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Introduction

Product validation or verification testing is a critical (and often neglected) step in the product
development process. It is the means by which a company can identify whether the product or
service they have been designing is likely to have the value they anticipate for the client. Ideally, new
products are designed in collaboration with prospective clients so that all stages of the development
process can be tuned by the actual needs of future customers. However, typically this does not take
place in the case of most start-up organisations and the first interaction with a potential client may
not take place until the product development process is almost complete. | say Galmosté because
until a client actually buys and gets value from the product, it is not complete.

What is Customer V alue?

Only the customer can truly decide what value a product provides for them. Research has shown
that the influences that act on individual to make a purchasing decision are often unconscious and
cannot be articulated; even by the customer themselves! In most cases, the purchasing decision has
already been taken before the customer begins to justify the decision by rational assessment. This is
why many technology companies for example fail to engage customers by focussing on their
product@ features and specifications. = H | Zhe =

In order to understand what the
potential customer perceives to be of
value to them, it is necessary to tease
out these unconscious influences by
carefully interviewing potential
customers, analysing the responses and
relating the conclusions to how the
development and presentation of the
product.

Interview ing Prospective
Customers

Without being too prescriptive, there are several steps that should be followed in interviewing
customers to see whether the product that you have developed or are developing is likely to be of
value you to them and similarly profiled customers. The most important aspect of this is listening to
what the customer says and immediately noting down everything you thought to be important after
the meeting.

1. Establish a Rapport with the Customer

Simply ensure that the interviewee is relaxed and not under any time pressure by pre-
arranging the interview at a time convenient for them. Confirm before the meeting that they
are able to spend the required time for the discussion. Once the interview has begun, spend
an appropriate amount of time in pleasantries ¢ a few minutes should be sufficient. Confirm
that the customer has the same expectations of what the meeting will achieve. If there is a
mismatch about expectations it may be necessary to reschedule the meeting. Be clear about
your own objectives from the meeting.




2. Uncover the CustomerQ Goals and Aspirations

Spend some time probing the customer about their organisation@Q goals and vision. Try to
understand how close the customer feels that the organisation is to achieving them. Also
query the customer about their personal ambitions and goals and how achievable they
believe they are. Ask opemuestiors to allow the intervieweeotrespond in more thadyes
or ONCE answers.

3. Discuss Prior Actions and Results

Ask the customer about what actions the organisation has taken in past to achieve these
goals and with what results. Similarly with their personal goals ¢ what has worked, what
hasn@worked? The purpose of this line of questioning is to understand what the customer
perceives to be the opportunities and challenges for themselves and their organisation.

4. Assess the Impact of Achievement

Discuss what would happen if the organisation and they themselves had actually achieved
their goals. What would be next for them? What new challenges and opportunities would
appear?

5. Restate the Situation

Echo back to the customer how they have described the situation to check your
understanding and to demonstrate to them that you have listened.

6. Bridge the CustomerQ Needs to the Product.

At this point, given that the customer was correctly profiled, it should be clear that there are
specific opportunities where your product could be used to help the customer and their
organisation achieve their goals. Link these in the customer@ mind and carefully observe
their reaction. Is the bridge between their needs and your product clear in their mind? Do
they have any immediate objections or questions (this is a good sign!)? Carefully make a
note of these and keep probing to find out all of the questions they may have.

7. Close the Interview

Bring the interview to a close by thanking the customer for their time. Ask for a further
meeting where you can present your product solution to them.

As soon as time allows, write an analysis of your impressions of the interview and include:-
T Actual verbal responses
9 Impressions of non-verbal responses

9 Your understanding of the customerQsituation and how your product relates to their needs

=

Any objections that the customer may have made about your product
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Conduct as many of these interviews as you feel necessary to ensure you have a good understanding
of this type of customerQneeds and how your product relates to them.
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Analysing the Responses.

Go back over all the interviews you have conducted and look for commonality between them. Are
the customerQ needs what you expected them to be? Are there common, stand out needs? Are
there common objections to your product? Do you believe that your product in its current state of
development will bring value to your potential clients?

Feedback into D evelopment Process

It would be fortuitous indeed if after the first round of interviews you found that your product was a
perfect fit for your potential clients. In the majority of cases, the product will need to adjusted in
some fashion to resonate with their needs. This may be superficial ¢ for example, how the product is
priced or presented, or it may be more fundamental and require a change in how the product
functions. In the latter case, this may require either a change to the form, fit or function of the
product or perhaps a reanalysis of the target customer.

It may be that several rounds of validation are required before the product is found to fit the
prospective customersCheeds however, this effort is invaluable in allowing you to better understand
your customersCheeds and in developing longer term relationships with them in the future.




About Two Spires Consulting

Two Spires Consulting specialises in helping our clients identify and win new customers. We also focus on
increasing the value of their relationships with existing customers. Our commitment is to ensure our clients
succeed and in providing ongoing support and guidance.

Mike Hughes Biography

Mike Hughes has over fifteen years experience in bringing products and services successfully to market. Using
a process of market needs evaluation, customer validation and a focused strategic planning; Mike ensures that
the value of new products and services is tuned to meet the actual needs of target customense uses a strict
project management approach with clear metrics to evaluate the progress and ensure success.

Mike has worked for a broad range of companies from multi-nationals such as Microsoft, Gateway Computers
Ltd. and Icon Clinical to local Irish start-ups such as Security Careers Ltd. Mike specialises in bringing individual
organisations together for mutual benefit ¢ he has negotiated complex and multi-
lateral deals with Microsoft, HP, BT and WorldCom. On several occasions he has also
| successfully chaired multi-organisational committees consisting of rival companies
- \’VO' (e.g. eircom, BT Ireland, 02, 3, Vodafone) to a common mutually beneficial goal
A (www.makeitsecure.org).
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successfully match the needs of enterprise level customers, retailers and partner
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help customers articulate their needs and relate them to profitable solutions.
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During his career, Mike has also managed teams of frontline sales staff and worked with them in designing

sales pitches that resonate with customers. Mike was also responsible for implementing an in-house customer
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and then provide them with the simple steps required to achieve it. This initiative alone was responsible for

Microsoft Ireland over-achieving its technology adoption targets by over 20% among its enterprise customers.

At Gateway computers, Mike was responsible for the product research, design and implementation of several
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analysis and customer centric product delivery.

Mike was a founding director of Two Spires Consulting in 2007. Since then he has worked with a range of
public sector, NGO and commercial organisations to help them understand and meet the needs of their target
customer segments.
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