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023 Lead users
This paper explores how the innovator himself is a central figure in 
the UDI theory. This is acknowledged in much of the research on 
UDI and a key problem becomes to find out who the innovators are, 
where they are, and how they can be utilized.

The argument of the value of users can be traced all the way back 
to C. Freeman’s (1968) and A.M. Golding’s (1971) findings where 
they acknowledged the value of user innovation. In 1986, von Hippel
identified a specific segment of users, which he called lead users.

“Lead users are users whose present strong needs that will become
general in a marketplace months or years in the future. Since lead 
users are familiar with conditions which lie in the future for most 
others, they can serve as a need-forecasting laboratory for 
marketing research. Moreover, since lead users often attempt to fill 
the need they experience, they can provide new product concept 
and design data as well” (von Hippel 1986, p 1).

To test the validity of the original definitions, some of the more 
recent work on lead user theory written by Franke, von Hippel and 
Schreier (2006) is used for comparison. In their paper, they define 
lead users as “members of a user population who; 

(1)Anticipate relatively high benefits from obtaining a solution to their 
needs and so may innovate
(2)are at the leading edge of important trends in a marketplace 
under study and are currently experiencing needs that will later be 
experienced by many users in that marketplace” (Franke, von Hippel
and Schreier 2006, p 302).



024 Lead users

Based on a comparison of the two definitions above and when 
taking the massive theory development and theory contribution into 
consideration, remarkably little has changed in the meaning of the 
definition. It comes down to minor changes in characteristics and a 
specification of certain terms. Thus, this research concludes that the 
core substance of the definition is still the same.

In order to validate the initial framework on lead users, Urban and 
von Hippel (1988) in a paper on PC-CAD systems divided users into 
two groups: A non-lead user cluster and a lead user cluster. Their 
findings were significant, as they found that “many more 
respondents in the lead user group report building their own PC-
CAD system (87 percent versus 1 percent), and judge themselves to 
be more innovative” (Urban and von Hippel 1988, p 573). 

One could argue that by initially labelling a group of what von Hippel
defines as lead users and thereafter test whether the individuals in 
that lead user cluster see themselves as innovative is bound to give 
a significant high number of innovative users. 

However, Urban and von Hippel's (1988) research tests and proves 
von Hippel’s definition of a lead user and thus illustrates the value 
and importance of focusing on lead users.
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In order to illustrate the different types of users and substantiate the 
reason for identifying and focusing on lead users, von Hippel, 
Thomke, and Sonnack’s (1999) model The Lead User Curve is 
fundamental. The model is illustrated below and identifies the 
‘space’ where the lead users and their creative solutions can be 
found as well as the relationship to traditional commercial products, 
marked by the red and pink sections.

Illustration 4: The Lead User Curve
von Hippel, Thomke, & Sonnack (1999)
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A framework able to identify the lead users was first developed 

back in 1986 showing “how lead users can be systematically 
identified, and how lead user perceptions and preferences can be
incorporated into industrial and consumer marketing research 
analyses of emerging needs for new products, processes and 
services” (von Hippel 1986, p 1).

The framework developed suggested a four-step process:
1) Identify an important market or technical trend
2) Identify lead users who lead that trend in terms of 

a) experience; and 
b) intensity of need

3) Analyze lead user need data
4) Project lead user data onto the general market of interest

Multiple studies throughout the 80s and 90s have tested the validity 
of these four steps in different industries and settings e.g. Urban and 
von Hippel 1988; Herstatt and von Hippel 1992; von Hippel, 
Thomke, and Sonnack 1999. 
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During von Hippel, Thomke, and Sonnack’s (1999) work at 3M they 
developed an evolved version of the original four-step process from 
1986. 

The modified phases developed were: 
1) laying the foundation; 
2) determining the trends; 
3) identifying lead users; and finally 
4) developing the breakthroughs. 

Again, one should note that only minimal development in theory has 
taken place and that the corner stones from the original work from 
1986 are still intact.

To sum up, it is found that the type of users able to contribute to and 
benefit from the innovation process the most are the lead users.
The lead users are found before the early adapters and will often 
seek to fulfil their needs themselves and therefore they hold 
valuable knowledge.  The two similar lead user frameworks 
identified in this section of the analysis allow organizations to: 
Prepare for user interaction, identify lead users, extract the lead 
users' knowledge, and create new innovations.

The term ”lead user” is 
today almost eight times 
more frequent than the 
traditional term for an 
demanding user, the ”early 
adopter”
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Lead users:
anticipate relatively high benefits
from obtaining a solution to their
needs and so may innovate.

Lead users:
are at the leading edge of
important trends in a marketplace
under study and are currently
experiencing needs that will later
be experienced by many users in
that marketplace.
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