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The most successful products in the market place are 
born from consumer needs and expectations. These prod-
ucts are developed with the end user in mind. Successful 
products are developed for the consumer, by the consumer. 
Traditionally, the more innovative or cutting edge the prod-
uct is, the more consumer feedback is needed in the prod-
uct development process. And once products are devel-
oped, consumer feedback is required to keep your products 
in the lead. While consumer feedback is critical in the con-
cept development phase, this paper will focus primarily on 
the use of consumer feedback on the actual products, not 
the concept.  

Consumer feedback is used throughout the product life 
cycle. During the product development stage, it is used in 
these phases: 

• In the beginning for concept development and evalua-
tion process 

• In the middle for prototype building and evaluation 
• In the final stage for concept/product fit 

To minimize product development time and maximize 
the changes for in-market success, you should start proto-
typing only after you have a well-defined, optimized con-
cept. Too many times product developers are “shooting in 
the dark” in what they think the product should be like 
based on a poorly defined concept. The better defined the 
concept is, the fewer prototypes will need to be developed, 
the fewer iterative tests will be done and the greater the 
chances will be that product will match the concept in the 
final testing step. 

Test the prototypes with the concept early on in the test-
ing cycle. Don’t wait until the final go/no go Home-Use 
Test to test the product with the concept or you might be in 
for a surprise. Instead, by setting the context in the early 

product testing phase by first presenting the concept, you 
can determine not only the best tasting prototype, but also 
which prototype best matches the concept. Too often in 
product testing, the winning prototype is identified but it 
may or may not match the concept. 

Additionally, consumer testing should be done using 
your target consumer. This is especially true for children’s 
products. How many times have parents bought or prepared 
meals for their children assuming that “oh, my kids are go-
ing to love this” only to find a half eaten plate of food sitting 
at the dinner table after everyone has finished eating? We 
can’t assume that we know what our target consumer is 
going to like or dislike; we must do our testing among our 
target consumers in order to achieve reliable results.  

Don’t let current manufacturing capabilities or cost con-
straints completely limit what you test. Sometimes you have 
to test prototypes that are outside of your current manufac-
turing capabilities or cost parameters in order to better un-
derstand what consumers really want in the products. Limit-
ing the array of product prototypes often leads to subtle 
modification of an existing product. However, testing with a 
wider array helps you identify what consumers truly want in 
the products as well as the most important elements of these 
products even if the best prototype is beyond current capa-
bility or is too costly to produce. At least the product devel-
opers will be able to shoot for a target that they can crea-
tively develop against. 

To test more efficiently, use experimental design. A sys-
tematic approach to product development and product test-
ing is a much more efficient manner of understanding what 
consumers want in the appearance, flavor and texture char-
acteristics. By systematically varying the ingredients, the 
levels or amounts of the ingredients, as well as key aspects 
of the production process, you can isolate specific factors of 
the product that drive consumer liking. Consumers are great 
about telling you if they like or dislike something, but are 
less able to tell you why. They are even less able to ade-
quately rate attributes independently; they often “dump” on 
several attributes of a given product not because those at-
tributes are negative but because they dislike another aspect 
of the product or the meal. For example, in testing two beef 
and gravy products made with different gravies but the 
same meat, consumers will often down rate the texture of 
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one of the meats because they don’t like the gravy with that 
meat.  

Check the test results for segmentation. Flavor profiles 
can sometimes be polarizing, which can result in distinct 
consumer segments. One such example is barbeque sauce; 
some consumers like a sweet, smoky flavor profile, while 
others like a more tangy vinegar. In a test conducted with 
two barbeque sauce samples with each of these flavor pro-
files, the sauces may score at parity on overall liking but a 
closer look at the data would reveal two consumer groups 
or segments with strong opinions on each sauce. Depend-
ing on the size of the segments, launching products targeted 
to different segments could expand your product offerings.  

Identifying the optimum formulation and optimum proc-
ess is only part of creating a successful product. Packaging 
also plays a key role in marketing to the consumer, and in a 
product’s success. By testing the product with the package 
with the consumer, you can determine if you have the op-
timum packaging. Packaging tests can be done through 
Central Location tests (CLT’s), Home-Use tests, focus groups 
or observational research, depending on what it is you want 
to know about the packaging. Not only does the package 
convey the perception of quality and food safety, it also 
offers consumer convenience through easy open features or 
“cook and serve” features. Observing your target consumers 
interacting with the package and product can offer valuable 
insight into how effective the “easy open” features are to 
use. These observations can also offer valuable insight into 
how they prepare and eat the products. 

Prior to launching a new product, the shelf life must be 
determined. Sensory shelf life can be determined using 
trained assessors, consumer panelists, or a combination of 
both. Trained assessors will be able to detect subtle changes 
in the sensory attributes that untrained, consumer assessors 
may not be able to detect and would therefore be the most 
sensitive tool in protecting product quality. As these 
changes become more pronounced, the products will need 
to be assessed by consumers to understand the point at 
which these changes result in a significant drop in accept-
ability.  

 After the product is launched and is on shelf, the product 
maintenance phase of the product life cycle begins. In the 
product maintenance phase, the goal is to gain or sustain a 
competitive edge. Brand maintenance objectives include 
ingredient substitutions and formulation/process/package 
changes. These changes can be for product improvement or 
cost reduction initiatives. 

The specific test method and test parameters are deter-
mined by the test objectives. Key points to consider when 
deciding what and how to test include: 

• Should you be testing among your heavy users or the 
general population? Testing among heavy users is 
much more sensitive than testing among the general 
population, which would be preferable in a cost-
reduction test. However, product improvements and 

category appraisals should be tested among category 
users.  

• Should the test be conducted as a CLT or a Home-Use 
test? If product preparation will be affected by the re-
formulation, a Home-Use test would be advisable. 
CLT’s are more sensitive in detecting product differ-
ences as product preparation, serving order and testing 
environment is controlled. However, the evaluator 
does not get to interact with the product during the 
preparation step. 

• How much risk are you willing to assume in being 
wrong in your conclusions? In a cost-reduction test, 
the critical error would be in failing to detect that the 
cost-reduced product is in reality liked less than cur-
rent product (Type II error, β). Conversely, the critical 
error in a product improvement test would be in con-
cluding that the revised product is superior to current 
product when in reality it is not (Type I error, α). Test 
results showing that products are “not significantly dif-
ferent” in overall liking does not mean that the two 
products are equally acceptable; concluding equal ac-
ceptance risks committing a Type II error. Protection 
against making a Type II error is best addressed 
through the test design. 

• Sample size: how many consumers should you test? 
That depends on the type of test, objective of the test, 
how the results will be used, how many samples are in 
the test, how large of a difference you want to be able 
to detect and how certain you want to be in the con-
clusions. Further discussions on sample size can be 
found in various sensory reference books (Gacula and 
Singh, 1984; Lawless and Heymann, 1998). 

• How many samples per person? When the number of 
samples or products in the test exceeds the number of 
products that can be reasonably evaluated in a given 
session, the test must either be broken into multiple 
days, or presented as a balanced, incomplete block 
design. Depending on the flavor intensity of the prod-
uct, the magnitude of the differences among products, 
and the number of questions on the questionnaire, a 
good rule of thumb is no more than six products per 1 
hr. session. 

Consumer feedback is critical not only in the develop-
ment phase of a product, but also throughout all phases of a 
product’s life cycle. Getting consumer feedback early in 
product development and often throughout the mainte-
nance phase will increase the chances of gaining and sus-
taining a strong market share. 
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