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By Paul Herbig

Lead users are important to marketing as a whole because lead users are another way to gain information and knowledge on groups of people that will be served in the market. It is understood that the reaping of knowledge is a key factor in the use of successful marketing. It is certain that many marketers would like to reach into the future and know what the people they serve will need and want ten years from the present. Lead users can be used as that so called "crystal ball" to find these answers years in advance. Lead users are years ahead of and can be used as accurate predictors

Arrangements can be made with lead users to have them as a regular employee of a company or as a subject to study or get participation from to help pass the knowledge they have and the discoveries they have made on to the manufacturer. It is the duty and in the best interest of the marketer to search out and utilize these lead users to their full potential. 

 Lead Users Today

In the current state, Hippel is experimenting with ways to accurately determine user needs for new products in the fields that are rapidly changing; such as those that include high technology. Lead users will be the methodology to solving this problem.. One of the problems we have with innovation is the human's natural desire to resist change. The persons insights into new products and use potential solutions are constrained by real world experience. Humans are unlikely to conflict with the familiar.  The reader might recall the example and discussion that took place in the marketing seminar class concerning the radio tubes and resistors. An Innovator would be more likely to improve the tube than to invent the resistor.  It has been learned that the more recent  a person has used an object in a familiar way, the more difficult it is for the person to think of the object in a novel way. This suggests that subjects typically used in market research are poorly suited because their familiarity interferes with some of the most sophisticated marketing research techniques; such as multi-attribute mapping where a 

subject is asked to identify multi-use product patterns, and then is asked to identify more uses for the same product. Normal research would include similarity dissimilarity research and focus groups, both of which use subjects who are familier with the type product being tested and therefore will be effected by the familiarity problem. A solution is the lead user, who can be reasonably familiar but is not adverse to novel uses of the product. The difference between the normal user and the lead user is as follows: The lead user is also familiar with a common use of a product, but is also familiar with needs related to the future. "Users at the front of the trend typically exist simply because important new technologies, products, taste, and other factors related to new product opportunities typically diffuse through a society, often over many years, rather than impact all members simultaneously".) The next motivation of the lead user in this case is the fact that they expect to have high returns from their innovations that they discover. "A lead user is positioned to benefit significantly by obtaining a solution to those needs". The lead user must have something to gain from the improvement that has been made".

Current Studies

Now that a profile of the lead user has been determined, it is important to explain the methods used to identify lead users. Hippel broke this process into four areas: Identifying the trend, associate lead users with trend, analyze lead user data and test data on ordinary people.

To determine the trend, leading firms in Boston were contracted and asked who was considered to be the engineer most expert in printed circuits. Computer aided design (PC-CAD)is the firm. It was found where and who the innovations were coming from, and in what trend the innovations were taking place. In this case, it was in the thickness of circuit boards. 

To identify the lead user in the PC-CAD area, questionnaires were administered by telephone to the people in the companies. It was found that the lead users were the people that stood to gain the most from the circuit density. This backs the facts that lead users expect to reap high rents from their innovations. It was found that those who built their own system were the most likely to be in the lead user category. (

As a method for gathering insight in the lead user field, a focus group of the five lead user fields were used. They were given a task to lay out the best PC-CAD system for high density boards built with current technology. The groups work resulted in a very innovated and functional device. This is a way to use the lead user constructively. (Hippel 88)

In the end the lead user PC-CAD system was tested on ordinary people against other systems in the home. Another questionnaire was used to obtain the information. The results showed that 78.6% of the people preferred the lead user system. This helps confirm the lead user ability to improve products that will be more desirable for the customer.(Hippel,88)

 Legal

At this time ideas and questions in legal and financial areas will be related in and by the seminar group discussion of lead users in the class. A key subject is patents. At what point does an innovation become an invention? At what point should a lead user consider an innovation novel enough to obtain legal protection for the innovation? And last, when is it ethical to use a lead user idea? A company can explore legal and ethical ways to use the lead user and still avoid the complicated and expensive areas of patents. The company can do this by making exclusive contracts with the lead users check with them on ideas periodically. This will be discussed in more detail later in the paper. If a lead user makes an innovation on a product within a company, the company should have legal right to the innovation, and they should protect it against others . If the company is a supplier and not a competitor, other arrangements can be made. If the supplier built the product in cooperation with the company that it obtained the innovation from, it would be both legal and ethical. The proper ethical use of lead users could be the financial advantage for companies on the leading edge.(market seminar 93)

A perfect person to observe innovation on products is a maintenance person. When the sale of the product is made to an innovator, a year or two of maintenance will be included. When repairs or check ups are made, observation of innovations can be made. A maintenance person will have the knowledge to know what they are looking at. (market seminar 93)

A sales person will be another opportunity for observation before or after a sale is made. The sales person will be making follow up calls on the sale and can use the time to observe. This can be very useful because the salesman will see it and talk about it.

When using lead users in a company, it can lead one into a rut of innovation and stop the process of invention. The 3M example helps to explain this. 3M improves many products continually but never invents new ones. They might have spent money making a better broom rather than inventing the vacuum cleaner. Lead users can do this to other companies.

In the end the company is completely off track from where it began. If a company continues to do this it will become stagnate in the marketplace and will begin to fall behind. The company can become so dependant on lead users that it can not function by itself. Many companies simply become  manufactures for the customers..(Johne, 92)

This can happen within a company also. The company may find that it is just working in the best interest of one innovator in the company. "It is possible for innovation to flower from within an organization".

Protect Against Users

One way a company can protect against the control of lead users is to have many innovators at hand so that ideas can be compared. This way the company is not going on one opinion. This is much like the multiple supplier theory,

having more than one to guard against the chance of loosing one. Another way is to simply use the lead user for suggestion and not for law in the company. Always base additional research on lead users ideas to prove their importance. Many innovations may not be practical. Never forget that it is your company and you have to determine it's fate.

Users Tomorrow

The subject of lead users will be a hot topic for  business in the future. As or market turns more and more customer oriented, lead users will be increasingly important to the marketers in the world. Lead users will increase in size and in power. We are now in a time when the customer is very much the king and along with that, so will be the lead user. As time goes on, the companies will become more involved in research in finding the lead user and learning more about how to use them for the premium advantage of the company. This will make it a complete level of marketing which will trudge its way into the next century. Companies will struggle for control from these powerful customers with clout. It could be common for there to be companies for the complete purpose of using and innovating products.

Conclusion

The continued research on lead users is very important to the future business. It will be crucial to keep in stride with Japan and other foreign countries. The subject at this time is very young and unexplored. It is felt that the subject of lead users will become mature very quickly and soon become a very familiar word to all successful companies. The future business world needs the lead user to advance and grow to the demands of the future. As the study of the lead user becomes more advanced, the use of this important resource will become more relevant. It will be interesting to see the growth of the lead user.

To describe the history of the lead user, we must first discuss the history of the marketing system. In the pre 1960

period research was done and then the product was developed and sold to the customer. The user had no influence on the product research. In the 1960's and 1970's there was some interaction, but the customer did not play a major role in the development of products. At these times, customers got what companies decided they wanted. Now, in the 1990's, the buyer plays a very large role in the development of products. This is the use of lead users in the improvement and development of products. Now 

The study of the lead user is important because the key to marketing is to know what the consumer needs and wants to function in the job place. A lead user may alter a product to fit his need, but this does not eliminate the need for market research or development. In most cases the lead user product is very crude and will need polishing to be sold on the market. Research must be done to discover which innovations are an actual improvement that fits the use of field. Lead users are not market researchers, they only improve  the product to meet their needs. Lead users have certain limitations, "Their insights into new product, process, and service needs and potential solutions are constrained by their own real world experience". (Hippel 78) Lead users do not often have novel product concepts but stay with the familiar. This is why they are not a replacement for research and development. It is clear that lead users cannot replace market research, however they can aid market researchers because they have real world experience, they can sometimes provide new product concept data as well as need data to properly attuned marketing researchers. (Hippel, 86) Hippel feels that simply substituting lead users in the place of average users in research methods of today will allow 

researchers to identify potential new product opportunities.
