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77Following on from our inaugural feature
in the last issue, which dealt with the uses of glass
throughout the course of human history, this second
article considers how manufacturers in the industry -
indeed, producers and service providers in general - are,
or should be, conditioned by consumer expectations.
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CONSUMER/PRODUCT RELATIONSHIP
Some companies - both established and

new - are excellent at doing this; good exam-
ples are Coca Cola, 3M, Reebok, Nike, Swatch,
Sony, Microsoft, Armani, Amazon, and so
on. Common to all of these companies is that
the consumer relies on and relates to the
brand: in other words, in the eyes of the 
consumer, the company implicitly guaran-
tees the 4P law.

Other companies or products have been suc-
cessful, too, but only for specific products or
limited periods of time: Chanel - No.5, Nintendo
- Sega game console, Kodak - films and paper,
Yahoo - universal internet portal, and so on. Oth-
ers still have had to change their business
model (such as Hewlett Packard, from PCs
and calculators to digital cameras) or have
even disappeared (Lotus 123, Sinclair, BSA
motorcycles, and many dotcom enterprises,
etc.). The consumer, therefore, is certainly a key

HE FOUR ELEMENTS OF PRODUCT
DEVELOPMENT

Truly winning products, i.e. those
that shift consumer mindsets and break down
orthodoxies, are characterised by four ele-
ments of one unique product development
puzzle, which are:
• product: the right product i.e. the product

that the consumer expects, needs and desires;
• promotion: the product is promoted to suit

the consumer, i.e. the product is promoted
so that the consumer can understand and
relate to the benefits the product offers;

• production: the article can be manufac-
tured to suit the needs of the consumer - i.e.
supply-on-demand - or, in the words of the
consumer, “I want my product delivered yes-
terday”;

• price: the product is priced correctly, i.e. it
suits the consumer and matches the bene-
fits the product offers.
These four elements make-up the

‘4Ps’ law of product development: get
any one or more of these wrong and the
product will probably require further
investment during development - or
worse, end in failure. So how does one
reduce this risk of failure?

The first consideration is that in each of
the four parts of the jigsaw the consumer
is the centrepiece: understanding and sat-
isfying the consumer is the only possible
way of being successful. Moreover, all four
parts of the puzzle are related, which sug-
gests not only a model for product devel-
opment, but also the necessity to assess the
relationship between consumer and prod-
uct during development. 

TT

The law of 
the 4Ps
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has already satisfied physiological and safety
needs such as shelter, clothing and food. So, for
developed regions like Europe and North Amer-
ica, the consumer is looking for esteem and love
needs. Consequently, consumer emphasis is
on more illusory needs such as aesthetics, sta-
tus-symbolism, and so on. This implies that prod-
uct ranges need to be broader and require con-
tinuous refreshing: good examples being the car
and fashion industries. However, one has to be
cautious because consumer needs also depend
on social standing, financial status, ethnic ori-
gin, gender, geographic location, social trends,
etc. Two examples spring to mind: the trends
of immigration and fitness, especially in the Euro-
pean context.

NEW TRENDS
The migration of populations is complicat-

ing the definition of consumer needs because
the historical background and habits of such peo-
ples are completely different. For example,
non-Christian immigration into Europe has
introduced different cuisine, cooking tech-
niques and food ingredients. One also observes
a tendency for lower-priced or discounted
products as a result of immigrant workers typ-
ically having lower purchasing power. Evolu-
tions in livelier colour schemes, designs and pat-
terns are also noted.

Interestingly, domestic appliances are very
limited in terms of surface finish and colour. In
fact, the majority of gas cooktops have either
light (e.g. white) or dark (e.g. brown) coloured
enamel or have a stainless steel finish. Glass
cooktops follow a similar scheme, and are
screen printed and painted.

Another trend not to be underestimated is the
rise of products sold online: almost every
major appliance manufacturer encourages 
this form of purchase. This forces the manu-
facturer to sell exclusively on price, avail-

to success, and often a life jack-
et in times of difficulty or
change.

However, building a
consumer knowledge
base is not only time,
and resource, con-
suming but, above
all, requires a spe-
cif ic company
culture to sustain it. Carrying out activities such
as market research, product promotion, sales
launches and product facelifts on a regular basis
- all expensive exercises - is actually not
enough. First, a company needs to know the
fundamental needs in the consumer’s head
during purchasing, and understand the dynam-
ics of purchasing. For example, domestic
appliance buyers usually fall into two categories:
• new buyers, such as those setting up house

before marriage;
• mature buyers, such as those who buy to

replace an old or broken appliance.
In the first instance, the period in which a pur-

chase is decided is approximately two to three
months, while in the second case the purchase
is often decided within two to three days.
Understandably, hence, not only is there a dif-
ference in purchasing dynamics, but the actu-
al needs of these two sets of consumers are, in
fact, divergent.

Next, the company needs to address consumer
needs on a continuous basis and strive to
achieve them, even though they may be in
conflict or seem technically impossible. More-
over, company employees should know these
needs implicitly during all development phas-
es of the product. This is one reason why
Japan, and the Japanese culture in general,
has been so successful in consumer products.
It also justifies carrying out usability studies and
making them part of product development.

CONSUMER NEEDS
Before specifically examining the domestic

appliance business, though, it is worth pro-
viding an overview of the consumer and, in par-
ticular, of the domestic appliance consumer
in terms of both macro needs and trends.
According to Marlow’s hierarchy, the con-
sumer has essentially five needs.

In modern western society, the consumer
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Consumer
needs pyramid
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ability, features and appearance since these
are the only parameters the consumer can
actually relate to.

The fitness industry, which started in the 1970-
80s, and is now being transformed into a con-
cept of wellness, features products that invoke
a sense of long-lasting pleasure and a health-
ier lifestyle. The effect on appliances is that a
declared-latent need for environmentally ‘pure’
and beautiful products emerges. This need is,
moreover, largely perceived as being unmet;
glass may go some way to satisfying this need.

Most companies fail to recognize shifts, and
rely on more traditional trends such as
sales volume and average selling price.
This is surprising since most big,
demographically-led changes usually
occur over a relatively short period of
time, e.g. two to five years. Companies
therefore address consumers by striv-
ing to make more and more sophisti-
cated - or trivial - products, or aiming
towards (inferior) quality versus cost,
when in reality all that may be need-
ed is a simple product change such
as new colour, restyling, fewer/more
features, extended warranty or dif-
ferent price structure. 

In certain East European countries
such as Russia, Romania or Albania,
society is not so well developed; con-
sequently, what is considered a very
low-end product in Western Europe is
a top-of-the-range model there. 

Product features can also be in
conflict. A good example is found in
portable products that need to be
robust - and safe - yet not too heavy
or clumsy to handle. Good examples
in the household are vacuum cleaners,
food containers, blenders and mixers.
These last three products were once
the exclusive domain of glass; in
many cases, they have now been sup-
planted by plastic. This, in spite of the
fact that consumers still prefer glass
over plastic, implies that if thinner and
stronger glass - as seen in Pyrex dish-
es, for example - were available,
some of the lost markets would prob-
ably be recouped and those still viable,
better protected.

So what about the domestic appliance con-
sumer and the needs that glass can satisfy? After
many years of collecting data, especially dur-
ing usability studies, many researchers have con-
cluded that the domestic appliance consumer
is primarily interested in the following topics:

✓ Cleanability
✓ Aesthetics
✓ Safety
✓ Performance

✓ Functionality
✓ Ergonomics
✓ Price

The use of
glass in oven
doors is a
priority
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80 PRIORITIZATION
OF NEEDS

The prioritization
of these needs will
not only depend on
the product, but also
parts of product such
as a user interface,
handle, oven door
window, etc. It may
also depend on cir-
cumstances: past
consumer experi-
ence, replacement
purchases and so on.
However, whatever
the order of prefer-
ence, al l  of these 
topics are declared
consumer needs or,
at least, may be
extrapolated as such
during consumer interviews and by categorizing
the consumer. For example, a young house-
wife with children will probably place safe-
ty, price and aesthetics at the top of the list 
of priorities while a cuisine enthusiast will
almost certainly place performance and price
at opposite ends, leaving all other needs 
in between. 

Declared and latent needs
A step away from declared, and towards

latent needs leads to what may be defined
as areas of ambiguity, such as style, robust-
ness, reliability and cleanability. For exam-
ple, a product may be judged robust if it is
heavy (e.g. a thick-based copper pan), has the
right sound (e.g. a car door when it is closed)

or looks ‘unbreak-
able’ (e.g. a Tupper-
ware bowl). The dis-
criminating factor is
always perception;
the semi-declared
need or expectation
of robustness is 
satisfied via a per-
ceived quality or
characteristic. 

Yet another exam-
ple of ambiguity is
the customary round
glass door mounted
on horizontal drum
washing machines.

Ask a consumer
if it is necessary to
see what is happen-
ing in the drum dur-
ing washing and the

Bevelled edge

Steel frame
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answer will almost certainly be no, yet this fea-
ture is expected. The see-through door offers
reassurance i.e. the machine is actually work-
ing and performing its job. Equally interest-
ing is that the exact opposite is valid for the
combined dryer, yet the same dryer is also avail-
able with a windowed door!

Effectively, this is why consumer expectation
merits much more attention than a declared
need, especially as the manufacturer is usu-
ally very aware of - if not obsessed by -
declared needs anyway. This attention to
detail is often the deciding factor for con-
templated purchases and where product 
differentiation is minimal, but significant.
For the consumer, a company that has renown-
ed attention to detail often has the image of
‘good’ product manufacturer, e.g. German
appliance manufacturers such as Gaggenau 
and Miele, and Japanese companies like 
Sony, etc.

Remembering consumer product aware-
ness, therefore, is not just about satisfying
declared needs, but ensuring that ‘taken-for-
granted’ needs are also satisfied. For exam-
ple, the typical lifespan of a domestic appli-
ance is not ‘just’ 10 years; it actually needs to
perform for much longer: the screen printing
of glass components on a cooktop, for instance,
must last as long as the whole appliance does,
if not longer.

AWARENESS AND CUSTOMIZATION
So, how does one add this touch of

awareness and customization to glass
products in appliances? Apart from the
usual quality assurance approach - a
worldwide declared need - the path is to
search for detail and willingness to
improve the product. A good example in
glass cooktops are bevelled, or rounded
edges with a stainless frame.

The difference between the two edges
is minimal but the perception of quality
is totally different - what is more, the con-
sumer is willing to pay. The Japanese call
this search for quality and perfection
‘Kaizen’, meaning continuous improve-
ment - therefore implying excellence.
More recently, the Japanese have upgrad-
ed this approach and termed it “Gemba
Kaizen”, meaning not just search for

excellence but providing it where it is needed
i.e. in the work place (Gemba meaning the
‘true’ or ‘real’ place).

Another example of attention to detail and
product differentiation, borne out of a declared
need for safety in the early days of glass cook-
tops, are steel frames. Steel frames offer a
trim image and show not just a combination of
style and made-to-measure looks (aesthetics
need) but are also functional and safe. The
consumer is consequently saying, ‘the glass can-
not be chipped when knocked by pans and 
is therefore safe and functional’, i.e. it does its
job properly.

Many semi-declared needs can be discovered
by simply listening to and observing the con-
sumer. Once this is recognized by business it
is then a question of embedding this culture of
detail within companies.

Surprisingly, glass touches on all of these
needs or, at least, has a significant impact.
However, the true difficulty, and where the
real opportunities are usually hidden, is in
uncovering unmet or latent needs - especially
as these have the highest potential for both con-
sumers and manufacturers.

Many attempts have been made at formulating
a guaranteed success story to pinpoint a latent
need, but intuition - which always carries with
it an element of observation - flexibility, and
excellent consumer relations are usually three
good ingredients for success.

Horizontal drum
washing machines
with see-through
doors



82 CONSUMER INSIGHT
Quite often an unmet need is achieved by mis-

take - implying an element of chance - or sim-
ply by realizing that a ‘big hit’ will generate a
new need and further consumer insight. As
can be imagined, forecasting a next big hit is
not easy, but the good news is that once a
wave of innovation takes place it is usually easy
to predict what will happen soon after. Take for
example mobile telephones, which have gen-
erated the need for a cost-effective, longer-
lasting and lighter energy source - the lithium
battery - but also a desire to have something that

could be easily changed and recharged (snap-
fit battery design). Up until this innovation,
mobile phones were considered élitist, clum-
sy and virtually non-portable. Nonetheless,
known consumer insight suggested that people
wanted to communicate whenever and wherever,
and wireless communication devices were seen
as the answer. The benefit was not only self-
explanatory, but also viewed as providing a sta-
tus symbol which satisfied an esteem need for
most, and self-actualization for others.

Flat glass in appliances
An interesting association in

appliances is flat glass. It is
seen as an easy-to-clean mate-
rial but, at the same time, is
considered a ‘difficult’ materi-
al depending on whether it is
used in a refrigerator as a shelf,
inside an oven (Pyrex dishes) or
simply as an external oven door
window pane. Here the declared
need, or expectation, would be
‘good cleanability’, but the
underlying concept and, there-
fore, latent need is to have a
surface that does not need clean-
ing. Having consumer insight
into cleanability therefore is
strategic, but not necessarily
the best way of generating or pre-
dicting a wave of innovation.

Safety
Glass plays a fundamental

role in the perception of safety
in domestic appliances. For
example, it may be considered a
safe - and, indeed, desired -
material for electrical parts such
as control panels, but a fragile
material for electric cooktops.
Hence the consumer perceives
glass as safe, depending where
it is used and for what purpose.
Another underlying concept is the
meaning of safety or safeness
for glass. Here the question is not
where and for what it is used, but
how it is - or may be - used. 

Most appliance consumers
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will accept glass as a safe material only if it
is known to look and perform safely. Although
the base material will not have changed its fun-
damental structural properties, many glass
cooktops are nonetheless tested. Another good
example of safety observation can be found
when discussing the ergonomics of controls,
such as those that are included in ovens rather
than cooktops.

Knobs convey distance and manual con-
trol, while touch control conveys a hi-tech
image but not necessarily safeness. The under-
lying consumer insight here is that the ‘distance’
means ‘I don’t get burnt when the cooktop is
working’. This perception of safety and ergonom-
ics is based on experience that may be self-
acquired or obtained by word-of-mouth. Gen-
erally, portable products such as small domes-
tic appliances need to be heavy or look strong,
implying rounded shapes, edges, thermo-form-
ing, bending, thickness, dark colours and so on.
Built-in products or self-standing appliance
products impose a feeling of safety usually
by aesthetics e.g. finish, colour and form, but
also in terms of movement and sound quality
such as when opening an oven door, rotating a
knob, pushing a button, etc.

Aesthetics and design
Another way of understanding consumer

needs is to deliberately search for actual or
past macro trends and the next or past waves of
innovation. Only over the last two to three
decades has glass played a significant role in
appliance aesthetics - attributable to the progress
made in machining and manufacturability. Sig-
nificant glass advancement has been seen in ther-
mo-forming, screen printing and precision
machining of cut-outs as well as the growth of
specialist glass such as Robax, Ceran, Schott
induction cooktop glass, etc.

The reason for this growth is simple: the con-
sumer is looking for style and modern-ness
combined with ergonomics and functionality.
The macro trend is the need for self-esteem and
self-actualization, especially in the younger
generation. Even new professions have been gen-
erated, such as Feng Shui experts and interior
designers; aesthetics are clearly one way of ful-
filling these needs.

Once only a question of design, aesthetics now
form an integral part of an overall package. So,

not just style, but also colour, gloss, surface fin-
ish, shape, position, illumination and - above
all - integration with the rest of the furniture have
become important characteristics. The appliances
must, hence, look right and fit in with the envi-
ronment. This is why built-in products can be
supplied with panelled doors to match the rest
of a fitted kitchen.

This topic of integration is especially recur-
rent in Europe and in the United States and
implies that the consumer for the appliance
industry is not just the end-user but also the trade
partner or homebuilder. Sadly, these latter two
‘consumers’ create a stranglehold on product
development since they favour the standardi-
zation of appliances and kitchens, e.g. size, thus
impeding new and braver product develop-
ment, especially in terms of more creative
designs and non-standard sizes and shapes.
The only option left to the consumer to this con-
formity issue is to contact small homebuilders
that provide tailor-made kitchens to suit spe-
cific end-user needs. In these circumstances, inte-
gration is deliberately avoided - especially in
environments requiring strong colour, indi-
viduality or design contrast. Clearly, the con-
sumer wants a combination of individual aes-
thetics that express a particular mood or theme.
For the end-user and true consumer, though, this
means a much higher price.

On a closing note, one other very interesting
aspect of design and style is derived from
social demographic trends. Researchers into glass
product consumption have identified three
clear trends:
• an increase in migration, immigration and

movement of people;
• a young generation that does not have any spe-

cial ties to past traditions and lives in a
more ‘open’ family circle;

• an ageing population.
All three of these trends are now fully accept-

ed and have already started to impact upon
certain industries - e.g. transport and food
packaging and preparation - and will play a very
important role in the use of glass in the appli-
ance industry in the years to come.■


