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A critical step in prelaunch market analysis needing improvement is concept testing.
This article reviews the literature on the three basic design decisions inherent to
concept testing: (1) stimuli design; (2) respondent selection, and (3) response
measurement. By incorporating findings from diffusion theory, the current review
identifies a number of potential sources of concept-test error (e.g., failing to account
for adoption orientation could unintentionally mask the response of earlier adopters).
Through an exploratory study that replicates in many ways a typical concept test,
the present study illustrates how results of conventional concept testing can be
sensitive to respondents’ adoption orientation and the response measure used. This
study offers implications for NPD practice that include accounting for the adoption
orientation of respondents, using appropriate response measures such as affective
questions for later adopters, and incorporating more product-related information

and repeat exposure for later adopters.

Introduction

Ithough important for corporate success
(Schmidt and Calantone, 2002), new prod-
uct development (NPD) is risky because of
high failure rates (Griffin, 1997). These high failure
rates are often attributed to a lack of adequate pre-
launch market analysis, aptly known as the fuzzy front
end (Dahl and Moreau, 2002; Zien and Buckler, 1997).
Indeed, companies have indicated that the area of NPD
needing the most improvement was prelaunch market
analysis (Cooper, 1993; Montoya-Weiss and O’Dris-
coll, 2000; Reid and de Brentani, 2004). A critical stage
in prelaunch market analysis needing further improve-
ment is concept testing (Dahl and Moreau, 2002; Page,
1993), which refers to estimating ‘“‘customer reactions to
a product idea before committing substantial funds to
it” (Moore, 1982, p. 279).
Administered via a questionnaire, a typical concept
test contains a statement describing the novel features
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of the innovation relative to existing alternatives in
the marketplace (Crawford and Di Benedetto, 2003).
After viewing the concept statement, respondents an-
swer questions pertaining to market assessment, as
well as other possible questions that can address the
importance of various product features, price, and
suggestions for improving the concept (Krishnan and
Ulrich, 2001).

The appeal of using concept testing is that it pro-
vides a quick, low-cost approach to market assess-
ment prior to committing significant investments
(Acito and Hustad, 1981; Page and Rosenbaum,
1992). However, the ability of concept-test results to
estimate the potential success of a new product in the
marketplace is a function of the soundness of its de-
sign. Consequently, the literature on concept testing
has focused attention on three basic design decisions
inherent to concept testing: (1) stimuli design (i.e.,
What do we show respondents?); (2) respondent se-
lection (i.e., To which potential customers do we
talk?); and (3) response measurement (i.e., How do
we measure their responses?).

The present research builds on extant literature by
incorporating insights from the diffusion literature to
identify how conventional methods of conducting and
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interpreting concept tests can lead to error in assessing
the perceived marketability of a candidate new prod-
uct. Further, an exploratory study illustrates the po-
tential impact of these sources of error on concept-test
results and offers practical recommendations to re-
duce this error that include measuring the adoption
orientation of the sample, disaggregating the response
of earlier from later adopters, and using appropriate
response measures for different adopter categories.
The remainder of this article is organized as fol-
lows. Initially, a review of existing concept-test liter-
ature with a focus on the aforementioned design
decisions is reported. Potential sources of concept
test error are then identified. The exploratory study
empirically demonstrates how some of these sources
can lead to error. Finally, the article concludes with
implications for NPD practice and theory testing.

Background on Concept Testing

Crawford and Di Benedetto (2003) offered that con-
cept testing can serve three important purposes in
NPD: (1) identify poor concepts that can be eliminat-
ed; (2) provide an initial estimate of the sales or trial
rate of the new product; and (3) help develop the idea.
Cooper (1993, p. 155) noted that concept testing at-
tempts to “‘assess market acceptance and expected
sales revenues.” Although Lees and Wright (2004)
cautioned that concept tests may not yield accurate
forecasts of trial rates, there is evidence that the pur-
chase intent question in a typical concept test is often
used to obtain an initial estimate of a new product’s
sales potential. For example, Crawford and Di Ben-
edetto (2003) observed that managers initially com-
bine the number of people who indicate “‘definitely
would buy or “probably would buy” on the purchase
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intent question into an aggregate score called the top-
two-boxes score. Marketers then use past experience
or an industry rule of thumb (Bell, 1994) to convert
this score into a prediction of actual purchase or sales.

Similarly, the Booz Allen Sales Estimating System
(BASES, 2005) group uses concept-test data (1) to eval-
uate a concept’s sales potential and (2) to compare its
volume potential relative to other concepts. To generate
these sales estimates, BASES integrates responses to the
purchase intent question with responses to other meas-
ures like value perception, transaction size, and pur-
chase frequency. The resulting sales forecast can be
adjusted further by incorporating other factors like the
expected type and level of supporting marketing efforts
and idiosyncratic regional characteristics. Although
sales forecasts drawn from concept testing may not be
accurate, the forecasts are adequate for determining
whether the candidate product should advance to the
next stage of the NPD process (Lees and Wright, 2004).

Mistakes in this go—no-go decision are considered
concept-test error, which comprises two error types
(Crawford and Di Benedetto, 2003; Schmidt and Ca-
lantone, 1997). The first type of error occurs when
concept-test results suggest going forward with the
candidate product when in fact a no-go decision is
appropriate. The second type of error occurs when
concept-test results lead to a no-go decision when in
fact a go decision is warranted. As noted, the ability of
concept-test results to estimate the potential success of
a new product in the marketplace is a function of the
soundness of its design. Therefore, this article reviews
the current state of knowledge regarding the three ba-
sic designs fundamental to concept tests: stimuli de-
sign, respondent selection, and response measurement.

Stimuli Design

Extant literature on stimuli design advocates that a
concept statement should be clear and realistic and
should not oversell the concept (Crawford and Di
Benedetto, 2003). Although the statement can be
worded in a commercial or noncommercial format,
the concept’s difference from existing alternatives in
the marketplace should be unambiguous and credible.
To emphasize the concept’s benefits, marketers often
provide additional props like rough sketches, three-
dimensional models, virtual prototypes, or even work-
ing prototypes. Because the concept’s ideational
content may interact with the particular execution of
the concept, Haley and Gatty (1971) and luso (1975)
recommended avoiding such props. However, Cooper
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(1993) and Crawford and Di Benedetto (2003) sug-
gested that going beyond the concept description and
getting as close as possible to the final product by in-
cluding artist drawings and crude working models in-
creases the validity of concept tests. It should be noted
that when the concept’s prime benefit is experiential
(e.g., the aroma of a new perfume, the visual appeal of
artwork), the stimulus may not represent the concept
well. In such cases, concept testing may not be useful
(Crawford and Di Benedetto, 2003).

Respondent Selection

Though respondent selection has received little aca-
demic research attention in concept testing, it has
been advocated to talk to individuals highly knowl-
edgeable in the relevant product category. Schoor-
mans, Ortt, and de Bont (1995) argued that product
expertise allows individuals to understand product in-
formation faster, to fill in missing information, to
learn more easily, to discriminate between important
and unimportant aspects of a product, and to better
infer benefits from a product’s physical attributes. For
major innovations, these authors found that similarity
between the evaluations of a product concept and an
actual product are greater for product experts than
novices. For minor innovations, experts were found
(1) to give more consistent evaluations within a given
concept test and (2) to generate more stable evalua-
tions over time than novices. They concluded, “We
advise the use of consumer expertise to select respond-
ents for concept tests of both minor and major inno-
vations” (p. 161).

However, Moreau, Lehmann, and Markman
(2001) found that the relationship between expertise
and concept evaluation was not uniform for all types
of innovations. Specifically, though the information
processing benefits afforded by expertise—in the pri-
mary base domain—were found to increase compre-
hension and perceived net benefits for continuous
innovations, expertise reduced both comprehension
and perceived net benefits for discontinuous innova-
tions. The authors concluded “‘that experts are, ceteris
paribus, not more prone than novices to adopt dis-
continuous new products” (p. 28).

Response Measurement

As mentioned, concept testing can provide an initial
estimate of a candidate product’s sales (Crawford and
Di Benedetto, 2003). This estimate is typically derived
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from the key measure of purchase intent (Dubas,
Dubas, and Atwong, 1999) and also from measures
of liking (Cooper, 1993; Tuso, 1975). Often, at least
with academic studies, liking and purchase intent
scales are combined to arrive at an aggregate meas-
ure of customer response (see, e.g., Keller and Aaker,
1992; Klink and Smith, 2001; Moreau, Lehmann, and
Markman, 2001). Furthermore, concept tests also
may include other questions to address various mar-
keting mix execution decisions associated with a new
product launch, such as what price to charge and
which benefits to promote.

Potential Sources of Concept-Test Error

The present review raises several concerns about con-
ventional concept-test design that could lead to con-
cept-test error. Regarding respondent selection,
Cooper (1993) recommended that concept tests use
individuals that are representative of the target mar-
ket. Often, earlier adopters represent the main target
market of a new product introduction (Mahajan and
Muller, 1998). Even when earlier adopters are not the
primary target, understanding their response is also
important because they often influence the purchase
behavior of later adopters (Rogers, 1995). The con-
cern in the present study is that concept tests currently
do not account for adoption orientation and that fail-
ing to do so may unintentionally mask the response of
earlier adopters. Specifically, given that earlier adop-
ters represent a small subset of the population to
adopt—approximately 2.5 percent for innovators and
13.5 percent for early adopters according to Rogers
(1995)—random samples from the general population
will primarily reflect the response tendencies of later
adopters.

Importantly, it should be noted that the common
practice of using expertise in respondent selection is a
poor surrogate for adoption orientation. Indeed,
Klink and Smith (2001) found only a modest corre-
lation between expertise and consumer innovative-
ness. Further, as noted earlier, Moreau, Lehmann,
and Markman (2001) found that in the case of dis-
continuous innovations, expertise reduced both com-
prehension and perceived net Dbenefits. They
concluded that for really new products, experts may
be more accurately characterized as laggards than in-
novators.

Although it has been argued here that random
samples from the general population may primarily
reflect the responses of later adopters, their responses
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may not even be representative of their behavior in the
marketplace because of stimuli design concerns. More
specifically, in the marketplace, new product launches
are often accompanied by significant promotional ef-
forts that can provide extensive information and re-
peat exposure for many in the target audience. On the
other hand, conventional concept tests typically ex-
pose respondents to relatively limited information
only once and then immediately assess their reaction.
This setting may be particularly unnatural for later
adopters, as they are not inclined to adopt an inno-
vation on initial exposure. Rather, they often wait for
additional information to become available. Also, rel-
ative to earlier adopters, later adopters often are more
influenced by information from nonmarketing sourc-
es, such as word of mouth and observation of the
product in use (Bass, 1969; Gatignon and Robertson,
1985; Mahajan and Muller, 1998). However, conven-
tional concept statements only contain information
from marketing sources, irrespective of their design,
such as commercial versus noncommercial format. In
short, the divergence between the marketplace and the
concept-test setting regarding the amount, type, and
frequency of information available is another poten-
tial source of concept-test error.

Concerning response measurement, the measure
chosen to assess the response of later adopters also
could contribute to concept-test error. Specifically, in
light of the previous discussion, the common use of
purchase intent in concept testing could further place
later adopters in an unrealistic position—that is, to
consider adopting a product on initial exposure. Fur-
thermore, if managers follow academic lead by aggre-
gating purchase intent and liking scale items, the
resulting measure of response is also a potential
source of concept-test error. More specifically, the
tripartite view of attitude offers that attitude is com-
prised of three components—affect, cognition, and
conation, or purchase intent—which possess conver-
gent and discriminant validity (Bagozzi et al., 1979).
Relative to affect or cognition, conation has been
found to be more highly correlated with actual
behavior (Ostrom, 1969). To the extent that
affective and conative scales are pooled together dur-
ing interpretation of concept-test results, the ability of
the resulting measure to predict actual behaviors re-
lated to the potential new product may be compro-
mised.

Lastly, a compounding effect may be observed
from pooling these potential sources of concept-test
error. To understand why, consider that a salient trait
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distinguishing earlier from later adopters is risk sen-
sitivity—that is, later adopters are more risk averse
than earlier adopters (Rogers, 1995). When a sample
comprised primarily of risk-averse individuals, or lat-
er adopters, is placed in an unnatural or risk-filled
condition—that is, one that asks respondents their
purchase intentions at time Tg without relevant in-
formation (e.g., information from nonmarketing
sources)—one might expect that the potential for con-
cept-test error may be further elevated.

Having identified potential sources of concept-test
error, the present study’s goal is now to illustrate how
these sources can lead to go—no-go decision errors. It
should be noted that accounting for these sources will
not eliminate all error. Because product adoption is a
dynamic process that can occur over extensive periods
of time, concept-testing methods in the lab cannot be
expected to mirror actual marketplace conditions and
hence to estimate market potential without error.
Furthermore, an inherent trade-off exists between
type I and type II errors—that is, a reduction in one
type of error can increase occurrences of the other
(Hair et al., 1998). Finally, because concept-test errors
are errors in decision making, what is decision error
for one firm may not be for another. Simply put, the
correctness of a go—no-go decision is contingent on a
number of firm-specific factors, such as available re-
sources, required rates or return, and risk tolerance.

Although concerns have been identified for each of
the three basic design decisions, the present explora-
tory study focuses on illustrating respondent selection
and response measurement as potential sources of
concept-test error for two reasons. First, prior re-
search distinguishes a concept’s ideation from its ex-
ecution (e.g., prototype versus no prototype) and goes
so far as to argue that “concept testing is supposed to
provide a market evaluation of ideational content it-
self rather than any particular execution(s) of that
content” (Iuso, 1975, p. 228). The threat posed to
concept-test results by respondent selection and re-
sponse measurement concerns relate to ideation and
would thus underlie concerns posed by execution or
stimuli design.

Second, from a more practical standpoint, manag-
ers may be unable or unwilling to reduce the discrep-
ancy between the marketplace and concept-test
settings through stimuli design, as it may not be fea-
sible (e.g., incorporating information from personal
sources) or costly in terms of time and money (e.g.,
incorporating repeat exposure), thereby compromis-
ing the appeal of concept testing.
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That respondent selection and response measure-
ment concerns are sources of concept-test error would
be validated by a significant correlation between
adoption orientation and response measures on a
concept test. To illustrate how these concerns can af-
fect the interpretation of concept-test results, the
present study replicates in many ways a convention-
al concept test. It gauges the market response to sev-
eral product concepts and thereby produces results
similar to what a decision maker, or manager, would
use to select one or more alternatives for further de-
velopment (Dubas, Dubas, and Atwong, 1999; Page
and Rosenbaum, 1992).

Study

The subjects of the study were 143 working profes-
sionals—with an average age of 29 years—enrolled in
an evening graduate program. Before receiving a sur-
vey booklet, a greeter told subjects that a research
firm was interested in gathering their reactions to
some potential new products. The first page of the
survey booklet oriented subjects to the task. On the
following page appeared a concept statement for a
new product idea. See Appendix A for the concept
statements. After reading the statement, subjects
turned the page and answered questions related to
the potential new product and their product adoption
behavior. Each subject received one of four possible
concept statements to evaluate. The procedure took
approximately 10-12 minutes.

Measure Development and Validation

For measure development, the recommendations of
Churchill (1979) and Gerbing and Anderson (1988)
were followed. For each construct, the literature
helped identify the domain of the constructs and gen-
erate the following multi-item scales.

Purchase intent. Purchase intent was measured
with three items, anchored by 1=very low to
7=very high: “The likelihood of purchasing the
XXXX 1is,” “The probability that you would buy
the XXXX is,” and “Your willingness to buy the
XXXX is.” These items were averaged into one score.

Product liking. Product liking was measured
with the following five seven-point adjective scales: 1 =
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dislike to 7 =like; 1 = undesirable to 7 = desirable; 1 =
unfavorable to 7 =favorable; 1=unpleasing to
7 = pleasing; and 1 = awful to 7 = nice (Ajzen and Fish-
bein, 1980). These items were averaged into one score.

Consumer innovativeness. Innovativeness has been
conceptualized as the desire or willingness to try new
and different experiences (Hirschman, 1980). The ex-
tent to which this translates into product adoption
behavior for a particular person, however, tends to be
product-category specific (Gatignon and Robertson,
1985; Hirschman, 1980). In accordance with this view,
the current study uses the same innovativeness meas-
ure used in prior research (e.g., Klink and Smith,
2001), which borrows closely from the domain specific
measure developed and validated by Goldsmith and
Hofacker (1991).

To be more specific, subjects in the study were
asked to refer to their experiences with the general
product category of interest. For instance, for smoke
detectors the category was home safety and security
products. To assist subjects with their understanding
of the product category, sample products of the cat-
egory were noted. For example, in the case of the
home safety and security product category, reference
products included such items as smoke detectors, fire
extinguishers, carbon monoxide detectors, security
alarms. Then, wusing three seven-point items
(1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree), subjects
were asked to indicate the extent to which they agreed
or disagreed with a series of statements related to the
timing of their purchases of new products in the cat-
egory. Specifically, the scale score comprised the av-
erage of the following items: (1) “Overall, I often buy
the latest home safety and security products”; (2)
“When I see a new brand of home safety and securi-
ty product in the store, I often buy it because it is
new”’; and (3) “I tend to purchase the latest home
safety and security products before others do.”” Scores
on these three items were averaged to derive the scale
score.

The multi-item scales were subjected to confirma-
tory factor analysis to establish unidimensionality
(Gerbing and Anderson, 1988). The measurement
model was estimated by maximum likelihood using
covariance analysis of linear structural equations
(CALIS, or SAS procedure). For this model, each
item was restricted to load only on its own construct,
and the constructs were allowed to intercorrelate. The
results of the measurement model indicate a good fit
to the data (Bagozzi and Yi, 1991): x> = 89.59;
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df =41; p<.0001; Bentler and Bonett’s (1980) non-
normed index (NNFI)=.95; Bentler and Bonett’s
(1980) NFI = .94; Bentler’s (1989) comparative fit in-
dex (CFI) =.96; RMSEA = .09.

Tests were conducted to assess convergent and dis-
criminant validity. Convergent validity was assessed by
reviewing the t-tests for the standardized factor load-
ings. Each of the factor loadings was significant at the
.001 level, providing support for the convergent validity
of the constructs. To establish discriminant validity, a
series of new measurement models are estimated in
which the correlation between the constructs of interest
were constrained to unity. In each case, the chi-square
difference test was significant, which suggests that the
constructs were distinct. For example, fixing the covar-
iance between purchase intent and consumer innova-
tiveness to 1 resulted in a difference in %> (1) = 246.83,
which is significant at the .001 level. Finally, to measure
the internal consistency of the items measuring a given
construct, the composite reliability index (Fornell and
Larcker, 1981) is computed for each construct in the
model. The indices for the purchase intent, product lik-
ing, and consumer innovativeness scales were .92, .95,
and .84, respectively, which indicate that all constructs
have good reliabilities.

Stimuli

The product concepts included a new lawnmower, a
new smoke detector, a new dry cleaning appliance,
and a new laptop computer. Following Iuso’s (1975)
recommendation that the concepts should be of inter-
est to potential customers, these products were select-
ed through the use of pretests. As recommended by
Cooper (1993), each product idea was described in a
concept statement of approximately 100 words. Be-
cause most new products tend to be moderately in-
novative (Cooper, 1993) and because concept testing
is best suited for new product ideas that are not rad-
ically different from existing products (Moore, 1982),
each statement was written to communicate a mod-
erately novel feature. For example, much like a home
security alarm system, the smoke detector was said to
be able to alert local authorities.

Results

To validate this study’s contention that accounting
for adoption orientation is important when concept
testing, two separate regressions were run to gain in-
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sight on the relationship between adoption orienta-
tion and response measurement. The first found a
significant effect of consumer innovativeness on pur-
chase intent (B =.339; p<.001), whereas the second
found only a modestly significant relationship be-
tween consumer innovativeness and liking (B =.108;
p=.10). A t-test comparing the unstandardized slope
coefficients for consumer innovativeness found that
consumer innovativeness had a significantly different
effect on purchase intent than liking (7= 2.625;
p<.005). These findings support the contention that
adoption orientation matters when gauging new prod-
uct response, particularly with purchase intent.

To illustrate how concept-test error can result from
the aforementioned adoption orientation and re-
sponse measurement concerns, Table 1 reports the re-
sults of each concept on the measures of interest.
Because the determination of whether a concept
should go forward or not is firm specific, results of
each concept are interpreted relative to others. See,
for instance, Dubas, Dubas, and Atwong (1999) and
Trebbi and Flesch (1993) for a similar approach.

The sample was split into separate groups based on
the consumer innovativeness measure. Because inno-
vators and early adopters share, to some extent, their
risk-taking propensity and their ability to influence
later adopters (Rogers, 1995), studies of diffusion and
adoption dynamics often combine these adopter cat-
egories and compare them with remaining adopter
categories or mass market (Mahajan and Muller,
1998; Moore, 1991). The resulting size of this earlier
adopter group is approximately 16 percent of the
population to adopt—recall that innovators and ear-
ly adopters comprise approximately 2.5 percent and
13.5 percent of the population to adopt, respective-
ly—which is often computed at one standard devia-
tion away from the mean on adoption orientation
scores. As such, for each of the product categories,
this study’s subsamples were split at the mean less one
standard deviation on the consumer innovativeness
measure. The resulting groups are labeled earlier
adopters and mass market.

As can be seen in Table 1, the rankings of the
product concepts provided by earlier adopters differ
from those provided by the mass market. On the key
measure of purchase intent, concept 1 received the
highest score by earlier adopters, whereas concept 4
received the highest score by the mass market. As one
might expect, when looking at the sample as a whole
(i.e., earlier adopters and mass market combined), the
rankings of the concepts mirror those of the mass
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Table 1. Mean Values by Respondent Categories
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Product Concept 1

Product Concept 2

Product Concept 3

Product Concept 4

(Lawnmower) (Smoke Detector) (Dry Cleaning Unit) (Laptop Computer)
Earlier Adopters and Mass Market
Liking 4.97 3)* 4.59 (4) 5.57 (2) 5.62 (1)
Purchase Intent (PI) 3.50 (3) 3.01 4) 3.71 (2) 4.23 (1)
Averaged Liking and PI 4.24 (3) 3.80 (4) 4.64 (2) 493 (1)
n=35 n=736 n=734 n =38
Earlier Adopters
Liking 5.40 (3) 4.80 (4) 5.55(2) 5.94 (1)
Purchase Intent (PI) 5.40 (1) 3.52 (4) 4.67 (2) 4.48 (3)
Averaged Liking and PI 5.40 (1) 4.16 (4) 5.11 (3) 521 (2)
n=>5 n="7 n=4 n=7
Mass Market
Liking 4.89 (3) 4.54 (4) 5.58 (1) 5.55(2)
Purchase Intent (PI) 3.15(3) 2.89 (4) 3.58 (2) 4.17 (1)
Averaged Liking and PI 4.02 (3) 3.72 (4) 4.58 (2) 4.86 (1)
n=730 n=29 n=730 n=731

#Numbers in parentheses denote the relative ranking of concepts for the given measure and respondent group.

market and hence mask those of the critical earlier
adopter group. Interestingly, though ranked first on
purchase intent by the mass market, concept 4 was
only ranked third on this measure for earlier adopters.
This divergence in response further underscores the
importance of accounting for adoption orientation of
the sample. Specifically, even though the mass market
might favor concept 4, because earlier adopters re-
sponded less favorably to this concept relative to oth-
er alternatives, it may not last in the marketplace long
enough to reach later adopters. Furthermore, the con-
cept’s success in the marketplace could be placed in
further jeopardy should earlier adopters pass unfavor-
able information about the product to later adopters.
In short, failing to account for adoption orientation
could lead to erroneous go—no-go decisions.

With respect to this study’s response measurement
concerns, Table 1 reveals that the ranking of concepts
based on purchase intent differs from those based on
liking and an aggregate score combining liking and
purchase intent. Thus, aggregation of measures could
be a potential source of concept-test error. Although
the mass market’s rankings based on purchase intent
do not differ from their aggregate rankings, it is noted
again that the validity of their purchase intent re-
sponses may be compromised by the aforementioned
unnatural condition in which they are placed.

It should be noted that a mean split on a single-
item, product-category knowledge measure used in
Klink and Smith (2001) revealed that experts’ ranking
of concepts based on purchase intent was the same as
the mass market’s rankings, thus differing from earlier

adopters. This provides further support that experts
can be laggards. Given that the concepts tested here
are not discontinuous innovations, this finding is in-
teresting because Moreau, Lehmann, and Markman
(2001) predicted that experts are more likely to be
laggards when the innovation is discontinuous. Fur-
thermore, the correlation between product category
knowledge and purchase intent was insignificant

(p>.88).

Discussion and Managerial Implications

The present study found that adoption orientation
matters when concept testing. The study also illus-
trates how the ranking of concepts can be contingent
on the adoption orientation of respondents and the
response measure used. A number of implications
arise from these findings and illustration.

Managerial Implications

At a minimum, this study suggests that NPD manag-
ers need to be cognizant of how the setting in which
respondents evaluate new product ideas in a concept
test differs from the marketplace condition in which
consumers evaluate new products. Moreover, practi-
cal steps in concept-test design are suggested to reduce
this discrepancy and hence the potential for go-no-go
decision error. Importantly, several of these steps
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require very little additional NPD costs and therefore
do not jeopardize the appeal of concept testing.

Sample. Conventional NPD practice and theory
propose that concept tests account for the expertise
of respondents. However, a closer look at the extant
literature reveals several pragmatic difficulties in fol-
lowing such prescriptions. First, although research
consistently advocates and supports talking to experts
with continuous innovations, results of prior research
are opposing in whether experts or novices should
be used with discontinuous innovations. Second, the
ability to utilize the proper respondent pool is limited
by managers’ ability to properly discern, a priori,
continuous from discontinuous innovations. This is
not a trivial problem because it is not unusual for a
manager to view an innovation as continuous while
the marketplace views it as discontinuous, and vice
versa—Post-it notes are an example (Mohr, 2001;
Rangan and Bartus, 1995). Third, the literature lacks
directives on dealing with innovations that lie more
toward the middle of this continuum. Given that most
concept tests involve moderately continuous innova-
tions (Crawford and Di Benedetto, 2003; Moore,
1982), this too is not a trivial problem. Fourth, as
Moreau, Lehmann, and Markman (2001) noted, in-
novations can tap into knowledge structures from dif-
ferent domains (e.g., primary versus secondary). A
product that draws on innovation from several do-
mains could make classifying products—as innovative
or not—and respondents—as experts or not—even
more problematic for managers.

Because concept testing can help provide an initial
estimate of a new product’s sales, it would seem crit-
ical for concept tests to select respondents based on
traits that have been empirically linked to adoption.
In this study’s review of the diffusion and adoption
literature, no research was found that directly linked
expertise with actual adoption. On the other hand,
consumer innovativeness has been empirically linked
with actual adoption (e.g., Goldsmith and Hofacker,
1991). Importantly, similar to prior work, this study’s
results did not find a significant relationship between
consumer innovativeness and expertise.

The need to consider adoption orientation in con-
cept testing was illustrated by this study. Understand-
ing how earlier adopters will respond to a new
product offering seems particularly important in in-
stances when these individuals have relatively greater
influence on later adopters. For example, research
suggests that they may exert greater influence for

KLINK AND ATHAIDE

products from which pleasure is derived from usage,
such as movies, or when association with the product
provides a form of self-expression, such as automo-
biles (Bloch, 1986; Feick and Price, 1987).

This is not to say that estimating the response of
later adopters is unimportant. Indeed, Mahajan and
Muller (1998) cited instances when targeting the ma-
jority—early majority and late majority—is more like-
ly to be preferred, such as when market acceptance of
the new product is slow or when profit margins
decline slowly over time. The point here is that con-
cept tests need to accurately gauge the response of
their target market, whether earlier adopters or
not, and that failing to account for differences in
adoption orientation may lead to erroneous go—no-go
decisions.

Response measurement. This study suggests how
the decision to go forward or not with the candidate
product may be sensitive to the primary response
measure used to inform the decision. Because concept
testing is used to assess potential market acceptance,
purchase intent will likely remain a key measure to
inform the go—no-go decision. Although purchase in-
tent appears to be an appropriate measure for earlier
adopters, it may not be for later adopters, as they of-
ten wait for more information, including information
from more personal sources, before considering adop-
tion. As such, relying solely on purchase intent meas-
ures to gauge the marketplace acceptance for later
adopters could lead to concept-test error. Given the
unidimensionalist view that attitudes are solely affec-
tive (Allen, Machleit, and Kleine, 1992; Lutz, 1991)
and that attitudes endure over time (Allen, Machleit,
and Kleine, 1992), measures of liking taken during a
concept test (i.e., at time 7z) may more accurately
reflect later adopters’ actual response in the market-
place (i.e., at a later time). While being aware of the
potential for error from pooling measures, managers
may use other measures, such as perceptions of af-
fordability or availability, to modify purchase intent
to gauge market acceptance of a new product (Jam-
ieson and Bass, 1989). Lastly, managers might con-
sider creating new questions for concept tests that
probe the adoption decision for later adopters, such
as, “Would you purchase this product if a friend rec-
ommended it?”’

Stimuli design. Even though this study did not di-
rectly examine concept execution, implications about
stimuli design arise from its findings and concerns
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regarding adoption orientation and measurement. As
noted, this study illustrates how earlier adopters could
respond differently than later adopters to stimuli pre-
sented in a concept test. It is also known that, relative
to earlier adopters, later adopters often rely on addi-
tional information to evaluate new products. Yet con-
ventional concept tests provide uniform stimuli to
respondents, regardless of adoption orientation. Be-
cause risk and level of information are widely held to
be inversely related, the limited information contained
in a concept test creates a relatively risky environment
to evaluate alternatives. Particularly for later adopters
who are a risk-sensitive group, managers who wish to
go beyond pure ideational concept testing should pro-
vide as much information as would be available in the
marketplace when possible. Thus, in these instances,
using additional props such as prototypes, advertise-
ments, and brochures in concept tests is recommend-
ed, especially when gauging later adopters’ response is
critical.

Regarding the type of information, recall that later
adopters are more inclined to adopt after receiving
positive information from a personal source, such as a
friend. Although it may be difficult to instill the trust
that comes with a friend’s advice in marketing stimuli,
concept tests might include information that attempts
to replicate it, such as, “This product has received
rave reviews from others including your friends,” to
see whether concept test results are sensitive to such
information.

Another discrepancy involving stimuli between the
marketplace and the concept-test setting involves re-
peat exposure. Managers may wish to incorporate re-
peat exposure particularly when concept testing
complex product information, as it can reduce risk or
uncertainty (Cox and Cox, 2002). However, as men-
tioned, incorporating repeat exposure may infringe on
the very appeal of using concept tests—namely, repeat
exposure requires additional time and money.

Research Implications

The concerns presented in this study about possible
sources of concept-test error suggest the need for a
program of future research across the three concept-
test design areas. First, even though the purpose of
this study was illustrative of how concept-test error
could arise, the data must be interpreted with care.
The small size of the early adopter category in the
study makes further analysis of differences between
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adopter groups difficult. Before investigating differ-
ences among adopter groups, future research might
first examine how to determine these groups. Similar
to prior work, the present study applied the rule
of thumb of one standard deviation away to bisect
earlier adopters from the mass market uniformly
across products in the study. Yet prior research
on consumer innovativeness suggests the need to
look at adoption behavior at the product-category
level. Specifically, Gatignon and Robertson (1985)
and Hirschman (1980) questioned the existence
of a general innovator across product categories and
instead favored a view of the innovator that is prod-
uct-category specific. As such, future research could
build on the earlier work of Mahajan, Muller, and
Srivastava (1990), which looked at adopter groups for
11 consumer durable products to identify how the
size of respective adopter groups vary by product
category.

Second, gauging the response of concept-test par-
ticipants is also an avenue for future inquiry. Future
research could examine how measures of affect, pur-
chase intent, and also beliefs differ by participant’s
adoption orientation. Furthermore, these differences
could be investigated over time to better understand
how measures from a concept test can reflect the fu-
ture response of the mass market.

Third, considerable opportunity exists for future
research to investigate stimuli design issues in concept
testing, particularly when these issues are investigated
concurrently with respondent selection and measure-
ment issues. Specifically, future research can investi-
gate how concept test execution—that is, the amount,
type, and frequency of information presented—inter-
acts with adoption orientation of participants and the
response measure used.

Finally, the design decisions addressed here—sam-
ple selection, response measurement, and stimuli de-
sign—are fundamental to a wide range of theory
testing, including NPD studies. Particular care should
be given to these design decisions when testing theo-
ries involving new product acceptance. Much like
concept testing, NPD studies that involve gauging
new product acceptance are often not longitudinal.
However, the results of such studies often support or
refute theories intended for a dynamic process—prod-
uct adoption or diffusion. Studies that overlook the
differences between the setting in which individuals
evaluate new products in the lab versus the market-
place may lead to theories that do not generalize to
the marketplace.
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Appendix A. Stimuli

Lawnmower

Did you know that, after automobiles, gasoline-powered lawn and garden equipment is the second leading cause
of damage to the ozone layer? Introducing a new line of lawnmowers with the environment and convenience in
mind—battery-operated lawnmowers. While the battery-operated lawnmower is environmentally friendly, it is
also extremely convenient. Unlike conventional electric lawnmowers, you don’t have to deal with the hassle of an
electric cord out in the yard. And, of course, it does not harm the ozone layer like gasoline lawnmowers. Think
about saving the environment and saving the hassle when it comes to lawn care ... try a battery-operated
lawnmower.

Smoke Detector

Introducing an advanced new smoke detector. Whereas conventional home smoke detectors only alert house-
hold members when activated, the new smoke detector alerts household members, as well as your local fire
department. Patterned after the popular home security alarm system which alerts police when an intruder is
detected, the new smoke detector places an immediate call to your local fire department when activated. Similar
fire alarm or smoke detector systems have been used for years in apartment buildings and commercial estab-
lishments. Now in your own home you can have the added protection of smoke detectors that instantly call your
local fire department to action.

Dry Cleaning Unit

Tired of ridiculously high dry cleaning bills? Tired of making those trips to and from the local dry cleaner every
week? Introducing a patented new product for your home . . . the home dry cleaning unit. It cleans your clothes
the same way as professional services, but without the hefty bills or hassle. The home dry cleaning unit is about
the same size as your current washer or dryer. It’s easy to use ... all you have to do is add the special cleaning
packet at the beginning of the cycle and your clothes come out with a professional look. Look your best without
the expensive dry cleaner bills or inconvenience . .. try the home dry cleaning unit.

Laptop Computer

Tired of limited battery life with your laptop computer? Introducing a new line of advanced laptop computers
with solar panels. These solar panels can double the running time of your computer’s battery by providing a
supplemental source of energy to your computer. Located on the keyboard, these solar panels draw on normal
room lighting to extend the computer’s battery life when the laptop is open. Even better—the time needed to
recharge the battery is less than that of other leading laptops. Available with the latest technology in processing
speed, RAM memory, CD ROM, and hard disk drive space.




