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How to Turn a Job into
a Product
RETHINKING WHAT CUSTOMERS WANT FROM
THEIR PURCHASES
Businesses love their products, so they are often keen to show them off with all the latest and
greatest features. Customers may love their products too – but maybe not for the features
alone, which when piled on can even become confusing. Instead, they love products for the job
they get done.
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the direct competition on those attributes.
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Exhibit 1: Jobs-based innovation – Product versus jobs mindset

CIRCUMSTANCE

Looking for a birthday
present for my daughter

COMPANY
MINDSET

Product
mindset

Jobs
mindset
“Enable mothers to connect
and share experiences with
their daughters”

“Sell a doll”

WHO ARE YOU HIRING
TO DO THIS JOB?

Barbie

Amusement park

Doll

A memorable day
with her best friends

Madame Alexander

Ballet class

Doll

Enable her to experience
an activity I loved as a child

Cabbage Patch Kids

American Girl

Doll

Portfolio of offerings that enable diverse
ways for mothers to connect and share
experiences with their daughters

INNOVATION
OPPORTUNITY

Commoditization as a result of a narrow
“business as usual” lens

Facilitate memorable times with my daughter —
to play, create, and share stories, and to strengthen
our bond in ways that are fun for both of us

Source: Lippincott analysis
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The theory looks for deep insights into human
behavior – why people do what they do and
which jobs they are struggling to perform –
and considers the tasks they want performed.
Product designers can then zone in
systematically on the specific features that will
improve products, services, and relationships.
The jobs approach thus provides a roadmap
with clues for where to look for opportunities.
Take, for example, making iced coffee
at home. People were struggling and
deploying a variety of suboptimal solutions
which involved a time-consuming process
of brewing the coffee and mixing in the
sugar and creamer themselves, ultimately
producing a semi-satisfactory drink.
International Delight, a maker of flavored
coffee creamers, considered how it could
help. One problem was that people are loyal
to their coffee brand and would not normally
consider buying from a brand without coffee
credentials. Unlike hot coffee, however, iced
coffee is drunk a bit like an adult milkshake,
which means that brand and coffee
qualifications matter less. Rather, individuals
are seeking the sweet, creamy flavor that
iced coffee offers but found the to-go version
inconvenient, inconsistent, and costly.
So International Delight used its existing
creamers to create International Delight
coffees: half-gallon, refrigerated, readyprepared iced coffee that people can pour
out at home without any hassle. The coffee
mixture used International Delight’s existing
strong flavor credentials to make the product
a success. They understood that iced coffee
was about taste and a hassle-free caffeine
pick-me-up.

OPERATORS VERSUS
INNOVATORS
Generating growth in retail requires two
different ways of thinking. An operator’s
mindset is needed to sustain the core
business model, which requires continuous
improvements in products and operations,
minimizing costs, extracting existing
value, and finding new opportunities for
value sharing. Opportunities for these
improvements can often be revealed through
the collection and analysis of data.
However, retailers and consumer goods
manufacturers also need an innovator’s
mindset. The innovator needs to create new
sources of growth by “breaking the machine”:
creating new markets and discovering new
areas of value for the customer. Data can help
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innovation, too. But many organizations labor
under a misconception that enough data and
the right modeling will reveal the truth.
Innovation is the story of human
progress, and life is not an algorithm. While
high-powered analytics tools often help
innovation, the insights it depends on are
fragile constructs, easily washed over by
the smoothing effects of averages and
regressions. Innovative thinking depends on
an appreciation that life’s narrative structures
are often messy, and innovators need a deep
understanding of these if they are to develop
offerings that customers will want to “hire.”
So, for large companies, it is time to think
deeply about specific job opportunities in
customers’ lives and how to bring about
desirable experiences and help them make
progress. Teams working with jobs-based
innovation techniques can build and deploy
data tools that reveal where people are
struggling to make progress. They can then
work on solutions to help them.

INNOVATING PRIVATE
BRAND PRODUCTS
A family-owned general merchandise retailer
was troubled by a lack of innovation in its
private brand products, exacerbated by a
difficult retail environment in their region.
The company had a habit of measuring
success in terms of sales dollars, rather than
focusing on how to connect with customers
and fulfill their needs. So, the retailer changed
the way it approached product development.
Its master objective would be to change the
current, category-focused business into a
needs-based organization, and it would aim
to create products with lifetime value. This
implied thinking more deeply and holistically
about the customer.
To find out more about customer
motivations – that is, the jobs they wanted
products to do for them – a framework which
included robust survey data and analysis to
quantify consumer attitudes was used to
look at key behaviors, helping to determine
what customers were thinking and feeling
as they looked for products. This included
whether they agreed with statements such
as, “I occasionally splurge and pamper myself
because it makes me feel good,” and “I want
to use products/tools to help me get the
job done.” These insights were then used to
design products that solved problems that
matter. The result was more than 70 product
innovations and over a dozen product briefs

that were ultimately moved to design for
launch as solution-oriented products.
Retailers and product manufacturers
can become more innovative once they
understand that customer needs are the
biggest driver for brand love. They can –
and should continue to – pursue growth
from optimization through a categoryfocused mindset, which is their current
core business. But there could be greater
opportunities from searching for growth that
revolves around finding the white space and
moving trading-partner relationships from
transactional to strategic.
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