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[image: image1.emf]Expanding Your Customer Research Toolbox: Lead User Method 

The idea of looking for user visionaries to help you identify the "next big thing" within (or next door to) your market space is often referred to as the Lead User method. This tool -- structured interaction with advanced users deemed useful in previewing future needs -- is used regularly by 38% of software companies and occasionally by 45%. Furthermore 78% of those companies rated it a highly useful part of their toolbox. 

The term "Lead User Method" was coined by MIT professor Eric von Hipple. The practice focuses on identifying customers which, due to a strong need for a particular innovation, have developed or customized a "homemade" solution themselves. The solution may be a working solution or merely a prototype. The essence of the concept:

· Those with great economic need will innovate through product change. 
· Those undertaking this innovation ("Lead users") are often visionaries, blending creativity with a detailed knowledge of a user dilemma. As such they may provide a leap to the next generation. 
· Find out how they have changed your (or your competitor's -- see above) product and why. 
· Determine whether their needs foreshadow the broad market. (Obviously not a simple task.) 
· Adopt their solution to the problem into your product plans as appropriate. 

Remember, guessing about customer needs is fast and cheap. Guessing wrong is very expensive.
Product-Masters

11977 Harbortown Drive Suite 2 Cincinnati, OH 45249
Phone:  513.683.1911 ; Fax:  513.683.6126 ; E-mail:  info@product-masters.com
1 | Page
Product-Masters
11977 Harbortown Drive Suite 2 Cincinnati, OH 45249
Phone:  513.683.1911 ; Fax:  513.683.6126 ; E-mail:  info@product-masters.com
2 | Page

