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Does the Government put too much 
emphasis on R&D investment as a basis 
for UK economic growth? By Martin Wooler

Do-it-yourself 
wellness By Dan Edwards

T
he US has wellness 
 on the agenda. The 
market opportunity  
is diverse, from eating 

programmes promising 
weight loss (Nutrisystem), 
iontophoretic paper which 
rejuvenates your skin 
(PowerCosmetics), to brushes 
that monitor how thoroughly 
you clean your teeth (Oral B). 
The consumer products 
and medical industries are 
making a bid for a slice of 
what is forecast to be a $1tr 
market within the next 
few generations of product 
development. 

Nevertheless, there are many 
aspects of this market that 
make it tough to develop 
products and services for. It 
occupies a space between 
the consumer and medical 
industries, and the tools 
needed to tackle this market 
are often missing from the 
companies seeking their 
fortune here. Both industries 
are struggling to successfully 
decode the magic wellness 
formula and access the cash. 
Sagentia supports many 
US clients in defining both 
opportunity and product 
offerings for this market.

Wellness is distinct from 
traditional healthcare. It is a 
consumer-driven phenomenon 
borne of aspiration and 
disposable income, and 
initially championed by a baby 
boomer generation ill-content 
with what the market had 
to offer, though the spill over 
certainly now affects other 
generations. 

The notion of consumer self 
direction is key; the focus 
of any product or service is 
consumer aspiration, not 
an illness. Moreover, it is 
likely we are dealing with a 
preventative, not curative 
intervention with the 
consumer. Consequently, we 
are moving well upstream of 
traditional healthcare.

The likelihood is that the 
professional (MD or nurse) 
has little involvement in 
the process of selection, use 
or impact monitoring of a 
wellness product. Consider the 

usage-monitoring toothbrush 
– at no point during purchase 
nor use is a professional 
present. And yet we are 
seeking to deliver efficacy and 
monitoring in the subtle bio-
chemistry of the mouth. 

Here consumer companies 
struggle with delivering 
real efficacy, whilst medical 
companies must understand 
consumers’ need for instant 
gratification in order to believe 
in a product. Consequently 
diagnosis – in lieu of a 
professional – is turning out 
to have a big role to play in the 
development of any wellness 
proposition.

Another ‘rule of thumb’ 
for clients tackling this 
promising market is that the 
opportunities we explore 
together are multi-faceted. 
No longer can we focus on a 
single technology bullet to 
define a new product, such 
as a magic food ingredient 
or a revolutionary method to 
deliver chemicals through the 
skin. Instead we must bundle 
any consumer proposition with 
a diagnostic to demonstrate 
efficacy, and provide the 
instant gratification that is so 
important to consumers.  
A service component, designed 
to support behavioural 
change with the consumer 
(often including education) 
completes the bundle.

A good example of a bundled 
solution is the weight loss/
management programmes like 
Nutrisystem. The product is a 
low calorie and nutritionally 

supplemented menu; the 
diagnostic is a monitoring 
regime that appeals to the 
obsessive-compulsive mind; 
and the service is a one-on-
one counselling programme 
available to support and 
encourage participants.

Whether we are dealing with 
heart health, mental alertness, 
sexual dysfunction or skin 
beauty, we stand a greater 
chance of success if we launch 
a brand that addresses the 
subtleties of physiological 
intervention and demands of 
consumer emotion. 

The wellness market is exciting 
for medical and consumer 
products companies. However 
it is an immature market 
and industry leaders have yet 
to establish themselves. We 
are supporting our clients by 
bridging the gap between 
the consumer and medical 
domains, and we continue to 
conduct our own research on 
the particular needs of this 
market.
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T
he UK Government’s 
focus on R&D 
investment as a 
means for increasing 

UK prosperity puts too much 
emphasis on companies’ 
internal ‘technology push’. 
At Sagentia we believe that 
better linkage of market and 
technology initiatives, through 
techniques such as open 
innovation and technology 
scouting, would restore the 
balance through identification 
of new business opportunities. 

Ian Pearson, the UK 
Government’s newly 
appointed Minister of State 
for Science and Innovation, 
states in his foreword to the 
2007 R&D Scoreboard that he 
regards innovation as a ‘key 
driver of UK prosperity in the 
decades ahead’. 

It does, however, rather seem 
left to chance as to how 
companies are supposed 
to translate and apply new 
technology arising from the 
R&D investment. Our view, 
reinforced by many of our 
clients and industry contacts, 
is that innovation is all about 
harnessing science and 
technology for commercial 
benefit.  

While we recognise the 
importance of ‘blue sky’ 
research, this should primarily 
be the domain of academia 
(and maybe government 
research laboratories), as 
it is difficult for all but the 
largest companies to justify. 
Fortunately, the technology 

needed for most businesses 
already exists and is probably 
available from other sectors. 
The key issue for most 
companies is the timely 
combination of market 
insight and readily-available 
technology.

Henry Chesbrough’s seminal 
work on open innovation 
shows how companies, 
through collaboration with 
others, can license, in-source 
technologies and even identify 
new markets through being 
more commercially creative in 
how they manage their R&D 
pipelines. 

Technology scouting 
meanwhile drives the 
development of business 
plans, based on combinations 
of market and technology 
from a range of internal and 
external sources. 

This may mean that little 
time is actually spent in the 
laboratory or office. Rather, 
we would advocate the 
technology scout spend most 
of the week meeting with in-
house product managers, R&D 
staff and marketers, and with 
suppliers and customers, in 
order to get external ideas. 

This is not the life of the 
typical ‘R+D’ scientist and 
the creation of this kind of 
role requires confidence on 
the part of the employer. 
However, we would contend 
that without it, new business 
opportunities based on a 
combination of internal and 

external market insights and 
enabling technologies will 
often never see the light of 
day. Read more about how 
to use technology scouting 
effectively on pages 4-5.

 There are some encouraging 
signs, both from Sagentia’s 
increasing level of work with 
clients in technology scouting, 
and with BT and Unilever 
embracing open innovation. 
US giants General Electric and 
P&G are other exponents, 
and GE UK held an Open 
Innovation day attended by  
35 UK SMEs last year.

Perhaps the time has come 
for government to look more 
widely than simply recording 
R&D investment numbers? A 
number of local and national 
government grants encourage 
industry collaboration with 
academia and with SMEs, 
but perhaps we need to see a 
shift to incentivising broader 
exploitation of R&D rather 
than just driving more of it?
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