Chapter 9: Positioning Products through the Life Cycle (pp. 171-175)

These five pages focus on marketing though the product life cycle (PLC) by explaining the concept of PLC and providing general frameworks on how to manage products as they pass through each stage of the PLC.

The concept of the product life cycle

Kotler explains that in order for a product to have a life cycle (e.g., life can be divided into different stages), the following four conditions must be met.  

1. Product must have a limited life;

2. Product sales must pass through distinct stages with different challenges, opportunities and problems for the seller;

3. Profits must rise and fall at different stages; and

4. Products must require different marketing, financial, manufacturing, purchasing, and human resource strategies at each stage.

The PLC is typically divided into four stages: introduction, growth, maturity, and decline.  Kindly see 
Table 9.1 on page 172, which concisely summarizes the main takeaways for each stage (e.g., characteristics, objectives, strategies).  

“Most products are in the maturity stage of the life cycle, and most marketing managers cope with the problem of marketing the mature product.”  As such, Kotler offers three general strategies for marketing mature products:

1. Market modification: expand market by working to (a) expand the number of brand users by converting non-users, entering new segments, or winning competitors’ customers or (b) increase existing usage; 

2. Product modification: stimulate sales by modifying the product’s characteristics through quality improvement, feature improvement, or style improvement; and

3. Marketing-mix modification: stimulate sales by modifying other marketing-mix elements such as prices, distribution, advertising, sales promotion, personal selling, and services.

As intuition suggests, sales of most products eventually fall.  During this decline stage, Kotler offers five potential strategies, listed below in order of most aggressive to most conservative.  The best strategy will depend on a variety of factors, such as the industry’s relative attractiveness and the company’s competitive strength in that industry.  

1. Increasing the firm’s investment to dominate the market;

2. Maintaining the firm’s investment level until market uncertainties are resolved;

3. Decreasing the firm’s investment selectively, by dropping unprofitable segments, while simultaneously increasing the firm’s investment in lucrative niches;

4. Harvesting (“milking”) the firm’s investment to recover cash quickly; and

5. Divesting the business by selling assets as quickly as possible.

Critique of the PLC Concept

As a planning tool, the PLC model helps managers quickly identify generic marketing challenges at each stage of a product’s life.  As a control tool, it helps the company measure product performance against similar products launched in the past.  

Critics, however, claim that life-cycle patterns are not that predictable and standard.  They claim that product life cycles are significantly variable in shape and duration.  Thus, marketers can rarely accurately identify what stage a product is in.  In addition, critics assert that the PLC pattern may be the result of marketing strategies rather than an inevitable course that sales must follow.  Kotler provides examples, including the product modification of P&G’s Wondra Hand Cream and the repositioning Eagle Family Food’s Eagle Brand Sweetened Condensed Milk to stimulate sales and challenge the PLC model.

