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Zara, Rahul, and Ravi—thank you for the love, laughter, and support you have given me each and every day.













FOREWORD


THE INNOVATIVE EXECUTIVE is a highly practical handbook on how to succeed with market-driven innovation to create chain reactions across the board. In a rare personal way, Bella Rushi walks you step by step how to build a culture of innovation driving sustainable growth. Follow her from a childhood of working with her dad as a street vendor to becoming an international extern and top consultant in innovation.


With firsthand experience explained using well-known examples grounded in world-class methodology, Bella Rushi opens up the doors to understand what is really important and how to use those insights in a daily practical perspective. Get acquainted with marketing, communication, narrative, testing with hypotheses, and when to pull the plug or not. It is a pleasure to recommend this book to anyone who wants to understand more and get practical insights into innovation management. Get ready to generate chain reactions and take your organization to the top with Bella Rushi in The Innovative Executive.


Many business leaders will recognize themselves in the examples and will find themselves rooting for Bella to succeed in her work harnessing innovation to turn their companies around. This book provides not only insights but defines a proven framework as a conversation versus a set of rules to follow. The Innovative Executive presents an ongoing discussion between readers and the author of what new practices can be integrated with effective decision-making to become an innovative business leader.


Bella’s book is not only based on her own experiences, but it’s the perfect illustration of how one needs to be able to pivot on a moment’s notice depending on what the day’s events bring forth in business. She uses the street vendor analogy as an ongoing theme in the book to demonstrate in today’s ever-changing marketplace that business leaders need to develop the sharp mindset of a street vendor.


Bella shows the connection between the entrepreneurship mindset and the importance of innovation. She showcases how companies grow, especially in difficult environments, and how that growth increases over time. Bella outlines various methods that contribute to collecting new customer insights, creating new market segments, and outlining ways to maximize customer engagement strategies.


The timing of The Innovative Executive is perfect. Many leaders will change the ways they conduct business over the next five years, and only a handful of companies are equipped to face the challenges ahead. Bella insightfully builds on the examples from her own experiences and opportunities to introduce the strong capabilities needed to capture new growth. She suggests that embedding innovation practices is key to long-term growth. She also makes a very strong case for making data-driven decisions with the customer top of mind. You’ll learn new capabilities such as being more customer-centric, adapting your core focus to meet shifting customer needs, addressing new opportunities through collaboration, reevaluating your business model, and remaining competitive through sustainability initiatives. This book will help you solve seemingly impossible challenges around innovation-led growth and forgo playing it safe to take more urgent actions.





Magnus Penker is the author of Play Bold: How to Win the Business Game Through Creative Destruction. He is an Innovation Thought Leader, CEO of Innovation360 Group, and a speaker in prestigious global forums and events such as The Global Peter Drucker Forum.










AN INVITATION




The seduction of safety is always more brutal and more dangerous than the illusion of discomfort.


—ROBIN SHARMA1





EVERY BUSINESS LEADER understands that innovation is vital to an organization’s success—perhaps even to its survival. Life will always throw curveballs at you—the mass disruption of the COVID-19 pandemic serves as a stark reminder of this fact—and the ability to innovate is what separates those businesses that survive from those that do not.


So how can a leader foster the culture of innovation that will someday be needed to ensure the survival of their business?


The path to innovation is a mindset—a willingness to promote creativity and precision. It’s a structured discipline that requires pilot testing, experimentation, and meticulous data collection. It requires a sense of purpose—a drive to reach your goals combined with a capacity to pivot toward new ones when necessary. This journey creates new learnings, new experiences, new bonds, and new products and services, and with each step on the journey you become more confident, more flexible, and more adaptable to uncertain environments. And that flexibility is what allows you to thrive.


This understanding is what has enabled many business leaders to guide their organization to a sustainable level of new success: Fuji Films, Apple, Nintendo, LEGO, Netflix, Starbucks, and Marvel, to name just a few.


Change is hard, not just in our organizations but also in environments. Many companies constantly operate in a reactive mode and struggle to accomplish their goals. The leaders of these organizations are bombarded by confusing market signals and trends such as disruptive political events, the pandemic, and relentlessly rapid advances in technology. They have little clarity about which direction they should take, and they’re terrified of making wrong decisions. They’re inundated with overwhelming amounts of data, and they can’t tell which data should be trusted. Then when change happens, the organizational culture becomes resistant and doubtful. This leads to unproductive and siloed departments.


Handling a crisis is not a onetime effort; it requires experience, flexibility, adaptability, and strong capabilities in your organization to move forward.


The goal of this book is to fill the following gaps in your understanding:




	What do companies need from their leaders today?


	What can we do to uncover new possibilities to go to market and to create new processes and new customer experiences?


	
What is the real challenge companies face when it comes to innovation?





This book looks at three levers that business leaders can use to spur innovation: their business model, technology, and collaboration with external parties. It discusses the individual effects of these levers on organizational processes to make them more adaptable. It also analyzes the strengths of specific combinations of organizational capabilities, including those that are technology oriented, internally oriented, externally oriented, and those that integrate all these levers.


Each chapter provides insights drawn from practical case studies in which companies have used their capabilities to gain customer insight, build market share, and create long-term growth. I argue that prioritizing innovation is an important discipline that a company can add to its existing processes, business model, and customer experience. I explore the principles and capabilities of innovation and show how it can be embedded into a structured approach to become more adaptable and grow your company in a variety of highly competitive environments.


Too often, business leaders lose their focus when they become preoccupied by forces such as fear, conflict, and anxiety. This makes them reactive to challenging situations and causes them to become overly rigid and closed to influence. This in turn can lead to alienation from the people whose counsel they depend on and can cause them to lose command of their own strengths and resources.


This book is about making you an effective leader who will learn to enable flexible thinking and adaptability. My goal is to reconnect you with an entrepreneurial mindset that will allow you to create social capital through innovation, encourage risk-taking, create network expansion, and promote team spirit.


That may sound like a pretty lofty goal, but I’m well qualified to achieve it. I have considerable experience working with midsize and Fortune 500 companies in the areas of innovation strategy consulting, brand planning, advertising agency, integrated marketing communications, supply chain management, and regulatory compliance. Many consultants have a background in one or perhaps two of these areas—I have consulted with Fortune 500 companies in all of them.


My journey started with a degree in microbiology, the pursuit of which taught me to approach any scientific inquiry using a diverse lens to examine information and to propose evidence-based explanations. These values are a thread that runs throughout my twenty years in life sciences and the consumer products industry conforming to regulatory policies and standards, optimizing supply chain management to meet customer expectations, and developing integrated marketing communications strategies that delight the customer. These learnings have carried over into my current work, which is focused on building innovation strategies for midsize and Fortune 500 companies and conducting organizational innovation assessments to improve the viability of these companies.


Looking back on my experiences, I can see that my learnings have connected three distinct passions: exploration, or continuing to seek new opportunities as a scientist through observations and interviews; integration using cross-disciplinary skills from science, business management, supply chain management, and marketing; and data to plan, examine, increase efficiencies, and develop capabilities to solve problems and connect with customers.


This connection between entrepreneurship and innovation will promote greater flexibility and adaptation in any of your business activities, which benefits society, industry, and, ultimately, your business.


I invite you to join me on this very exciting journey!










PART I Rethinking Your Business Model











1 THINK LIKE A STREET VENDOR You Can’t Control Everything, but You Can Deal with Anything





ENTREPRENEURSHIP is not “natural”; it is not “creative.” It is work…. Entrepreneurship and innovation can be achieved by any business…. They can be learned, but it requires effort. Entrepreneurial businesses treat Entrepreneurship as a duty. They are disciplined about it… they work at it… they practice it.


—PETER DRUCKER1





LIFE IS NOT A SMOOTH, frictionless glide from point A to point B; the unexpected will always happen, whether it is a financial crisis or some kind of environmental or political disaster. Most businesses understand that. The question is whether they are doing anything about it. When something unexpected does come up, are they prepared to handle it?


I’m an innovation strategy consultant but when I was a child I worked with my dad as a street vendor, selling newspapers on Roosevelt Boulevard in Philadelphia, and that experience taught me one thing above all else: if you want to survive in an uncertain world where anything can happen at any time, you need to be flexible and adaptable. External factors will always arise to complicate your plans and impede your progress, but if you’re nimble and prepared, you can always cope.


THINK LIKE A STREET VENDOR: BE ADAPTABLE, FLEXIBLE, AND DRIVEN


When you look at street vendors, regardless of what they’re selling—newspapers, hot dogs, pretzels, flowers, or whatever—what do they all have in common? Above all else, they are adaptable.


When I was one of those vendors, we all knew when we had to take our newspapers and run to the other side of the street because the heavier traffic was there. When there was a road closure, we knew that we might need to move a couple of blocks down and set up shop there instead of in our usual spots.


We would get out there by 7:00 in the morning, even on a Saturday or Sunday, in order to catch the early risers. We knew how and when to respond to bad weather, bad road conditions, or whatever that day’s challenge might be. On really hot days, we used to come with mini–water bottles to hand out for free with our newspapers—because they were cheap and helped us to sell more of our inventory.


The most important thing for a street vendor is to become so flexible that you’re always thinking ahead of the customer. You’re forced to think on your feet all the time about what the customer is feeling today and how to best serve them. Since street vendors are exposed to ever-changing and sometimes harsh conditions, they develop empathy and feel the need to alleviate others’ pain by devising solutions.


So all street vendors have intuition and flexibility in common—but just as important, they have tremendous drive. In business, we call that purpose. Street vendors have to be driven because many of them won’t earn enough to eat if they don’t sell all of their hot dogs or water bottles or whatever it is they’re selling. In order to provide food for their families, they must always be driven and flexible.


Seen in this light, street vendors are a great example of entrepreneurs who are always ready for the market, always thinking, What can we do if things don’t work out? How do I get rid of my inventory? How do I satisfy my customer? Every day you learn something new. You adapt.


I have seen those same qualities and that same attention to ever-changing external factors in the companies that have survived the economic crisis brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic. When the pandemic first struck, they already had the strong drive they would need to get them through it—that same entrepreneurial drive they had when the company first launched, the reason they started the business in the first place. That drive motivates you to serve the customer and the community as opposed to a shortsighted desire for near-term profits. It is the voice within you that says, I really want to get this product and this service out to the customer or the supplier or the vendor—so how am I going to do that? The same drive that inspired you in the first place motivates you to start brainstorming: What can I do?


My family had three different newsstands, and my brother, my dad, and I would each work one of them. Our first priority was to make sure we didn’t go home with any newspapers—that’s drive number one. You don’t want to be left with any inventory.


Many companies, both small and large, develop long-range business plans: they set up a plan for the current year and a plan for next year. The plan for the following year is flexible, but ironically the plans for current years are usually rigid. I have seen this firsthand, over and over, throughout my career as a consultant. They are not flexible at all. Many companies want predictability and control over the future. If external factors suddenly cause new problems to arise, how are they going to maneuver around them if they have a rigid plan?


You constantly have to adapt to new circumstances, just as my family and I had to adapt to whatever conditions existed on Roosevelt Boulevard on any given day: a car crashes or the road is closed in one section and an ambulance arrives, and now you are losing an hour and a half of sale time—what do you do?


A CEO doesn’t have to have experience as a street vendor to understand this, but they do have to have that sense of urgency and necessity—that sense of drive.


START WITH YOUR PURPOSE


Founded in 1902, 3M (best known for its most famous invention, the Post-it note) has been a constant presence on the Fortune 500 list for the last hundred years. In that time, they have made sixty thousand products—a third of which were invented within the last five years.2


But even the most innovative company can be affected by unexpected external events, and like many other companies, 3M struggled during the pandemic—their sales slipped in a number of areas, including oral care, office supplies, industrial glues, and automotive manufacturing. The company had to furlough a number of its employees, and one-quarter of 3M’s factories had closed by April 2020.


On the other hand, the company’s sales grew 2.7 percent, to $8.08 billion,3 in just the first quarter of 2020—a much better result than the Wall Street forecast of $7.91 billion. This was, of course, partly because 3M’s N95 face masks and other personal protective equipment were suddenly in high demand.4 Because they had strong portfolios in different markets, they were able to pivot their focus, increasing production for PPE such as masks, respirators, and ventilators and collaborating with other companies such as Ford to develop PPE. (We’ll discuss the topic of collaboration at greater length in chapters 8 and 9.)


Because of the vastness of the company’s portfolio, 3M products are found in many different industries. Creating so many new products (again, over sixty thousand of them!) and launching them to market successfully takes commitment and years of practice—and a culture with an innovative mindset. For over a century, 3M has demonstrated that mindset.


What else separates 3M from rivals such as United Technologies, DowDuPont, General Electric, and Arconic?5




	3M has developed products that have cross- disciplinary capabilities so they can be made by the same methods and machines.


	They protect their patents and invest in R&D during good times and bad times (a critical practice and discipline much needed for all industries today).


	They focus on metrics that clearly define what constitutes a new product.





Just as important, in its early years 3M introduced a “15 percent rule”6 that allowed employees to use 15 percent of their work time to pursue their own programs and product development ideas. This intentional direction and support from senior management is what allows 3M employees to explore and innovate, having a mindset of a street vendor to spark creativity.


3M succeeds because the company aligns everything it does with a higher purpose and a clear set of values—most especially a respect for science. The company’s vision embraces technology to improve life through innovation, and its values also encompass diversity, inclusion, and sustainability (a set of topics we’ll discuss at length in chapter 12). Like a street vendor, 3M has had to be flexible and adaptable in order to succeed. As retired 3M vice president of human resources Gordon Engdahl said, “3M has a tolerance for tinkerers and a pattern of experimentation that led to our broadly based, diversified company today. To borrow a line from Finian’s Rainbow, you might say we learned to ‘follow the fellow who follows a dream.’ ”7


Ultimately, whether you have the wherewithal to find solutions to your problems comes down to knowing your strengths and your internal capabilities. Those capabilities encompass everything from your supply chain to your customer insights to your operations to your understanding of what your value proposition is—and all of these things matter, so if they are not strong in the first place, then when external factors actually hit your industry, it will be difficult for you to pivot and adapt.


Of course, out-of-the-blue, “act of God” types of events are not the only kinds of unforeseen challenges you’ll have to cope with. Even in more predictable “normal” times, change is a constant. As time passes, the public’s needs and desires continuously change, and customer habits are always changing—but if your internal capabilities are strong, you can adjust to whatever happens.


All this makes me wonder: 3M is doing great, but obviously many other companies out there also have a strong global presence yet are not doing so well in terms of coping with the pandemic. What are they doing wrong? What is another company of the same size, in the same industry, doing that isn’t working? That thought in turn makes me wonder about their business model—not their current business model but the one they had before the pandemic hit, before any external factor ever affected them.


So what are these companies doing wrong? To answer that question, you have to go back to look at their purpose. Do they have one? What is their reason for existing? What value are they providing to their customers? Why is their firm uniquely capable of providing it? A company’s purpose motivates their employees and clearly articulates and aligns strategic goals.


Having a really strong purpose and understanding the customer—having solid core strengths and understanding exactly what those are—are what enable companies to adapt quickly to whatever external threats may emerge.


Most companies don’t look internally, but they should. They look at the external environment, and they are so focused on that environment that they forget to ask themselves, What are our strengths and what can we do?


Do Not Delay!


Most leaders today tend to procrastinate, looking for that perfect solution, but that solution usually isn’t found right away. When external factors strike, speed is of the utmost importance. Just use what you have, lean in to your core strengths, and give it a try. You really can’t go wrong if your current capabilities are strong. How well do you know your customers? How strong is your supply chain? And how well do you do operations?


You know what your core strengths are. Do you have good channels? Do you provide a good customer experience? Do you have a great value proposition? Whichever of these core strengths is the strongest, use that and see what you can do with it.


SCENARIO PLANNING


When you are formulating strategy, the planning process is usually undertaken a few months or maybe even up to a year in advance, depending on how big the strategy is. If it is a strategy for going into a brand-new market, it can take months to set up. And if you are doing something like that, you really need to engage in scenario planning or else you can lose that whole market. You will need to use the techniques of scenario planning that will help you spot early warning signs and organize your teams to take action on those insights.


Remember, I’m a microbiologist by education, and I used to work in labs before I worked my way up to corporate at Merck and got into supply chain management. From my time working in the lab, I know that scenario planning is part of the scientific mindset, and this approach governs everything that people in the science world do.


Science-related industries have practices that mimic what we in the business world call scenario planning. These are the practices we use and the mindset we adopt in order to understand when we’re dealing with something new.


“Something new” in scientific terms is analogous to a new external factor in business—a competitor’s product that no one has ever seen before, a new market, a new president. These changes can create new entrepreneurial opportunities or result in damaging consequences for companies that operate under old assumptions or business models.


Anything that can potentially disrupt your supply chain management, such as riots, upheaval in your serving market, or an unanticipated “act of God,” can cost you your competitive advantage when you need it most. It is useful to adapt your approaches and practices to mimic those that are already used in the science industry—to understand what works and what doesn’t in order to determine how you’ll need to adapt in the future.


Use Scenario Planning for Market Segments, Not the Market as a Whole


When you use scenario planning, you want to make sure you are looking at the market in specific segments rather than in its entirety because if you are serving the Asia-Pacific market, the challenges you’ll face are going to be very different from what you’ll find in South America. From different demographics to different temperatures, there are endless differences in myriad factors that can affect supply chains.


Everything matters when you are looking at possible scenarios—the potential what-ifs. What if there is political instability and armed conflict in these places? Or what if there is a monsoon season?


For example, some years ago I was working with a company that made animal health products in the Asia-Pacific region—drugs and medicines for animals such as horses, cows, pigs, chickens, and whatnot. We were trying to increase efficiency in the supply chain to make sure we could meet demand, and this was a new market for us.


When you are looking at new markets, countless things can affect the supply chain: There could be a plant closure, or you could have a management crisis. You might have labor availability issues, or you could have infrastructure issues caused by a hurricane, a monsoon, or any number of things. And all these external factors will affect your service, your production costs, and your transportation costs.


It is important to focus on one segment at a time because you want to understand what that segment needs. When you are looking at Asia-Pacific markets, you are looking at China, you are looking at India, you are looking at Malaysia—but not every country is going to experience the same logistical challenges, and not every country is going to have the same amount of demand. So you want to look at it as a segment, and you want to create those what-if scenarios to determine what can happen that specifically is going to disrupt the supply chain to, say, Malaysia, whose COVID-related Restricted Movement Order has complicated business logistics, or to India due to monsoons.8


One of the things we did trying to serve this new market was to set up our strategy in such a way as to make sure we accounted for as many different scenarios as possible to ensure that our business model would not be interrupted—or that if it were interrupted, we would know what we could do to compensate. So we built scenarios that focused on data: how to spin out an effective forecast, how much animal medicine product we might have in the supply chain at any given time, what the production cost would be, and so on. The idea was to collect all the relevant supply chain data to make sure that our product actually got to where it was going safely and on time.


Seek Out Diverse Perspectives


When engaged in scenario planning, you want to share insights, and you want to make sure you have diverse perspectives on as many aspects of each scenario as possible.


When we were doing our scenario planning for the animal health company, we looked at different market perspectives; that is, we did market research and gathered a lot of consumer data. But what really helped us was that when we held our scenario planning sessions, we invited a lot of different people from a lot of different areas (not just people from the Asia-Pacific area) to come in and plan with us. We included the people who lived there and we had the business leaders who knew the market on the receiving end. One of the insights they gave us was that when there is a heavy monsoon season, sometimes the cows died from various diseases.


Now, here’s the kicker. We didn’t get that insight from any of the market research we paid for or from the formal interviews we conducted with logistics, transportation, and regulatory teams in places such as China and India, where they have monsoon seasons. But when we invited different local people to our scenario planning session, we discovered this insight.


Another reason you need to have a diverse group of people when doing scenario planning is that when you are working in a closed environment, you become more susceptible to confirmation bias. You think you know the market and have done a market litmus test, but you don’t realize what other factors you may not have considered or what can change unexpectedly.


Scenario Planning Tools


Most companies already know that scenario planning works, but they’re intimidated because they simply don’t know how to do it. Today, however, digital tools make scenario planning really easy, so it can be done in a single workshop in a short time frame. These online tools enable people to gather virtually from all over the world without requiring them to come in personally.





In this book, I’ll talk about innovation strategy and how you can build short- and long-term strategies by identifying growth opportunities and taking advantage of them. The work I do is kind of like teaching businesses how to run a marathon. It is a step-by-step process that starts by looking at who you are and where you are today, then brings you forward by helping you to innovate and make sure you have the right talent within your organization.


The mindset of a microbiologist and a scientist is such that when our work is disrupted by a microorganism, we don’t look at it as a threat; rather, we see it as an opportunity to solve a problem. For all we know, the organism we are working with may help cure cancer. Or maybe it will just help grow your plants better. Whatever the case, the central question we ask is, How can we use this organism to enhance our lives?


That is the mindset of a scientist—when we see something new, whether it’s adverse external factors affecting a business or microorganisms we have never seen before, we look at it as an opportunity to solve a problem.


If business leaders had that same mindset, maybe they wouldn’t focus so intensely on the problems. They would look at these external factors as opportunities, not as threats.


In the rest of this book, I will discuss, among other topics,




	Being flexible so you can evolve with your customers and the market


	Letting go of your need for certainty, and cultivating an open mind, which can lead you to innovations


	Learning to embrace failure in your experiments and iteration process so you can innovate













2 BUILDING BRIDGES TO LUCRATIVE UNTAPPED MARKET SEGMENTS





The most important lesson I can share about brand marketing is this: you definitely, certainly, and surely don’t have enough time and money to build a brand for everyone. You can’t. Don’t try. Be specific. Be very specific.


—SETH GODIN1






MORE


Every business wants—and needs—more of what makes it successful: more sales, more revenue, more prospects, more market share. A street vendor achieves happiness by selling out the day’s supply of newspapers, water bottles, or what have you. He doesn’t need to manage to the quarter or report higher earnings to Wall Street. But for managers in larger enterprises, it’s always “grow or go.” The surprising key to creating growth often lies outside one’s current markets. In this chapter we’ll explore a question that C-level executives often ask, “How do we enter new markets to find new arenas for growth where we’ve never before competed?”


Now, you may be thinking, I’m doing well. Why should I change a business model that’s working? You’re not alone. Most companies don’t appreciate the urgency of broadening their market appeal—until some catastrophic event upends their relationship with their existing customers.


As I said in chapter 1, you need adaptability and drive to succeed. You need to be ready to adapt to change. And you must be looking at what’s out there and considering how you can take advantage of undiscovered opportunities, even if your business is doing well.


Neglecting to explore new markets is a common mistake. In my experience working with C-level executives, they will often neglect to pursue new markets either because they think that doing so is unnecessary or because they don’t know how. Yet as I demonstrate in this chapter, constantly exploring new markets is crucial to ensuring your lasting success.



HOW DO YOU DIFFERENTIATE YOUR PRODUCT IN A CROWDED MARKET?


Let me tell you about a social media campaign I launched for a well-known Fortune 500 dental care brand.


Dental care is a notoriously overcrowded market. Numerous big-name companies compete ferociously for market share in this space. So how do you differentiate a new product in a market like that, and how do you interest consumers in its key benefits?


In this case, that new product was designed to fight gingivitis—which made my job even more of a challenge because products designed to combat gingivitis are nearly as common as gingivitis itself; pretty much all dental care brands offer such products.


I find that research is key to creating a strong position for any new product so we identified and focused on a target audience: the health-focused individual looking to improve themselves every day. We wanted to reach men and women who are focused on making daily micro-improvements in their minds and bodies and who are looking for authentic natural ingredients in their food. They work out at the gym two to three times a week, and they also take time to meditate. This was our targeted customer.


First, we created a social media campaign to generate a visible fan base. Next, we made the product’s presentation more powerful by introducing sleek new packaging we knew customers would love so we could differentiate our product on the shelf.


We also wanted to create a consumer experience to drive the trial, which we accomplished by placing display ads and giving out free samples at dental offices, supermarkets, and gyms.


What was the reasoning behind the placement of free trials at gyms? Remember, our target group is health-conscious individuals. Most people who work out at a gym have an established, habitual morning and evening routine, so the idea was to make sure that our messaging reminded them to brush their teeth in the morning and before going to bed. We wanted to get them thinking, while brushing, about which brand they use for their dental care needs. When the consumer is at the gym, she notices the display; maybe she takes a free sample and maybe she doesn’t. But either way, when she’s brushing her teeth later that night, she’ll remember that display and wonder whether she has a gingivitis problem—and that’s what puts us on her radar.


We also created video ads that described the habits of a healthy, focused person—that is, how they improve their lives. Our core strength was our messaging about making daily micro-improvements in the mind and body. Just as we exercise and are mindful about the kinds of foods we put in our bodies, we also need to be conscious of our dental health as we get older—and so the message was that brushing with this specific brand of toothpaste should be part of a regimen to build good dental health over time.


Finally, we partnered with dental experts to promote the new product and explain its value. Instead of just thinking about the direct consumer sales with our current business model, we recruited advocates—not just dentists but also trainers at the gyms—and then created engagements on various social media platforms to amplify our message. We set up kiosk stations at places such as Costco and BJ’s Wholesale Club, and we offered free samples at organic grocery chains such as Whole Foods and Trader Joe’s and at local grocery stores selling organic foods.


This enabled us to broadcast a consistent message: dental care needs to be part of your routine if you’re concerned about your overall health—and using this specific product, from this specific brand, is key to realizing the benefits of having a healthy lifestyle. The campaign resulted in reaching twenty million people online, 60 percent ad recall, 23 percent uplift in consideration, and three times more growth compared to its category.


USING SEGMENTATION TO DRIVE GROWTH


The 2008 financial crisis was a public relations disaster that put a lot of pressure on wealth management firms, banks, and other arms of the financial industry to rebuild consumer trust—an ongoing task that may take decades.


I recently worked with a firm that provides financial planning and wealth management services for individuals and business owners. This firm wanted to use segmentation to drive growth and acquire new customers, and they told me, “Bella, we’re looking at millennials.”


What comes to mind when we think of millennials? Well, they are more tech savvy than previous generations—they use their smartphones much more than they use any other device, and they use a lot of on-demand services. Millennials also care a lot about reliability, quality, customer service, and transparency.


This financial firm viewed millennials as an undertapped market they could serve. I suggested that going after millennials as a whole would be painting with too broad a brush. The firm needed to see how they could segment this market. In other words, they wanted to find out which segments of millennials they should go after (or whether they really should just go after millennials as a whole).


To successfully segment millennials, we needed to see who the millennials are. The word millennial encompasses many different groups, or segments: millennial business owners, unemployed millennials, single millennials, recently married millennials, and so on. Which segments, we wondered, would turn out to be our ideal targets?


We started by reviewing market research that the firm had already done to find out what information was missing. From that, we built an integrated view of the customer. First, we identified a variety of characteristics, attitudes, and behaviors typical of different millennials. From there we created a detailed map of how those segments related to different stakeholders within the organization. For example, within the firm one individual specialized in business taxes and another person focused on estate planning. The goal was to align these segments with the different financial functions of the organization to make sure we could serve these people if they became our customers—that is, we ensured they were the right segments to go after.


Then we started to think about how these segments might connect to our existing customers and whether we could use them to engage with and guide millennials into thinking about long-term planning.


At this point, we were ready to identify the segments and subsegments of our market. We wanted groups for whom we could craft hypertargeted messaging—without alienating any of the general market the firm already served. Our independent research led us to conclude that we wanted to focus on two very specific millennial segments: Asian American business owners and recently married couples.


We chose the first segment, Asian American business owners, for several reasons. First, this firm does financial planning for a specific market—individuals, and especially business owners, who earn more than $5 million a year. We knew from our market research that Asian American millennials are one of America’s fastest-growing populations and have very strong purchasing power.


As for the second segment, our independent research showed that married millennials, on average, have more than $100,000 in investable assets. They are financially confident, love personalization, are socially connected, and have entrepreneurial aspirations.


SEGMENTATION MAKES YOU MORE ADAPTABLE


Most companies don’t conduct segmentation and niche marketing, perhaps because their philosophy is that they want the broadest possible market for their offerings. Yet for those that put the effort in, the rewards are manifold. For starters, segmentation marketing makes you more adaptable. Let me explain why.


The wealth management firm I was working with understood that they were going to have to be adaptable to whatever this new segment might need. Unlike other companies that become set in their ways while serving a narrow customer base, companies that pursue segmentation are forced to adapt to the needs of different customers. This firm therefore worked to discover what their millennial prospects might require for the firm’s platform to better connect with them and became more flexible in the process.


This wealth management firm was willing to focus on a niche strategy to better understand the market, but most companies are not. Instead, most companies focus only on sales. This is a mistake that prevents companies from positioning themselves to really own specific market segments. When you spend a lot of time building a specific segment, learning their behaviors and whom they know and what they want, it helps you to figure out how to provide the best service to them. This helps you become more adaptable and flexible as you grow your existing market segment. At the same time, it fosters stability, thereby building a strong foundation for your new market segments.


CREATING CHAIN REACTIONS THROUGH SEGMENTATION


In my work with the wealth management firm, we picked millennial Asian business owners in part because of their strong purchasing power. But they are also a segment that can create entry points into other segments, potentially giving us access to other prospective millennial customers.


Although you have two different segments that will receive two different types of messaging, a chain reaction can occur through word of mouth. Dr. Jonah Berger, a best-selling author and marketing professor at the Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania, says that social currency (feeling like an insider) and triggers can be used in marketing messages to get your customers to share your products or services with others.2


When one of our segment programs is doing better, we can learn from it and devise ways to improve and promote another program as well. To that end, we created an online platform to connect that financial firm’s prospective millennial clients with their existing Generation X and baby boomer clientele, who could draw on their experience and offer coaching or mentorship.


Once you start looking for them, the opportunities for such chain reactions become surprisingly visible everywhere. The emerging wave of start-ups across local cities has created a new benchmark for inclusion across banking, validating the new campaigns and acquisition of new clients.


A DIFFERENT WAY TO SEGMENT POTENTIAL MARKETS


If you follow health food crazes, you may have heard of a new “superfood,” a plant called moringa, that has been used for thousands of years in Indian cooking and in traditional Indian Ayurveda medicine. Although moringa is new to the United States (it has become popular only in the last five years or so), I am familiar with it because I’m from India. The plant grows in India and also in Africa. So what’s new in the West is something that other parts of the world have known for centuries.


Moringa is full of nutrients and antioxidants: protein, vitamin B6, vitamin C, iron, riboflavin, vitamin A, and magnesium. It is said to relieve inflammation, and it also lowers blood sugar and cholesterol, among other health benefits. Yet very few US companies are producing or importing it. I’m working with an international client who is bringing moringa to the United States. When I started working with this client, my marketing assignment was to build an activation plan to increase awareness of this product and demand for it. The question arises: How do you create awareness of a product such as this? How do you reach audiences who are into healthy eating and educate them about this product so that they learn more about it and buy it?


When a company introduces a new category of superfood in the United States, the initial target market comprises athletes, gyms or gym employees, and eventually chains such as Whole Foods and organic stores specifically geared toward selling these kinds of products. Ever since Whole Foods first appeared, it has been an easy entry point for organic and plant-based foods. And we know that in-store channels are the fastest way to increase awareness to sell these products.


Our research indicated that 33 percent of millennials, ages twenty-one to thirty-four, said health attributes were important to them and they were willing to pay premium prices for these types of foods. We also knew from research that reduced packaging size was trending at the time and that there had been huge growth in single-person households in recent years.
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