-person interviews with experts who have 
information that is especially important to the project. 

 
We want to underscore that during Phase Two, the team focuses on 
identifying and interviewing a small group of “lead use” experts. Lead 
use experts aren’t simply the recognized “opinion leaders” in a field. 
Rather, they are the very top authorities with respect to their knowledge 
of: 1) important market and technical trends and 2) leading edge 
applications of these trends. For example, a lead use expert could be an 
editor of a major industry trade journal aimed at marketing professionals 
- or it might be a technology expert in an academic setting who is very 
knowledgeable about state-of-the-art technologies being applied in the 
team’s area of study. 
 
 

Team Trend Investigation Workshop 
 
In our work with teams, we always start out Phase Two with a four-day 
team workshop. We have found that this is a very effective way to get 
teams quickly into the lead user project. The main activities that take place 
during the four days are described below: 
  
• Literature Scan  - The first two days, members browse through journals 
and other kinds of reading material that were selected by the team during 
its planning in Phase One. Every two or three hours, there are group 
discussions of what members are learning from their reading. 
 
• Interviewing  - The team spends most of the next two days of the 
workshop beginning the important task of interviewing experts. In a half-
day session, the team creates a general interview guide that includes key 
questions to explore in the expert interviews. Then members spend 
another half-day doing in-person interviews with locally located experts. 
These are “warm up” interviews and are not really with top authorities. 
During the interviewing segment of the workshop, team members also 
begin to call experts identified from the literature scan. 

Get off to 

fast start 

with a  

4-day 

team 

workshop

  



Lead User Project Handbook: 
A practical guide for lead user project teams 

Page  35  
 

 

Identifying and Interviewing Lead Use Experts 
 
Given that interviewing lead use experts is a core data gathering method in 
Phase Two, we want to give you a sense of how teams go about finding 
experts with appropriate kinds of information (see Chapter 4 for a detailed 
discussion of this subject). The basic process for finding experts involves 
first generating a list of potential authorities from scanning the literature and 
consulting with colleagues. From there, the team does telephone 
“networking” which involves calling people on the starting list until the right 
individuals are found. The example below shows how the networking 
process works. 
 
Example - Medical Products Team 
 
From scanning literature and consulting with associates, the medical 
products team created an initial list of over thirty potential experts. For 
example, members identified authors of major studies on infection in 
surgery. Some experts were researchers in academic settings. Others 
were prominent doctors and nurses at leading hospitals across the United 
States. The team also wanted to interview health care authorities in Asia 
and so they used electronic data bases to locate key contacts who worked 
at health ministries in those regions. 
 
Using the list of names as a starting place, members began calling people 
until experts were found who met the team’s criteria of “the best” in their 
fields. Members then did in-depth interviews with the identified experts. 
Most of these were conducted by telephone. Prior to starting to do 
interviewing, the team developed general questions to ask and then 
members tailored them to fit the particular specialties of each expert 
to be interviewed. 
 

 

Completing Phase Two - Framing the Customers’ Need 
 
After about three or four weeks of interviewing experts, teams usually 
have achieved a very good understanding of major trends and are ready 
to begin the important task of “framing” the customer need. Framing the 
customer need basically involves selecting and clearly defining the  
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the specific need(s) that will be addressed with a new product or service. 
 
Need framing is done in a series of team meetings, which are usually 
spread over two weeks. At these meetings, the team goes through a 
process of evaluating, interpreting and combining the various pieces of 
information gathered from interviews and reading. The outcome of this 
work should be a need statement that will give the team a clear guide for 
the concept development work that begins in Phase Three. 

 
Framing the customer need is a very important task in the lead user 
research process and is extensively discussed in Chapter 4. The 
Olympic Snack case reviewed in Chapter One provides an example. In 
that study, the team examined a number of trends, and finally elected to 
combine two important ones into a framing of the customer need that 
would be the focus of concept development work. The two trends 
selected and the team’s framing of the customer need are shown below: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Trend 1: growing interest in Trend 2: increase in serious 
  good nutrition  “week-end” athletes 
 
 

Statement of the     “a healthy snack product that will enhance athletic performance” 
Customer Need. 

 
 
 
During Phase Two, teams usually experiment with several different ways 
of defining the needs that will be addressed in concept development. The 
first try at framing the need is usually done after about two weeks of 
interviewing experts and reading. Then teams typically take another two 
weeks or so to rework and refine their initial ideas in light of what they 
learn from further interviews and reading. 
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Arriving at a good need framing serves a critical purpose. Before the team 
has done this, it is dealing with many bits and pieces of information - and is 
unsure which of them will become the most relevant or important for its 
purpose. Once the team has framed the need area(s) to be worked on, 
collecting and organizing data becomes much more efficient. Now members 
know what information to seek, and know which directions of inquiry can be 
set aside as not applying to the project focus. 
 

 

PHASE THREE:   Understanding the  

Needs and Solutions of Lead Users 
 
In Phase Three, the team acquires a more precise understanding of the 
needs it has selected as the area of focus. The team also begins to 
generate concepts during this phase. These concepts are only preliminary 
ones. They will be further developed and refined via the lead user 
workshop that takes place in Phase Four. 
 
Another task in Phase Three is to collect verifying evidence that the 
identified needs and preliminary solution ideas do indeed represent a very 
good business opportunity. The team uses the verifying evidence 
gathered to create a preliminary business “case” which will be presented 
to management for review near the end of Phase Three. 
 
In this phase, the focus of information gathering is on interviewing lead 
users. However, the team also continues to interview lead use experts 
who have technical knowledge that could be applied to generating 
concepts. 

 

 

Locating and Interviewing Lead Users 
 
In Chapter 6, we explain how to go about the very challenging task of 
locating lead users who can provide useful and project-specific 
information. Right now we want to simply give you the flavor of how 
appropriate lead users are found. 
 
Recall from Chapter 1 that finding lead users begins with identifying 
product or service users who: 1) “lead” the trend(s) identified by the team 
in terms of their need for new products or services, and 2) stand to gain a 
significant benefit from finding solutions to satisfy their leading edge 
needs. In particular, teams look for lead users who have relevant new 
product or service ideas or have experimented with actually developing 
prototypes. Clearly, users who are activity doing innovating will be in the 
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best position to have good insights into the specific product or service 
attributes that customers will be seeking in the future. The example below 
illustrates the basic lead user identification strategy. 
 
Lead User Identification - Hearing Health Project 
 
A lead user study was implemented  
by a hearing aid manufacturer to  
develop concepts for a breakthrough  
hearing aid that would address the 
special needs of  people with only mild  
hearing impairment. This would be a 
new market for the company. At 
the time of the lead user study, its  
core products (see examples on the 
right) were targeted for people with  
severe hearing impairment. 
 
Based on the team’s expert interviews and reading in Phase Two, one 
major need-related trend it decided to focus on was a growing consumer 
demand for higher quality sound processing. Therefore, the team task in 
Phase Three was to identify and interview lead users to gain a more 
precise understanding about the attributes of “quality hearing” that were 
likely to matter the most to potential customers (see examples below). 
 

 
 
Trend of Interest:  Growing demand for higher quality sound processing 

 
 
Lead Users  serious athletes in competitive team sports (team sports 

Identified requiring good hearing of speech under noisy conditions) 
 
 executives who must hear well in many different settings - 
 (e.g. restaurants, group meetings, the telephone) 
 
 expert audiologist-hearing aid users who also experienced  
 hearing loss (and thus were likely to have a good understanding  
 of existing products and their weaknesses) 

hearing products of the firm 
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Completing Phase Three - Generating Preliminary Concepts 
 
During Phase Three, a key task is to generate preliminary concepts that 
address the need that was framed in the previous phase. The concepts 
generated in this phase should answer these questions: 
 

1) What specific product/service attributes and features will a 
new product or service ideally deliver? 

 
2) What benefits and value should this product or service 

offer to our targeted customers? 
 
3) What are our ideas regarding the forms this product or 

service could take (e.g. key design features)? 

 
As mentioned earlier, before moving on to Phase Four, project teams do 
an informal assessment of the business potential for the type of products 
or services they have in mind. As part of this assessment, they collect 
data on the size and profitability of the targeted markets. Teams also 
analyze competitive offerings to make sure that their preliminary concepts 
offer unique benefits and value to target customers. 

 

Toward the end of Phase Three, teams also meet with management to 
confirm that the identified needs and initial concepts are a good fit with 
important business interests. Attendees at this meeting include the key 
managers who will be involved in moving concepts forward after the lead 
user project is completed. 

 

 

PHASE FOUR:   Improving Solution Concepts with  

Lead Users and Experts 

 
In the fourth and final phase of the lead user project, the team further 
develops and evaluates its preliminary solutions, with the goal of arriving 
at a strong final product or service concept(s). By the end of this phase, 
teams typically have developed a written new product or service 
“proposal” that includes the following elements:  
 

• design specifications for the new product(s) or service(s); 
• data confirming the commercial potential of the concepts 
• ideas for how the product or service will be developed and 

produced 
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The Key Activity - A “Lead User” Workshop 
 
The central activity of this phase is a lead user workshop. This is a two or 
three day event in which a group of lead users and lead use experts jointly 
do intensive design work with the project team and other company 
personnel. The overall purpose of the workshop is to improve and add to 
the preliminary concepts the team generated in Phase Three.  
 
Right now we simply highlight the main features of the workshop. In 
Chapter 7 we go into the specifics of how to set up and conduct this very 
important activity. 
 
The workshop composition usually consists of fifteen to eighteen people. 
About ten or twelve attendees are a mix of lead users and lead use 
experts. The rest of the roster is made up of the project team and other 
technical or market specialists from the sponsoring company. 

 
From interviews in Phase Two, teams usually have identified lead users 
and lead use experts who are good workshop candidates, but this is not 
always the case. Sometimes teams must do a further search for people 
with appropriate expertise to offer. Decisions regarding in-firm attendees 
should be guided by an assessment of the knowledge and skills needed 
for the concept development work that will be done at the workshop. 
 
The specific focus of the workshop will depend on the nature of the design 
work that remains to be done in Phase Four. Sometimes the workshop is 
aimed at filling in missing pieces in the preliminary concepts developed in 
Phase Three. In other cases, the focus is on developing additional new 
concepts, in order to ensure that the team has fully explored all the solution 
possibilities. 
 
Below are two examples that will give you a sense of the concept work 
that is done and typical types of participants in the workshop. 
 
Example 1 - New Abrasive Products Project 
 
A manufacturer of various hardware products held a workshop to 
develop concepts for a family of abrasives products to smooth hard-to-
sand contour surfaces such as chair legs, banisters and decorative 
molding. Lead user participants were selected who had especially 
demanding needs for sanding products of the type being considered 

Who attends  
a typical  
workshop?  
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by the team. They included an internationally prominent wood sculptor, a 
specialist in preserving valuable historical buildings, a designer of early 
American furniture and a specialist in designing and refinishing guitars. 
Company participants consisted of two product development engineers, a 
marketing specialist, a manufacturing representative and the business 
director.  
 
Attendees developed preliminary  
sketches for several different types  
of concepts that showed the working  
principles and the main design  
features of the potential products.  
One concept that was developed 
in this workshop is shown on  
the right.   
 
 
Example 2 - Consumer Banking Project 
 
A major banking establishment did a lead user study in collaboration with 
a telecommunications company. In this study, the goal was to develop 
concepts for breakthrough electronic home banking services. During the 
workshop, participants jointly created specifications for an electronic 
banking system that spelled out several different types of banking 
functions that customers could carry out at home. In the judgment of 
management, the workshop concepts showed significant novelty relative 
to current banking practices in the United States. 
 
Lead user participants in the workshop were six bank customers who were 
using advanced electronic home banking and had done innovating via 
their personal computers. Company participants included two product 
development engineers and a marketing specialist. 
 
 

Key to Success - The Right Focus and Right Activities 
 
Teams put a great deal of thought into selecting the design problems to be 
worked on and planning the activities that will take place during the 
workshop. A well-orchestrated workshop is crucial to having a truly 
productive activity versus one that is simply a series of superficial 
discussions. The design of a typical workshop is outlined on the following 
page. (See Chapter 7 for a detailed discussion of how to develop 
appropriate workshop tasks.) 
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Holding a Lead User Workshop 

 
 

This 1-2 day workshop is designed as a creative problem-solving activity in which company personnel, 
lead users and external technical experts jointly develop one or several concepts for new products. 
 

 
 
Defining the Task: In the first session, Generating Solutions: Subgroups are formed 
people take turns explaining their interests to work on independent parts of the problem. 
and areas of expertise. Then the group Groups present their ideas on possible solutions 
is given background information on the and work continues, the goal being to develop 
task and the problem area is defined. several alternative product concepts. 

 

 
Evaluating Concepts: The whole group  Selecting Promising Concepts: Consensus 
evaluates the concepts in terms of their is reached on the most commercially promising 
technical feasibility, likely market appeal concepts and the group recommends next 
and the priorities set by management. steps to further refine them. 
 
 
After the workshop the team prepares drawings of the concepts to present at the workshop review 
meeting with management.  
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Completing the Project 
 
After the workshop, teams go through a process of refining their 
preliminary product or service concepts in light of what was learned from 
lead users and experts at the workshop. The finalized concepts are then 
presented to management. At this meeting, all key people should be 
present who will be responsible for testing the concepts and moving them 
through the next commercialization steps. 
 
 

Presenting Final Concepts to Management 
 
Teams carefully orchestrate the meeting with management. The goal is 
to make the presentation compelling and concise. What managers 
usually want to understand is what the proposed products or services 
will do - the design principles behind them and why customers would 
be willing to pay for them. Teams also come prepared with solid 
evidence that the concepts offer unique benefits to consumers - ones 
that are truly different from those offered by competitors. 
 
There are visual tools that teams use to help make the proposed 
concepts and the value of these concepts clear to managers. For 
example, one team videotaped the lead user workshop and presented a 
fifteen-minute segment at the management meeting. The video 
highlighted the concept development work of the group. This team  
also presented sketches of the concepts which clearly showed how they 
would address customer needs. 
 
 

After the Project - Testing the Concepts 

 
Lead users are not the same as the routine users in a target market.  
Therefore, we strongly suggest testing concepts developed in the lead 
user project on ordinary consumers in the target market to validate their 
commercial potential. The nature of the validation required will vary from 
firm to firm, depending on the level of proof of commercial promise that is 
expected by concept evaluators. 
 
Generally, the novel functions and benefits offered by "breakthrough" new 
products and services are difficult to evaluate by quantitative methods that 
are very useful for evaluating more routine concepts. For this reason, in 
many lead user projects, managers evaluate concepts using their own 
judgment, combined with testing the concepts with a small group of 
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users in the targeted markets. For example:  
 

In the Hilti lead user study described in Chapter 1, 
managers were so sure the concept was a “winner” 
that they didn’t want to lose secrecy and lead time by 
having it evaluated by a large sample of ordinary 
users. Instead, they decided to go ahead with formal 
development of the lead user project concepts after 
getting evaluations from only twelve typical users in 
firms with especially close ties to the company. 

 
Most firms have procedures in place that govern the evaluation work that 
must be accomplished for a product or service concept to be approved 
and passed on to the formal development phase of a new product or 
service project. The point we want to underscore is that concepts coming 
out of the lead user project should be evaluated in a way that allows them 
to move quickly and smoothly into the next development and 
commercialization phases.  
 
 

 
 Moving Concepts Forward - 
     Role of the Lead User Project Team 
 
If appropriate marketing research resources are available, lead user teams do not need 
to be directly involved in carrying out the market analyses required to validate their 
concepts. However, members of the team should provide input regarding the evaluation 
processes that will be used. This is why team input is important: 
 
The integration of lead user concepts into a firm’s formal development processes may 
require “special handling” to get the full benefit of the work done by the project team. For 
example, concepts developed in lead user projects are often based on user-developed 
prototypes that have been tested in the field. In these instances, a standard product 
development procedure that starts formal product design "from scratch” will not allow the  
developers to take advantage of all the information the team already possesses. 
 
Ideally, at least one team member will closely follow and shepherd the concepts through 
the next development phases - or better yet, one or more members will actually serve on 
the team responsible for the next commercialization activities. This is the best way to 
ensure that time isn’t wasted on design and prototype testing activities that may be 
inappropriate or unnecessary. 
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MAXIMIZING THE LIKELIHOOD OF SUCCESS 

 
Finally, we want to underscore the key elements that go into a successful 
lead user project. While there are a number of factors that determine the 
success of a study, we have found that in particular, the three conditions 
below need to be present for lead user research to live up to its full 
potential.  
 
• Supportive management: As with any innovation effort, the active 
support of management is crucial to the success of the lead user project. 
Strong management backing is especially important when lead user 
research is first being introduced in a firm. If business leaders 
communicate they are only half-hearted in their support of lead user 
methods, this attitude will trickle down to those under them, including the 
project team members. On the other hand, if managers are explicit in 
expressing excitement and their full support, this will go a long way toward 
giving the project the credibility it needs to succeed. 

 
• Cross-discipline team of highly skilled people: We strongly encourage 
managers to put together a lead user project team of the very best people 
- those who “have been around awhile,” and so have excellent knowledge 
of their firm, the innovation area and their industry. They also must be 
creative and have good team skills. And finally, it is very important that the 
team include both people with technical expertise, and those with market-
related expertise.  

 
• Understanding of lead user research: While a lead user study is guided by 
a clear set of principles and methods, it is a “hands on” form of research 
that will be unfamiliar to many teams. We recommend going through a first 
study with a consultant who has experience doing lead user research. The 
skills and many nuances involved in carrying out a successful lead user 
study are much more difficult to master without coaching from someone 
who knows the methodology. 

 
 

A Brief Review 

 
In this chapter, our goal has been to introduce you to the main research 
steps and activities of a typical lead user study. In terms of specific 
practices, no two studies look exactly the same. By its very nature, 
innovation is an unpredictable, messy process and simply doesn’t lend 
itself to lockstep procedures. Still, all teams use the key methods and go 
through the basic process we have described. The main activities of a 
lead user study are summarized on the following page. 
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Summary of the Research Process 

 
 Phase 1: Preparing for Your Lead User Project 
 
 Key Management Activities 
 • Select the new product/service areas of interest 
 • Designate a cross-discipline research team of 3-4 people 
   to implement the project 
 
 Key Team Activities 
 • Refine the focus through discussions with key stakeholders 
 • Develop a data collection plan  
 
 

 Phase 2: Identifying Trends and  
      Key Customer Needs 
  
 Key Team Activities 
 • Broadly explore trends through interviews with  
   lead use experts and reading in the trade literature 
 • Select the markets and core needs that will be  
   the focus of concept development. 
 
 

 Phase 3: Explore Lead User Needs and Solutions 
 
 Key Team Activities 
 • Generate preliminary solution concepts by interviewing  
   lead users and lead use experts 
 • Collect market data for the business case 
 • Present needs data and preliminary solutions to management 
 
  

 Phase 4: Improve Solution Concepts with 
     Lead Users and Experts 
 
 Key Team Activities  
 • Hold a 2-3 day workshop to further develop concepts 
 • Finalize concepts and develop a written new product  
   or service proposal 
 • Review the project output with management 
 
 After the workshop:  
 • Test appeal of the concept(s) on target market(s) 
 • Hand-off the concept(s) for commercialization 
 

 



 
PART TWO 

 
 
 
 
 
 

LEARNING THE RESEARCH PROCESS 
 

The Four Phases of a Lead User Study 
 
 

In the five chapters that make up Part Two, we explain the 
primary research activities of each phase and illustrate these 
activities, using examples from actual lead user studies. 
Given that interviewing is the core information gathering 
method used in lead user research, Chapter 5 is devoted to 
discussing the interviewing process and techniques used by 
lead user project teams. 
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will be important to explore during the project. During this phase the team 
also develops a specific plan for beginning to intensively explore the 
marketplace in Phase Two. 
 
This chapter lays out the major preparatory activities of this phase. We 
begin by providing guidelines for creating a master project plan and 
selecting members who will serve on the lead user project team. From 
there, we discuss the preparation that lead user project teams typically do 
to get ready for the trend investigation in the next phase.  
 

 

Developing the Master Project Plan  

 
The first task in Phase One is to develop the overriding project plan. The 
master plan defines the focus and goals of your lead user study. More 
specifically, it delineates the thrust of the study in these areas: 
 

1) new product and/or service areas of interest - the 
general types of markets, products or services and 
applications that will be the focus of the innovation effort 

  
2) overall project objectives - the key deliverables of the 

lead user study and the near-term and/or long-range 
business goals of the project 

 
3) resource requirements - the people, time and money 

required to implement the lead user study 
 
Setting up a lead user project can be simple and move quickly in the case 
of small firms. Project planners may manage the project as well as serve 
on the project team - and they may also have direct control over allocating 
the resources needed to carry out the lead user study. 
 
In large and complex organizations, the planning work will be more 
complicated because the lead user project team is likely to include people 
from several different departments. Accordingly, it will be important for key 
managers from each participating department to have direct input into 
decisions regarding the focus, goals and resource allocations for the 
project. As discussed in Chapter 2, the full backing of managers is critical 
to ensuring the success of the lead user project. 
 
This section describes the process of developing the master project plan 
as it is carried out in complex organizations. Readers in less complex 
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settings should understand the reasons for the planning activities we 
describe and then appropriately simplify each one to fit their own company 
circumstances. 
 
 

Who does the project planning? 

 
In complex organizations, we recommend establishing two planning 
groups: a management committee and a project planning team.  

 
The management committee makes final decisions about 
the focus and goals of the project and the resources that will 
be allocated to it. Ideally, committee membership will 
include managers from each department that will play a 
major role in implementing the lead user project. 
 
The project planning team does the “nuts and bolts” work of 
setting up the lead user project. The major task of the team 
involves putting together the master project plan, subject to 
the approval of the management committee. The planning 
team should include a key person from the marketing 
department and one from the relevant technical department 
because these functions must work closely together 
throughout the lead user study. 

 
Note that the project planning team does not necessarily contain the 
people who will be members of the actual lead user research team. Final 
decisions regarding members of that team are made after management 
has determined the focus and goals of the project. 
 
 

Selecting the New Product or Service Area 
 
Management committees typically define the target product (or service) 
area in terms of three dimensions, shown in the diagram below.  
 
 by target markets - primary customer groups of interest 
 

 
by product/service category -  Product/ by applications - types 

general types of products or Service of functions or user 

services of interest Area(s) needs to be addressed 
 
 
In defining the focus of the project, the guiding questions should be: 
“Which markets, product or service categories and applications are of 
interest to us? And which ones are “out of bounds” for this project?” 

Role of the 

management 
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Sometimes an innovation area has already been defined before a firm 
undertakes a lead user project. More often, when a management  
committee begins Phase One, it is considering more than one target area. 
If this is the case, a preliminary market investigation may be done to get a 
sense of which area represents the best commercial opportunities. The 
market assessment in this phase usually involves quick and informal 
activities - for example, bringing together key company people for idea 
generation sessions and reviewing internal market data. Let’s look at an 
example that is representative of how project planners go about deciding 
the focus of a lead user project.  
 
Example: Hearing Health Lead User Project 
 
A manufacturer of hearing 
products decided to do a lead user 
study to develop a concept for a 
new type of hearing aid. The 
planning group kicked off the 
project with a half-day idea 
generation meeting. About twenty 
people, representing each department, were in attendance. The outcome 
of this meeting was an initial list of markets and types of needs people 
considered important to address with new products.  
 
Before deciding the focus of the lead user project, the management 
committee also brought together ten top level managers for two days of 
strategic planning. The purpose of this meeting was to define the 
company’s high-priority near-term and long-range new product objectives. 
 
Based on the information gathered from these activities, the project 
planning team identified two types of new product opportunities that were 
a good fit with the company’s long-range business interests. One product 
area was for a “smart” hearing instrument that would make automatic 
adjustments in sound processing, based on user needs. The second was 
for a low cost, quality hearing instrument to address the needs of people in 
the early phase of hearing loss.  
 
This second product area - a hearing aid targeted to people with moderate 
hearing impairment - was ultimately selected as the focus of the lead user 
study. The management committee saw this as a very strong untapped 
innovation opportunity because currently available hearing aids did not 
address the special needs of this market.

Do a quick 

market 

analysis 
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Below is the written description of the project focus that was developed by 
a member of the project planning team.  
 
 

 
Hearing Health Project Lead User Project 

Definition of the New Product Area 
 
 

Product  We are seeking to develop a concept or several different concepts 
Category for a hearing instrument to supplement or augment the hearing  
 of individuals suffering hearing loss that normally occurs with aging 
 (as opposed to loss caused by hearing disorders) 
 
Target End Users - individuals with mild to moderate hearing loss 
Markets Other Key Customers - audiologists, primary care doctors 
 Possible New Markets - mass retailers - e.g. Sears, drug stores 
 
Applications We envision that this “personal hearing assistant” device would provide  
of Interest amplification in the frequencies where hearing loss typically occurs in the 
 early phase of hearing loss. Based on our market analyses, we envision  
 that potential products will address these key user needs: 
 
 • easy to use instrument - requires few or no sound or fitting adjustments  
    by user or audiologist 
 • inexpensive - can be purchased at a substantially reduced cost, relative 
    to current hearing aids (e.g. for under $200) 
 • significantly improved sound quality - acoustic feedback and background 
    noise are no longer a problem 
 

 
 
This is a good illustration of how to define the target innovation area in a 
way that provides a starting focus and yet allows room for the team to 
explore different directions. On one hand, project planners have set 
general boundaries in terms of markets and applications of interest. This 
will enable the team to be focused in collecting data. At the same time, 
product solutions are not specified; nor are user needs spelled out in 
detail. Thus, the team is free to experiment with different product 
possibilities.  
 
Sometimes management committees are reluctant to target a specific 
product or service area at the onset of the project. The concern is that it 
will inhibit the team’s ability to explore different directions. However, 
specifying the innovation areas of interest serves two very useful  

How specific 

should the 

focus be?  
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purposes. First of all, it enables the project team to concentrate its energy 
in the areas that really matter to the business. Second, it gives the team 
general guidelines for deciding which new product/service areas are in 
bounds and which ones are out of bounds. Of course, the focus selected 
at the beginning of the project is not a “once and for all” decision. 
Adjustments can be made if an exciting new market opportunity is 
discovered during the study. 

 

 

Defining the Project Objectives 
 
In defining the objectives of the project, the goal is to provide the lead user 
research team with general opportunity screening criteria. This element of 
the project plan should spell out the specific “deliverables” of the lead user 
project and the key business interests that are driving the innovation effort. 
Below is an sample of how the business goals were defined by 
management in the hearing health project. 
 
 

 
Business Goals - Hearing Health Project 

 
desired project - identification of market/need areas that represent strong 
outcomes   business opportunities in the long-run (3+ years down the road) 
 - generation of at least one novel concept for a hearing instrument 
   that can be brought to market within the next 1-2 years 
 
key business - product should have profitability of 1-5 M, first full year on the market  
goals & - markets should show long-range profitability potential of over 20M 
constraints - product should utilize current company technologies  
 - product should enable continued reliance on current distributors 
 

 

 
As with defining the project focus, key decision-makers from each 
department involved in the project should have input into deciding the key 
deliverables of the lead user study. The common sense reason for doing 
this is to make sure that the project goals are a good fit with the concerns 
and agendas of managers from various departments.  

 
 

Assessing Resource Requirements 

 
In the area of resources, the critical questions that need to be answered 
are: 1) How much team time will be allocated to the lead user study? and 
2) What are the funding requirements of the project? 

What would 

you consider 

a success 

story?  




