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 Companies typically think that they can predict what their 
customers want and need, and what is most important to them, 
but all too often, this just isn’t true. When a product development 
team tries to “think like the customer,” they habitually miss the 

mark and fail to pinpoint the key areas where the customer is crying out for 
the company to innovate. Time and time again, they are unable to identify 
the highly important and least satisfied needs of the market.  
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The six most common product development pitfalls 
and how to avoid them
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We’ve conducted an eye-opening exercise with a number of  
our clients over the past few years and we now routinely suggest that our clients take the time for voice-
of-the-customer studies. It goes like this: Once the qualitative research—that is, the process of identify-
ing and organizing a complete set of customer wants and needs—has been completed, we ask the internal 
product development, marketing, sales and engineering staffs to complete the same survey as the custom-
ers, in parallel. We instruct them to “think like the customer” and answer accordingly. The key questions in 
the survey are: 1.) How will customers rate each of these needs on importance, and, 2.) How will customers 

rate currently available products’ performance on meeting these needs?  

This exercise overcomes the classic “We already knew that” 
mentality that too often follows research findings that seem so 
completely logical after the fact. More importantly, however, it 
shows the product development team the importance of using 
customer input to help drive its company’s innovation engine.  

Background 
For nearly 25 years, my company, Applied Marketing Science 
Inc., has used a two-dimensional graphical method, sometimes 
referred to as a market opportunity map, to display importance 
and performance data. (See below.) The average scores are calcu-
lated for both importance and satisfaction on all of the 15 to 
25 customer needs, then the “crosshairs” are drawn at the over-
all mean on each dimension so that the needs are likely to be 
distributed fairly evenly across the four quadrants.

An interpretation of the four quadrants is as follows:

Minimum Requirements (Strengths) (Higher Importance –  
Higher Performance): These are the “must-have” needs in  
the upper right-hand corner that customers tell us are very 
important to them but that they are already relatively satis-
fied with when it comes to the options available to them in the 
market. The appropriate strategy here is to maintain perfor-
mance at the current levels, at least matching the best of the 
competition. While improvements here certainly will be  
valued, they probably will not constitute the primary basis  
of competition going forward. 

Focus Areas (Weaknesses) (Higher Importance – Lower 
Performance): These are the needs in the upper left-hand  
corner that customers tell us are very important to them  
but that they are not currently very satisfied with when it  
comes to the options currently available. This is the most  
fertile area in which to invest and innovate because fixing  
these problems almost always will result in significant 
competitive advantage.

Overemphasized (Lower Importance – Higher Performance): 
These are the needs in the lower right-hand corner that 
customers tell us are not very important to them, for which 
they are already quite satisfied with the options available. The 
most appropriate strategy here may be to harvest: There might 
be opportunities to remove cost without seriously impacting 
customer satisfaction. Certainly, one should not invest any 
further in these needs, as improvements here probably will not 
result in any competitive advantage.

Hidden Opportunities (Lower Importance – Lower Performance): 
These are the needs in the lower left-hand corner that customers 
tell us are not very important to them, and they are currently 
not very satisfied with the options available. This is, perhaps, the 
most interesting quadrant in that it is sometimes a good place to 
look for hidden opportunities. We have found that respondents 
sometimes give a low importance rating to such a need simply 
because they don’t believe that anyone could ever do better. 
In these cases, a breakthrough improvement in performance 
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sometimes awakens interest in that need among a sub-segment 
of the population and importance suddenly rises in subsequent 
waves of research. 

common Pitfalls
With this background, here are some of the most common 
pitfalls that teams run into:

1  Wrongly dismissing needs that they perceive to be  
unimportant: All too often, the internal team makes 

the mistake of thinking that certain customer needs are 
“overemphasized” by dismissing or underestimating the 
importance that they believe customers actually place  
on them. In a recent study that we conducted on an industrial 
product sold through distributors, the team assumed that some 
of the less-tangible needs such as dependable warranties, easy 
communication with the manufacturer, and manufacturer 
reputation fit this description. The truth was that not only 
were these needs highly important to the customer, but also 
the market actually was failing to deliver on them—a potential 
“sweet spot” for innovation and product differentiation. (See 
chart at right.) 
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At another manufacturer, the same pattern existed. 
The internal team speculated that several needs relating to 
efficiency were overemphasized, such as performing routine 
maintenance and speed of operation. Again, they assumed that 
these needs were not that important to customers and that 
they, as a company, already were performing well at meeting 
them. When the survey results came back, it was revealed that 
customers actually saw these needs as highly important and felt 
that nobody in the market was delivering on them.  

Lesson Learned: Let the customer be the one to tell you whether or 
not a need is overemphasized.

2 confusing must-have needs with the real focus areas for 
innovation: Companies often make the mistake of confusing 

the “must-have” needs of the market as the most important 
targets for innovation. They think that just because customers 

find something important, this must be a good area in which to 
invest in innovation. 

This approach is dangerous. Yes, companies should attempt 
to innovate on needs that are important to the customer, but they 
should focus on those needs for which the existing products are 
currently underperforming. In most cases, those needs that are 
highly important but where the market already is performing 
well simply should be maintained. These are the “table stakes” 
that your product or service needs just to play in the market.

Lesson Learned: Simply focusing on minimum requirements will 
result in a “me too” product at best. 

3 Failing to recognize weak performance on many important 
customer needs: Even when the product development team 

correctly identifies needs that are important to customers, 
they often fail to recognize the areas in which they are at a 
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competitive disadvantage. The key is not 
just to maintain, but to target these areas 
for innovation.  

In another recent study involving an 
industrial product, the product develop-
ment team correctly perceived that needs 
relating to distributor support  —such as 
quick response to problems and providing 
effective customer training services—were 
important to the customer, but they only 
got it half right. While the team knew that 
these things were important, they failed to 
recognize their own shortcomings in deliv-
ering on them. The first chart on page 42 
shows the gap between the customers’ and 
the internal team’s performance scores. 
Had the team gone on their own assump-
tions and continued their development 
process without this customer insight, 
they would have missed the mark on these 
potential areas for improvement and fallen 
even farther behind the competition. 

Lesson Learned: Let your customers tell you 
if you’re making the grade. Don’t assume that 
you know.

4 Focusing on everything and assuming 
that more is always better: Another 

potential pitfall that teams fall into is to 
assume that any improvement in product 
performance will delight the customer. 
We’ve found this to be particularly true  
for companies in the high-tech and 
equipment sectors, which often think 
that more is always better. This just 
isn’t true. A better approach is to let the 
customer help distinguish those aspects 
of performance where you should 
merely maintain your current level of 
performance and those that should be 
your focus for innovation. 

In a recent study at an equipment 
manufacturer, the internal team insisted 
that the customer wanted improved 
durability and more precision. Once the 
survey results came in, however, the team 
was surprised to learn that customers 
actually were quite satisfied with current 
solutions in both of these areas. Where 
customers wished for improvements were 
in several other areas relating to power, 
stability and cycle time. (See the second 
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chart on page 42). Understanding these performance gaps from the 
customer’s perspective in the early stages of development helps focus 
innovation on those areas that really matter in the marketplace.

Lesson Learned: avoid investing too much in nonessential perfor-
mance enhancements by letting customers tell you which needs  
actually require attention.

5   ignoring hidden opportunities with potential: When developing 
a market opportunity map, there usually is a cluster of 

attributes that customers tell you are both lower in importance 
and lower in current performance. Time and again, product 
development teams ignore these needs or are too quick to dismiss 
them. Although it might seem counterintuitive, this actually is a 
spot where disruptive innovation might be possible. Ask yourself: 
Is this need really unimportant or is it just that customers can’t 
imagine a circumstance in which anyone could deliver on this?  

Consider the need “Able to access data and software regardless of 
my location or the device I’m using.” Ten years ago, if you were to ask 
customers about the importance of such a need, they likely would 
have told you that it’s not that important and nobody is doing a 
very good job of satisfying that need anyway. (This type of response 
sometimes is given because customers simply can’t envision a viable 
solution to the need. In a sense, they’re giving you a “pass.”) But 
today, with the advent of cloud computing, this need quickly has 
become more of a minimum requirement for the market.  

There’s a simple technique that we employ in our own  
voice-of-the-customer surveys to combat this: Include a few  
open-ended questions at the end of the exercise, asking custom-
ers, “If the market actually could address this need, how impor-
tant would that be for you?” While not perfect, this helps 
customers begin to think of a scenario in which the need could 
be met. It provides insight into when and how this need eventu-
ally might become more important and perhaps even a focus area 
for the market. We often advise teams to investigate a few of these 
“hidden-opportunity” needs, perhaps even moving them into the 
innovation process itself along with the “focus-area” needs.  

Lesson Learned: Don’t be too quick to dismiss all of the  
less-important needs before investigating their potential to  
disrupt the market and delight the customer.

6  Jumping too quickly into solution mode: Companies often try 
to solve every problem rather than solving the right prob-

lems. This is especially true for sophisticated technology and 
engineering companies where success often is viewed in terms 
of the elegance of their technical solutions, and not their ability 
to understand and satisfy customer needs better than others. 

Management is about prioritization. No company can afford 
to do everything, so you have to choose wisely. The customer 
should always play a major role in this prioritization process. 
The solutions come second.  

Lesson Learned: Be careful not to jump to solutions too early in the 
product development process.

The data presented here show that what matters to custom-
ers often is quite different from what organizations assume. 
However, the good news is that most of the above pitfalls can 
be avoided by first understanding customers’ underlying needs 
and then developing products that address those needs that are 
either the most important but least well-satisfied by current 
products in the market, or those that might represent hidden 
opportunities. Determining this before your company makes 
a substantial investment in developing the wrong products or 
services should be a product developer’s first goal. 

Choosing what to focus on can be difficult, but resolving 
uncertainty about what to focus on early on in the fuzzy front 
end is critical. In our experience, asking customers usually 
results in a very different answer than what you’d expect. 
Prepare to be humbled but enlightened. m 

kristyN CorriGAN is an account manager in the product and 
process innovation practice at Waltham, Mass.-based Applied  
Marketing Science Inc., where she is responsible for client 
relationship management, business development, and the design 
and execution of customized research to support innovation. 

 •com  
For more on product development, visit  
MarketingPower.com/marketingnews.

avoid investing too much in nonessential performance enhancements by letting 
customers tell you which needs actually require attention.
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