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Abstract



The study presents the Perceived Value Management Technology, or in other words, the  consumer perceived value management. It is a management system that helps enterprises to grow up in business through the orientation of the design process to the market. This management technology is applied in the service area through the study of small accounting company. During the study it is shown the positive linkage between the consumer preference management and optimization of the product through the design process. These results are possible through a better comprehension of the consumer demands.
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1.
Introduction


The new knowledge economy has engaged companies in a very hard environment: the continual search for competitive advantages. Weapons like the interaction with the consumer and the benchmarks of the competition can assure high performance in business. Mainly, it is necessary to develop and keep a management system able to renew competitive advantages. This aim can be achieved through the creation of products based in market oriented strategies (Fundação Economia de Campinas, 1993).


Effectively, the study shows how to manage the consumer preference concept and how to use this knowledge in the product design process. This technology is named Product Value Management Technology and its core ability is the proposition of identification and measurement mechanism of the consumer perceived value. 

A short analysis of the most powerful companies in the world like 3M, Intel and HP indicate a common attitude: “they work hard to innovate”. This innovation strategy makes these companies leaders in profitability and market shares and indicates a tendency: the correlation between the creation of products through market oriented strategies and de business performance through the operational results of the company. Deschamps & Nayak (1998) have shown that innovation leaders assure  half of theirs earnings through products launched in the last five years. In the case of Hewlett-Packard the correlation between business performance and the launching of new products is much more intensive, or in other words, 70% of the profitability is generated for products launched in the last two years. Other important business case based in the design of new products is the brazilian GM. During 1998 the business performance of brazilian GM was improved through a faster launching of new products than the other automobile companies. This strategic approach assures a specific position of the GM brand in the consumer’s mind.

2.
The Work Method and Materials

The effective management of the preference concept happens through the application of value perceived questionnaires in a group of 12 clients. It is a number suggested to Hayes (1992) like a good manner to develop a qualitative and exploratoty study. It means only the first cycle of the company,s organizational learning. The core aim of this effort is to assure the interaction between the company design team and the client through the product application: in the studied case, the own service experience. It is necessary to explain the application of Organizational Learning Cycle to the field of services in the accounting company and to assure its security it is not name in its own brand. This way, it is named through a fantasy name: JAM Accounting Services Company.

The first learning cycle of the company is developed through a group of stages like presented in the figure 01. All the three stages express a planned sequence of procedures to the identification and measurement of variables of the consumer value concept: the own consumer preference profile. 




Figure 01. The Organizational Learning Cycle. Source: The author.

The main utility of this knowledge about the consumer preference profile is the possibility of a more accurate product concept definition. The linkage of the preference management system and product design process allows to the company success in the market. It is possible through the understanding of the qualitative demand of the consumer. Finally, it is also necessary to explain that the study shows the method PVM Technology at the same time it is applied to the accounting services area in a small business company and it clarifies the task to be aimed to the design teamwork. 

3.
Measurement System: “PVM - Perceived Value Management Technology”
The world class company, that one able to get, keep and renew competitive advantages, should launch products continually based in the qualitative content of consumer demand. Mainly, it is necessary to link the “what” with the “how”, or explaining, the company should keep an information channel between the qualitative demand of the consumer and the product design process. The Profit Impact of Market Strategy Program (PIMS) has shown the direct and proportional relation between product design process and consumer preference management mainly through the performance indicators market shares and profitability (Gale, 1996). Far from the market qualitative demand, brazilian companies of micro and small size do not have considered formally the consumer like a source of product innovation (Serviço Brasileiro de Apoio às Micro e Pequenas Empresas, 1993). Overcome this enterprise,s misunderstanding means to develop a design process oriented to the market, or simply, manage systematically the consumer buying behavior in a technical level: the identification of the consumer decision process type and the respective consumer decision criterions. This knowledge allows to any company a much richer design process through a complete consideration of the consumer perceived value. 

The company should know, like done in JAM Accounting Services, about buying scenarios. It means the ability to know and simulate the consumer problem. A scenario can be defined like a classical interaction (that one that have a typical behavior) between the consumer and the product and it represents a business opportunity to the company if it is possible use this knowledge in a proactive approach. The consumer preference concept treated like perceived value allows the view of a group of variables susceptible to management through an analytical approach. This management system can be expressed through variables of the consumer preference. These variables are identified and measured during the buying decision process or the own consumer value perception in a specific economic domain.

The application of the Perceived Value Management Technology in a technical level occurs through a model named Organizational Learning Cycle, see Figure 01. Specifically, this model organizes three groups of procedures to the perceived value management. The Perceived Value Management Technology guide the company in a learning process about the consumer buying scenarios and during the product life cycle. In a functional value scenario, that one of the economic man where it is used an utility function to express the consumer preference, the involvement construct is intensive in its enduring dimension. It means a real and strong cognitive effort to process information about the product and other possible substitutes. A very critical situation to the company is the launching product phenomenon. This one, in a functional value perspective, should be seen like a product concept test. And, in this context, it is probable and expected the improvement on sales through the acceptance of the product in the market. 


The launching process of the product in the market is a scenario where the consumer can express, in a conscious level, his knowledge about the benefit package of the product and how it influences the own consumer satisfaction. Effectively, the company can assure a better performance through the strategic value management. The proposition of JAM Accounting Services is to present the “accounting services” product concept to the market through the following statement: “the accounting services should be closely related to the consumer professional activity, improving its operational results and in accordance with the law”. To test this concept or the agreement of the consumer about the product concept, it is necessary to analyze the global benefit provided to the consumer in his own point of view, see table 01. 

Product Concept Test

Functional Benefit: “the accounting services should be closely related to the consumer professional activity, improving its operational results and in accordance with the valid law”.

· Consumer Barrier
Do you consider the product compatible with your demand?

· Value Barrier
Do you consider the product better than others substitutes?

· Risk Barrier
Do you know the possible negative consequences of the product?

· Tradition Barrier
Do you agree with the proposition of the product?

· Image Barrier
Is the proposition of the product related with any other negative aspect?

Table 01. The product concept test. Source: adaptation of Ram & Sheth, 1989.


In the case of JAM Accounting Services it was identified no discordance about the  product concept test like explained in Table 01. 

The strategic value management is the own global task to be solved to the design team work through a complex creative process. It is possible to understand the product concept test like the own enterprise’s mission to be developed in the market. This one, the mission of the company, expresses the commercial focus of the company. And this enterprise’s mission arises through the composition of the product concept test with the management of the service quality dimensions in the case of JAM Accounting Services: the reliability, disposability, competency, accessibility, courtesy, communication, credibility, security, comprehension and tangibility (Zeithaml, Parasuraman, Berry, 1990). These product quality dimensions express the economical service field as a whole, or in other words, they represent a complete product category: the accounting services market. And finally, at the end of the Organizational Learning Cycle it is possible to check the relative importance of each one of them in the market. All this knowledge helps the company to design a new product approach or to develop the design process.


The next stage in the Organizational Learning Cycle is the Identification of Life Cycle. It is necessary to assure the interaction between the consumer and the product in the utilitarian scenario. It can be done through the basic expressions of enduring involvement, like proposed for Mcquire & Munson (1992).

The basic expressions of the enduring involvement

1.   I would like to read about the product.

2.   I would to take part in a consumer research.

3.  I have compared the characteristics of the product with other characteristics of the substitutes.

4.   I, generally, pay attention in the advertising about the product.

5.   I, generally, talk with other people about the product.

6.   I, generally, look for other opinions before buying the product.

7.   I, generally, consider many aspects before buying the product.

8.   I, generally, waste much time choosing the model of the product I want.

Table 03. The basic expressions of enduring involvement. Source: adapted of Mcquire & Munson, 1992.


It should be clarified that enduring involvement expresses a constant and lasting motivation of the consumer in relation to some product category. It means that the consumer has a very good will to use continually the product. This way, it is possible to assure through a specific scale the enduring involvement. This measurement can be done through the following levels of concordance: (1) complete disagreement; (2) disagree; (3) without opinion; (4) agree; (5) complete agreement. The higher the score of the concordance level to the basic expressions of the enduring involvement through the global average of the judgement of the group of consumers, more intensive is the consumer value scenario. The consideration of 12 consumer of the accounting services in the case of JAM Accounting Services, it was measured an involvement level expressed through a global average, of 34,2. If it is allowed the maximum score of 40 (complete accordance, level 5, to the eight basic expressions of the enduring involvement).


The study proposes a management technology that allows the complete overview of the consumer decision process in the utilitarian value scenario. This approach arises as a management system of the value activities group. Different of Kotler & Armstrong (1995) definition, this study goes to a very deep level the action of the consumer. While Kotler & Armstrong (1995) view the consumer decision process like a group of stages, this study proposes a new structure of the buying behavior based in value activities. See Table 02 to a better comprehension.

 Consumer Decision Process
Value – activities

Problem recognition
Specific objectives identification

Information search
Association between the consumer’s specific objectives and the product benefits

Alternative evaluation
Evaluation of the benefits importance

After buying behavior
Evaluation of benefits performance

Table 02. The core concept of Perceived Value Management. Source: The author.


This technologic approach of the consumer decision process is applied in the field of accounting services. In the beginning it is established the strategic view of the consumer demand, and after it, the method guides the management (identifications and measurement) of the utilitarian value through the value activities variables.


The third stage of the Organizational Learning Cycle, the Value-activities Management, the consumers buying objectives are linked with the correspondent product benefit attributes. First, the problem recognition is developed through the specific objectives identification, or simply, the benefit product attributes perceived to the consumer. To manage this activity-value of the consumer this study proposes the critical incident approach (Hayes, 1992). This measurement tool is based in a cognitive association process and In the case of JAM Accounting Services, it is used to the consumer perception identification about the product benefit attributes. The consumer is asked to express its satisfaction through specific examples of interaction with the product “accounting services”. These specific examples or aspects of the consumer perception about the product are declared in statements grouped through similarity technical criteria of shared (synonym) verbs, adverbs and adjectives in the several declarations of the consumer. For example, the words “solve”, “guide” or “do no stay without solution” in the critical incidents “the professional solved my doubts when I asked”; “the professionals guided me in execution of operational procedures”; “and the accounting problems do not stay without solution”, have a semantic correspondence and express the quality dimension “reliability” in an operational level. Following the same technical criteria of semantic similarity (shared verbs, adverbs and adjectives), the design teamwork should summarize the meaning of the critical incidents in satisfaction items, like done simply now: “the problems are efficiently solved”. This task follows the same logic proposed to the critical incident formation: the cognitive association process.


Treating the satisfaction items like a conceptual synthesis of the consumer value perception (expressions of the semantic clustering of the consumer free declarations and of the critical incidents), it is possible to complete the consumer preference profile. It happens effectively when the consumer is asked about the importance of each satisfaction item. The aim of this approach is the identification of the importance hierarchy of the satisfaction items through the categories: high importance (4), medium importance (3), low importance (2) and unimportant (1). This importance scale can be applied to the following satisfaction item “the problems are efficiently solved”. It allows a global importance average when considered to the group of 12 consumers in the case of JAM Accounting Services.

The complete expression of the preference profile happens with the performance measurement. It is done through the application of the same structure of scale, although now considering the performance dimension. The consumer is asked about the performance of each satisfaction item through the following sequence of concordance: (4) high performance; (3) good performance; (2) low performance; (1)  very low performance.


All these questionnaires application are used to complete the consumer preference profile. This one expresses photography of the qualitative demand of the consumer. Mainly in this moment, the comparison between an expected or ideal product concept and the own reality of the product performance gives to the company a real opportunity of product innovation. These knowledge and experience should be used in the Product Development Proposition.

4.
The Product Development Proposition


The Product Development Proposition arises like a synthesis of the consumer preference modeling related to the Perceived Value Management. This technology expresses how to use the proposed the Organizational Learning Cycle. The preference profile captures and clarifies the own selective demand of the consumer and it shows the value activities management like a result of the identification and of the measurement of the satisfaction items through the importance and performance dimension.


In the case of accounting services, it was possible to identify a group of satisfaction items that should have priority to the design teamwork. This specific demand of the consumer expresses the own objectives to be a reached to the product in the market. The group of satisfaction items that had a score higher than two in average of the importance dimension and lower than two in average in performance dimension are selected like the maximum priority task of the design teamwork, see table 04.

Consumer requests: the partial tasks of the product
Average Pairs

(Importance; Performance)

The phone call service is very respectful with me
(3,4;1,8)

The asked services are rapidly done
(3,2;1,8)

The professional come to my work place to attend me
(3,1:1,6)

The professional attend rapidly in the accounting office
(2,8;1,4)

The personal contact is nice and friendly
(2,7;1,8)

Table 04. The importance-performance comparison of the satisfaction items. Source: The author.


This photography of the consumer’s selective demand expresses an innovation opportunity to the company through an operational language: the product attributes. Of course, it is only the first step of the product design process: the definition of the consumer’s requests and the definition of the product concept. It is now important to remember that the Organizational Learning Cycle means exactly a feedback attitude. It makes all this knowledge about the consumer selective demand useful to the first step of the cycle, mainly to specify the relative importance of the quality dimensions in the strategic value management.

5. 
Discussion and Conclusion 

This study is the result of broad researches in the area of product engineering, mainly about the consumer-buying behavior. The top result of this study is the integration of marketing, specifically the consumer behavior area in a broad knowledge area: the design management. In fact, this approach, the Perceived Value Management Technology overcomes a very common gap in the QFD field, the use of the own designer’s opinions how the expression of consumer demands. Besides, with this work method it is possible to define constantly the perception of the consumer about the product category and how the company’s product is positioned in the market.

The application of the management technology occurs in the area of accounting services as it was shown in the case of JAM Accounting Services. The results of this study show the potential of the Perceived Value Management Technology and its flexibility in the domain of different product concepts (services, consumer goods and durable products). At the same time, it is possible to clarify in a detailed way the consumer demand process formation, now expressed like a selective demand. This technology the design team to write the consumer requests and to define the product concept in a much more accurate manner and it means competitiveness today and in the future.
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