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[image: image1.emf]Expanding Your Customer Research Toolbox: Competitive Customer Interviews 

To the man who only has a hammer in the toolkit, every problem looks like a nail. -- Abraham Maslow 

Competitive Customer Interviews can provide a wide variety of valuable information and ammunition to be used in developing marketing collateral, sales training and competitive positioning and even pricing. However, for purposes of our discussion we'll focus only on the use of this tool for planning products that sell.
The strength of Competitive Customer Interviews as a product planning tool is that it exposes you to a widely different view of product issues than you are likely to here from your own customers. If you probe correctly, this information can yield real insight about how to serve these customers -- as well as how to serve your current customers.

However, our recent survey of Product Planning Practices showed that: 

· Discussions with competitor's customers was one of the least used of twenty practices explored. Only three percent used this consistently while 43% never do it.  

· Among those who had tried it, this practice was rated second only to customer visits (last month's topic) in "value delivered" for the effort. 

· The practice ranked very high on the list of methods that respondents intended to use more often. (Though we wonder how many actually followed through on the pledge.)

Obviously the biggest barrier to the use of this tool is finding a competitor's customer willing to take the time to talk to you. While it can be difficult our experience in assisting clients to plan products that sell indicates that most organizations value an opportunity for an intelligent exchange aimed at improving a vendor's understanding of their situation. 

Here are a few tips to get this customer research tool to work for you: 

Don't Send a Salesman
The purpose of your interview should be to understand this customer's implementation situation and needs ... not to sell or rehash a lost sale.  Instead, use a product manager, someone from Quality, or, best case may be a development project manager capable of holding applications oriented conversation with customers. (Believe it or not these people do exist -- though not at your company) Just as your customers are often flattered by the opportunity to interact with your product planners and developers so to these customers will usually react well to a conversation which may contribute to raising the quality of solutions within your industry.

Don't dig for dirt about the competition 

Resist the urge to win the competitive-sales-bulletin of-the-month award. Instead establish that you are trying to understand what it is about her business and needs that the competitor's product fulfills so well. Try to understand the qualities that make this product a good fit for her needs, how she came to attribute these qualities to the competitive product and how her view of these needs may have changed before and after the sale. Along the way the customer may, once you've gained trust, offer some info about how the competitor's product has disappointed her. (If this does happen avoid crafty euphoric grins-- but of course take copious notes.) 

Do build contrasts with your customers. 

The purpose here is to find differences between essentially self selecting customer groups. To do this you need to have a reasonable profile of your own customers first. Competitive Customer Interviews is not a starter tool in the customer research toolbox.
While nothing beats first hand feedback sometimes it is easier for a consultant to obtain an audience with the customer. The consultant may also offer the advantage of being able to explore the customer's attitudes in a dispassionate, unbiased manner. Additionally the consultant, being skilled in customer interviews may be able to extract a richer depiction of the customer and their needs. Finally the consultant allows your company to remain anonymous in situations when that is valuable or your necessary.
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