
34	 OctOber 2011  •  VISIONS

nine Myths 
aBout the 

Voice of the 
custoMer

By Gerry Katz, NPDP, Applied Marketing Science Inc.

I
f you accept that it’s important to begin 
the new product development process 
by asking the customer about his or 
her needs, what’s so diffi cult about it? 
Unfortunately, what a development team 

really needs is fairly different from what con-
ventional market research usually provides. 
What it needs is the ability to come up with 
innovative, new solutions and make trade-
offs at the detailed specifi cations level, since 
few companies can afford to do everything 
for everybody.

Many new product developers are inher-
ently skeptical about this area, and many 
engineers insist that customers cannot tell 
you what they want or that they won’t know 
what they want until they see it. For instance, 
it’s unlikely a customer would have told us 
that he or she wanted a microwave oven. But 
these statements confuse needs with solutions 
to those needs.

Customers have long expressed the need 
for an oven that preheats quickly, won’t dry 
out leftovers when reheating them, doesn’t 
heat up the kitchen on a hot summer day 
and heats food quickly throughout without 
burning it on the surface. These detailed 
needs concerning ovens have been around 
forever, and the invention of the microwave 

oven was simply a new and better technical 
solution to these needs.

Most customers are not very good at describ-
ing the exact features and solutions that they 
want, but they are quite good at articulating 
their underlying wants, needs and the problems 
they have with today’s products and services. A 
good Voice of the Customer assessment makes a 
clear distinction between needs and solutions to 
those needs. And in doing so, product develop-
ers are more likely to think deeply about new 
ways of addressing customer needs.

deFINING VoIce oF the customer
The Voice of the Customer is:
• a complete set of customer wants and needs
• expressed in the customer’s own language
• organized in the way the customer thinks 

about, uses and interacts with the product 
or service

• prioritized by the customer in terms of 
both importance and performance – in 
other words, current satisfaction with 
existing alternatives

a compLete set oF customer Needs
A customer need is defi ned as “a description 
of the benefi t to be fulfi lled by the product 

or service” (Griffi n and Hauser, 1993). It is 
generally expressed in the form of a phrase 
that describes anything the customer wants, 
needs, demands, requires or wishes for 
(whether consciously or unconsciously) in 
a particular product, service or process in 
order to better deliver that benefi t. Doing 
so will make things better, faster, cheaper or 
easier for the customer to achieve his or her 
desired outcome. In most product or service 
categories that have been studied thoroughly, 
there are at least 75 to 150 unique, detailed 
customer needs. Good product development 
requires that they be extracted as thoroughly 
and completely as possible.

IN the customer’s oWN Words
There is a strong tendency on the part of 
product developers to translate the customer’s 
words into their own company jargon, which 
loses much of the richness and subtlety of 
meaning. For instance, airlines use words 
like “emplaning” and “deplaning” to describe 
the process of getting on and off the plane. 
Interestingly, customers almost never use 
these words and may not even know what 
they mean. To best understand the customer’s 
needs, you must try to maintain their vernacu-
lar as much as possible.
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2. Voice of the Customer interviews 
should be conducted primarily with 
your most important current custom-
ers – that is, your key accounts. This is 
potentially a source of enormous error. 
It is important to include lots of average 
customers, both your own and your com-
petitors’, in the process. You will usually 
learn more from your non-customers than 
your best customers. That doesn’t mean 
you should exclude your key accounts – 
only that they should simply be one part 
of the sample.

3. Customers can’t really tell you what 
they want; they won’t know it until 
they see it. This confuses solutions with 
needs. Customers are, in fact, very good 
at articulating their needs; they simply 
can’t foresee all of the new technical solu-
tions that will address those needs. But, 
remember, coming up with good technical 
solutions is your job – not theirs.

4. The best way to elicit wants and needs 
is to ask customers what they want and 
need. Unfortunately, this form of direct 
questioning usually forces customers to 
spit back what they believe is the best 
current solution to their needs. You should 
avoid it. Instead, ask them to talk about 
the outcomes they desire, the tasks they 
are trying to accomplish, and what they’ve 
liked and disliked about current products 
and solutions they use. This will take you 
where you want to go.

5. Noncustomers will be reluctant to 
talk with you. While noncustomers may 
initially be a little suspicious about your 
motives, but if you honestly explain what 
you are trying to do and stick to that 
agenda, most noncustomers will be glad 
to sit down with you, particularly if you 
give them some incentive for doing so.

6. A separate note-taker is the best way 
to record needs. Audio recording and 
verbatim transcription create a far more 
thorough, detailed set of needs that are 
less subject to a note-taker’s biases and 
interpretations.

7. Customers will not allow you to tape-
record their conversations. Again, this is 
simply not true. If explained clearly and 
carefully, and by giving customers control 
of the recorder when they want to say 
something off the record, most customers 
will allow you to record the conversation. 
This is particularly true if the interviews 
are being conducted at a neutral location, 
but it is even the case when the interview 
is conducted at the customer’s site.

8. The process of organizing or “affi nitiz-
ing” the needs is best done by the prod-
uct development team itself. Research 
has shown that customers will affi nitize 
differently, so it is important to include 
them in the process.

9. Prioritization of the needs is also best 
done by the product development team. 
In dozens of cases in which a side-by-
side comparison was conducted between 
customers’ ratings and internal company 
ratings, the results were almost always 
quite different. Thus, it is imperative that 
this prioritization be carried out by cus-
tomers using a simple survey instrument. 
Otherwise, the team is in danger of focus-
ing on the wrong needs.

KeY taKeaWaYs
At the end of the Voice of the Customer pro-
cess, you should have the following:
• A detailed list of about 70 to 140 unique 

customer need statements (that came from 
the 20 to 40 individual interviews).

• Phrases organized/affi nitized (preferably 
by the customers) into 15 to 25 “buckets” 
or affi nity groupings.

• Needs clusters that are prioritized in terms of 
their relative importance and performance.
Clearly, this is not an easy process. It re-

quires a great deal more than just a few visits 
with a few key customers. But if done prop-
erly, the richness of the data and the amount 
of learning will amaze you. Almost everyone 
who has ever gone through this process says 
it was eye-opening, even elating and clearly 
worth the effort, resulting in better new prod-
ucts and services, more satisfi ed customers 
and higher long-term profi tability.  V
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orGaNIZed the WaY the customer 
thINKs about the product
Since 100 need statements is too high a level 
of detail for a product development team to 
work with, it must organize the needs into 
some higher level of aggregation. Research 
has shown that customers generally organize 
the needs differently from the way people 
within a company might. Therefore, it is 
important to get the customers to perform 
this step.

prIorItIZed bY the customer
Dozens of cases done in parallel have shown 
that customers tend to prioritize the needs 
quite differently from people within a com-
pany, and so, again, it is important to get 
customers to perform this step. There are two 
major types of market research: qualitative 
and quantitative. Qualitative market research 
is expressed in words, reasons why, feelings, 
benefi ts and motivations. Quantitative market 
research, on the other hand, involves the 
counting of something, and thus, is expressed 
in numbers – who, how many or how much? 
One of the greatest misconceptions about 
the Voice of the Customer is that it is only 
a qualitative process. In fact, the Voice of 
the Customer involves both qualitative and 
quantitative market research. Too often, the 
emphasis is placed on the former, with short 
shrift given to the latter. As you go through 
the process, both types of research needs 
are addressed.

NINe mYths about VoIce oF 
the customer
1. The Voice of the Customer is primarily 

a qualitative market research process, 
not a quantitative one. While the inter-
views and needs extraction is a qualitative 
process, the organization of the needs into 
an affi nity diagram is highly quantitative 
(if done statistically), and the process of 
prioritizing the needs is entirely a quan-
titative one.

’’
‘‘A good Voice of the Customer assessment makes 

a clear distinction between needs and solutions to 
those needs. And in doing so, product developers 
are more likely to think deeply about new ways of 
addressing customer needs.




