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ABSTRACT

The use of targeted focus groups employing
purposive sampling, rigorous primary and
secondary recruitment screens, and state of the
art product and feature demonstrations early in
the design process allow new product developers
to obtain specific design functions and features

for the product being developed directly from the
product’s targeted end users. Farther on in the
product development process these same targeted,
educated, end users are reconvened to review
functional prototypes of the new product prior to

its initial production run. This paper will present

a method that has been repeatedly successfully
employed in developing new mainstream consumer
products in conjunction with a University based
partner organization.

BACKGROUND

In the past, manufacturers of consumer products
have made product design decisions without
factoring in the needs, wants, and expectations of
the full range of end consumers. This process leads
to ineffective products in the marketplace, new
product failures, and product abandonment. Failure
rates for new product introductions vary by industry
but range from 30% to 90% [1]. In many cases, the
primary cause of these failures can be traced back
to a point early in the product design process where
significant consumer or device user information
failed to be collected and analyzed prior to the initial
fabrication of the device [2, 3, 4].

In some cases companies perform primary market
research in the form of surveys or interviews
with consumers regarding their device’s initial

concept [4, 5, 6] neglecting a critical step where
consumers can add significant value to the product
development process.

METHODOLGY
Steps Prior to the Focus Groups

Step 1: Identification of product target area - have
you identified an unmet need in the consumer
marketplace [7] and wish to develop a product to
fill that need or are you seeking to identify needed
product improvements for a product you currently
have in the marketplace?

Step 2: Identification of focus group participants
and the use of Purposive Sampling. With Purposive
Sampling you are seeking a predefined group of
consumers not a random selection of the general
population. [8, 9] For example, if the product being
developed is a new home based printing system
for digital pictures, you would seek to recruit both
advanced amateur photographers and professional
photographers, both users of digital camera
technology.

Step 3: Use of general media outlets (newspaper,
television or radio ads, targeted placement of
recruitment flyers) to recruit potential focus group
participants.

Step 4: Rigorous primary and secondary screens
administered to potential focus group participants.
Following the above example of a home based
printing system being developed you may be
targeting a demographic that was primarily female,



age 20 - 50 years old, and an avid digital camera
user. Primary screening questions would include
current ownership and use of a digital camera,

age, sex, family income levels, to secondary screen
questions such as do you download pictures from
your camera to your home computer for editing prior
to printing [9]? Or how do you process your digital
images from your camera? Do you use any outside
service for processing?

Focus Group Process

Step 5: Decision point - If this is a product
refinement focus group, does the group have to

be educated on the current state of the science
through information or product demonstrations prior
to the focus group so that the participants are not
just identifying design functions and features of
products currently available in the marketplace? If
yes, see Step 6. If not, skip to Step 7.

Step 6: Prepare state of the art product
demonstrations that will be performed prior to

the start of the actual focus group [4]. Or prepare

a listing of the state of the art features currently
available in products in the marketplace and discuss
them with participants prior to the focus groups.

Step 7: Run the Alpha Focus Groups which involve
consumers in defining product requirements and
setting priorities for product design [10, 11]. Four or
five Alpha focus groups, each consisting of twelve to

fifteen participants, are necessary to identify product
requirements. These groups use mixed rather than
uniform samples, so that all participants are exposed
to various relevant perspectives [12]. The parameters
of using at least fifty participants, using mixed
samples, running four focus groups, meets minimum
industry standards for validity and reliability.

Alpha or Concept Definition Focus Groups, provide
a manufacturer with primary market research

[4]. Participants in these groups are asked to
participate in an open forum discussion led by

an experienced focus group moderator. The three
primary topic areas include: (1) the current status
of the technology area being discussed from the
participants’ perspective. In other words, how

do consumers currently address the need being
discussed; (2) the description of what their ideal
product to perform that function would be; and
(3) an evaluation of product concept designs.

To determine the current status and consumer
satisfaction levels with their product function
techniques and devices, the participants will be
asked to provide background information on a
variety of topics involving the product. On the topic
of ideal product, participants in the focus groups
will be asked to provide the attributes of what
they perceive to be the ideal device to perform the
function [13].

The focus group participants will undertake an
evaluation of static product concept models
prepared in advance for the groups. Lastly, purchase
intent and price point questions will be asked

of the participants for both the Conceptualized
Ideal Product and for the concept models shown.
Upon completion of the groups, the data acquired
is analyzed and centers on providing a listing of
specific product design and functional features to
the manufacturer [10]. The manufacturer, to the
best of their ability, incorporates these features into
their Beta prototype.



Step 8: Beta focus groups primarily allow the
refinement of a product’s appearance by the
manufacturer through a critique of key design
features of a prototype. They provide an opportunity
to rank a product’s function and design features
previously identified in concept definition focus
groups. Beta focus group participants are a
representative sample of the Alpha focus group
participants [14]. Two Beta groups of twelve
participants each are usually sufficient.

Beta groups provide the ability to obtain quantitative
data on the previously collected qualitative
information and allows that data to be applied to
the prototype being evaluated. Basically they answer
the question as to whether or not a prototype
addresses the top function and design features

a product must have to be deemed desirable by

the consumer [13]. Beta groups provide the ability
to score how well a prototype meets consumer
expectations and gauge consumer interest in the
product along with their desire or intent to purchase
the product. Beta group participants rank, in order
of importance, the previously identified function and
design features of the product concept, provide an
evaluation of how the viewed prototype met those
required function and design features, provide a
ranking of consumer preference on any additional
product models shown, a ranking of consumer
preference on specific design features, and provide
comments regarding their usage of the beta
prototype [15].

The Beta group activity is captured, analyzed, and
relayed to the manufacturing company for possible
product changes prior to the initial manufacturing
production run [16].

PRELIMARY FINDINGS

New consumer products developed using this
process seem to enjoy initial market success [4]

as the product manufacturers have broadened

the consumer market for their new products

by identifying key expected features along with
significant product differentiators, which makes
their product stand out from the competition. We
are currently tracking product sales and dominance
in the marketplace for these products.
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We are extending our product development trials
into areas composed of niche markets where
historically there has been a large failure rate for
new product introductions. By being successful
even in small niche market areas, we hope to be
able to classify the above process as a product
development ‘Best Practice’.
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