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How Do You Tell Your Client that
THE PRODUCT IS SO
GOOD THAT NO ONE
WANTS TO USE IT?
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qualitative research con-
sultant is a special role
within the marketing con-

stellation, charged on one hand with
partnering seamlessly with a client by
taking on the company’s interests and
becoming an extension of the brand
team. On the other hand, a central
mission of the external consultant is
to provide an objective point of view
on product marketing through the col-
lection and interpretation of data from
customers, often referred to as repre-
senting “the voice of the customer.” In
this customer-focused role, the consult-
ant provides an important “reality
check” on the grand schemes of mar-
keters and plays a role in refining
approaches to meet the needs of the
ultimate product consumers. It can be
challenging to keep this “objective
critic” role at the forefront, as research-
ers are invested in building a relation-
ship with their clients. We are all capa-
ble of getting caught up in the enthu-
siasm of our clients for their products,
especially when respondents seem to
join in and feed the optimism.

Have you ever found yourself in a
situation as a qualitative research con-
sultant where clients’ own enthusiasm
seemed to contribute to inflated hype
regarding the likelihood of consumers
to actually use the product? When isn’t
the customer’s favorite product the best
choice? In some cases, a highly attractive
product may actually be too far ahead
of market demand. At other times, there
are real systemic or functional barriers
to adopting a new product, even if it
is clearly superior to the current choice.

For some consumer products, a prod-

uct innovation may be attractive, yet
not urgently compelling to potential
buyers. For example, a four-wheel-drive
improvement on a popular family sedan
could be an interesting “bonus feature”
for consumers driving the current model.
And in focus groups, they may think
of many reasons why this would be a
desirable option. However, the consumer
segment that is already interested in
sedans may not line up to switch to an
upgraded model with this feature. At
the “moment of truth” of deciding
whether to purchase, they will have to
weigh the actual need for this feature
at that time versus the added cost and
complications (such as lower miles per
gallon) that it brings. It may be that the
fact that they are sedan drivers rather
than SUV drivers indicates less perceived
need for “off-roading” associated with
four-wheel drive.

Another obstacle to uptake of a supe-
rior product is when there are systemic
barriers to making a change. A small
business may consider upgrading its
computer operating system, for instance,
to the latest version of Microsoft Office,
yet will find practical reasons for resist-
ing making a change right away. Even
if employees are demanding the new
capabilities and ease of use, implement-
ing a system will certainly require con-
siderable expense, time and effort.
Leadership may also feel a need to
delay the upgrade to ensure compati-
bility with client systems. The fact
that the current system seems “good
enough” for the present, combined with
potential complications of switching,
suggests that firms may put off the tran-
sition until it becomes a necessity

(i.e., certain system requirements
become essential).

A sophisticated moderator under-
stands the idiosyncrasy of the market
and starts from this perspective to help
clients use qualitative research to deter-
mine how to make the most of this
delicate balance between product appeal
and usage or adoption. This presents an
interesting moderating challenge — to
uncover consumers’ evaluation of a
product, but also their insights into how,
why and when it would be used, given
the current reality. QRCs may need to
focus on tempering clients’ exagger-
ated profit fantasies, even as they hear
respondent after respondent express
admiration for the product.

Understanding Potential Usage
of New Treatments for
Life-Threatening Infections
We have become aware of a type of
systemic barrier to uptake of exciting
new products in our healthcare work
in the antibiotic category. Particularly
in a hospital environment, the stakes
in treating a potentially fatal bacterial
infection are high, and drug resistance
is an added concern, as infections spread
easily across patients. The growing prev-
alence of super-resistant bacteria means
that physicians treating infections often
do not reach for the most effective new
medications when first treating a patient.

Most hospitals limit physicians to one
or two generic first-line antibiotics, with
additional drugs accessible through con-
sultation with an infectious-disease
specialist. These first-line options are
considered “good enough” to handle
many infections, before moving on to
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stronger, last-resort choices. These ID
specialists, together with pharmacy man-
agers, actively monitor and control the
agents used throughout the hospital, to
avoid overuse and potential for accel-
erated development of resistance to
newer drugs. In our in-depth interviews,
it has been common for internists and
surgeons to admit that patients who fail
on first-line generic therapy are often
referred to an infectious-disease specialist,
who “takes over” the patient’s care.

In our experience, ID specialists often
are as concerned about how quickly
pathogens will mutate to resist new
drugs as they are about the effective-
ness of the new antibiotics.

Thus, from a marketing perspective,
promoting a superior new agent as a
“silver bullet” or “big gun” will almost
guarantee that it will not be readily used
in the hospital except for the most
extreme cases, when the patient’s need
outweighs the risk of possibly “weak-
ening” the new agent by exposing it to
evolving bugs. So, the real market
opportunity post-launch will be much
less than the patient infection rates
would suggest.

Qualitative research with hospital-
based physicians often elicits strong
enthusiasm for these new “big gun”
products. Respondents can fuel market-
ers’ optimistic expectations for the prod-
uct by finding few flaws with a more
effective agent to combat a resistant
pathogen. The market research consult-
ant is responsible in these cases for
defining the actual prescribing potential,
given the need to preserve the efficacy
of new products.

Implications for Marketing and
Qualitative Market Research
Consultants
Infectious-disease specialists make it their
business to be alert to agents in devel-
opment, and all stages of the R&D and
approval process are often attended to.
Thus, first impressions of key decision-
makers are being formed well before
branded promotional campaigns are
launched. The implication of this phe-
nomenon is that marketing activities,
including market research, may be even
more important in the developmental
phases of antibiotics than in other
therapeutic areas. These respondents
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have taught us a few key lessons about
marketing in these waters, which also
apply to other situations in which the
appeal of a new product may be higher
than real expected sales.

Keep messaging “on point”
for expert audiences.
In the case of antibiotics, the class of
medication and mode of action help
physicians and other decision-makers
to understand how each medication fits
within their current arsenal. These
attributes also benchmark the product
against what they know about cur-
rent agents’ efficacy and potential
for resistance.

A “better mousetrap”
is not always enough.
While efficacy against disease is defi-
nitely a “cost of entry” attribute in
the antibiotic market, promoting an
agent on the basis of superior efficacy
alone will not usually be a sufficient
reason for key decision-makers to add
an agent to their formularies and ulti-
mately encourage prescribing in hos-
pitals. Beyond efficacy, improvements
in convenience of dosing or reductions
in the duration of treatment over current
options can also resonate. Features such
as fewer overall doses required before
someone is cured, need for less equip-
ment (lines), less time for nurses to
administer medications and reductions
in overall time a patient will occupy a
hospital bed due to his or her infection
will also play a role in determining the
value of a new agent. This value prop-
osition may ease concerns raised by
adding an agent to the list of those
to monitor.

All consumers are not equal.
Medical marketers are accustomed to
the natural hierarchy of pharmaceutical

customers, whereby specialists’ expertise
and recommendations can guide the
thinking of primary-care physicians.
This hierarchy is magnified in the hos-
pital antibiotic market, due to gate-
keeping systems where even senior spe-
cialists in their own right (e.g., surgeons)
need to defer to infectious-disease spe-
cialists. ID specialists and pharmacy
administrators are at least consulted on
any case for which the typical first-line
medications do not seem appropriate
or effective.

Similar to IT decision-makers in
small businesses, these specialists ulti-
mately influence or even make the prod-
uct choice. Given all of these consid-
erations, the opinions, priorities and
objections of the ID specialists and
business leaders actually “count” for
more in determining potential share. It
is our experience that other physicians
usually express more enthusiasm than
do IDs about MRSA product profiles
in research, and clients may have to be
reminded that these physicians often
cannot make the ultimate treatment
decision. Similarly, employees are likely
to get more excited about additional
features of the next-generation computer
operating system than are those who
will have to take time to install and
administer these new systems.

Designing and Executing 
Market Research Studies 
When Product Use May Not 
Match the Level of Interest
These perspectives have a direct bearing
on the design and execution of quali-
tative market research studies that assess
market potential and the success of a
new product.

Product Concept Evaluations
These studies should make a point
of highlighting any potential “market

niches” outside of efficacy advantages,
to the point of considering the relative
value of technical and functional details
and what will most likely catch the
attention of gatekeepers or experts, as
opposed to what is of interest to general
users. Infectious disease experts tend
to show interest in novel mechanisms
of fighting infection, as this adds to
the portfolio of treatment options for
patients who have tried multiple
courses of other agents.

Drivers of Use
Studies exploring the relative importance
of product attributes need to drill down
among attributes with the power to
influence broad adoption. Care should
be taken to ensure a balance of attrib-
utes, perhaps testing fewer performance
attributes than in other contexts and
leveraging other dimensions such as the
functional value-add factors. Moder-
ators need to form an understanding
of how products might fit into exist-
ing restrictions and practices, based
on potential product attributes. For
instance, if large companies are increas-
ingly on board with a new computer
operating system, this might drive small
businesses toward the tipping point of
upgrading their own systems.

Promotional Materials Testing
Expert decision-makers tend to appre-
ciate comprehensiveness and detailed
evidence over concise, stylish and
“salesy” presentations. They will be
willing to read through data tables or
technical specs they feel are important.
Market research should approximate
the real-world promotional context
whenever possible, field-testing pieces
with trained personnel presenting the
information rather than the researcher.

Pricing
A goal is to understand the drivers of
a product’s overall perceived value,

Similar to IT decision-makers in small businesses, infectious-disease
specialists ultimately influence or even make the product choice. Given
all of these considerations, the opinions, priorities and objections of
ID specialists and business leaders actually “count” for more in
determining potential share.
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including more practical considerations
that impact the real cost of adoption.
In a small business, features or services
that ease a transition to a new software
platform from the previous system may
be even more valuable than just the
cost of the system itself.

In situations where adoption of inno-
vative new products cannot be directly

inferred based on the product’s appeal,
qualitative market researchers will find
a clearer path to success if they “step
back” from the product’s advantages
“on paper,” and explore the real-life
process of making the switch from
current products. If a strength taken to
excess is a weakness, a promotional
strategy focused on the innovation with-
out due attention to alternative drivers

of product choice can set a campaign
back. An informed moderator, how-
ever, can delve into these issues with
respondents and inform marketing by
layering demand predictions with an
understanding of barriers to uptake.

Expert decision-makers tend to appreciate comprehensiveness and
detailed evidence over concise, stylish and “salesy” presentations.
They will be willing to read through data tables or technical specs they
feel are important.


