
 
  

The Whole Product Concept 

Idea In Short

Sell the total package of benefits, not the generic core, since customers pay for what a
product does for them, not for the product's raw specification. Treat every market as
differentiable, since Levitt's central claim is that commodities don't exist from a competitive
standpoint. Know which of the four product layers, generic, expected, augmented or
potential, your customer actually cares about before adding features they never asked for.

People don't want a drill, they want a hole

Theodore Levitt, the legendary Harvard professor, built one of marketing's most quoted
lines around a simple observation: customers don't want to buy a quarter-inch drill, they
want a quarter-inch hole. A marketer's real job is to understand the job the customer is
actually trying to get done, then design a product and brand around that job, not around the
item itself. Levitt took this further, arguing that no such thing as a true commodity exists,
since every product can be differentiated in some way.

Firms compete by staking out distinctions that may be visually or measurably obvious,
cosmetically implied, or built on claims about hidden attributes that promise a different
outcome than a competitor's offering. Coffee makes the point vividly: it is, at its core, a
commodity, yet a cup can cost anywhere from under a dollar to more than two hundred
dollars. The same spread shows up across airlines, fast food and automobiles. Each of these
categories serves a basic underlying need, quenching thirst, getting from one place to
another, satisfying hunger, yet the products meeting that need vary enormously in both
appeal and price.

Levitt introduced the Whole Product Concept in his book Marketing Imagination to explain
exactly this variance. 1 The concept pushes back directly against the common assumption
that commodities are almost purely price-sensitive, and that shaving a fraction off the price
is enough to win more business. Levitt argued instead that customers value a product in
proportion to how well it appears able to solve their problem or meet their need. What
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matters is the total package of benefits surrounding a product, not the bare underlying
product itself.

What a product actually is

To a potential buyer, a product is a complex bundle of value satisfactions, a mix of tangible
and intangible attributes where every touchpoint matters. An automobile manufacturer sees
a car as a machine differentiated by design, size, color, options, horsepower or fuel
efficiency. A customer may see the exact same car as a marker of status, taste,
achievement or personal identity, or as an expression of something they care about, such as
sustainability in the case of an electric vehicle. The idea of "the product" also stretches to
include everything built around it: how orders get fulfilled, how long delivery takes, the
quality of service, even how a dealership's staff treat a customer during the sale.

This holds even for products that look purely generic, such as steel, wheat, subassemblies,
investment banking or aspirin. Customers buying these still buy something that goes beyond
the raw designation, and that something determines who they buy from, what they're willing
to pay, and whether they stay loyal. In a market where competing products are barely
distinguishable on substance, power shifts to whatever differentiating factors actually
influence the buyer. The basic underlying product is only ever the minimum ticket required
to play the game; it is never enough, on its own, to win it.

The four types of product

Levitt organized this idea into four layers: the generic product, the expected product, the
augmented product and the potential product. Each layer builds on the one before it, and
together they explain why differentiation shows up in markets that look, on the surface, like
pure commodities.

The generic product

The generic product is the fundamental, substantive thing a firm needs simply to participate
in a market. For a steel producer, that's the steel itself. For a bank, it's loanable funds. For a
realtor, it's a portfolio of properties for sale. For a retailer, it's a particular mix of
merchandise. For a lawyer, it's having passed the bar exam. Even at this most basic level,
not every generic product is identical: one batch of steel might have cleaner chemistry, one
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bank might carry more trust than another. In most cases, though, these differences are too
marginal to actually influence a purchase decision on their own. What matters more is
everything that accompanies the generic core.

The expected product

The expected product is the generic product plus whatever features a customer considers
absolutely non-negotiable before they'll buy at all, representing the customer's minimum
purchase conditions. For an industrial buyer purchasing a raw material, this might include
delivery time, defined not just by date but by how well it minimizes inventory costs, along
with flexibility around quantity and responsiveness to delivery problems, or preferential
treatment during a shortage. It might include terms, such as pricing locked in for specific
quantities over specific periods, price-stability agreements to guard against volatility,
discounts for early payment, or extended payment options. It might include support, the way
aircraft makers like Boeing and Airbus depend on turbine suppliers such as Rolls-Royce not
just for parts but for engineering support and design input on new aircraft. It might even
include new ideas, since in some industries customers expect suppliers to proactively
suggest more efficient or cost-effective ways to use the generic product.

These are only illustrations; expectations vary by market, and in every market a segment of
customers genuinely wants nothing more than the generic product itself. In cloud
computing, for instance, some customers want a fully tailored infrastructure with custom
security and scalability, while others are perfectly satisfied with a standard plan offering
basic storage and compute. A seller can rarely know exactly what every customer values,
but the underlying rule holds: a generic product only sells if it also meets the customer's
broader expectations. Because sellers are constantly adjusting their offerings to match what
customers expect, every market eventually becomes differentiated over time, whether
anyone intended it to or not.

The augmented product

Differentiation doesn't stop at meeting expectations. In most markets, a seller can augment
a product with features customers never thought to ask for in the first place. Tesla's air
suspension, which automatically adjusts ground clearance based on GPS location and road
conditions, is one example. Nike's self-lacing shoes, which adjust fit in real time based on
foot shape and activity, are another. Customers obviously never requested either feature
before it existed; the augmentation itself created the expectation.
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Augmentation doesn't have to be a physical feature, either. A health and beauty products
manufacturer offering warehouse management advice and staff training programs to its
distributors is augmenting its offering in exactly the same sense, going well beyond anything
the buyer required or requested. In each case, the supplier studies how customers actually
use the generic product and finds a way to solve a problem the customer never expected to
have solved.

Augmentation isn't automatically a good strategy, though, and it needs real judgment. Not
every customer, for every product, in every circumstance, wants an ever-expanding bundle
of extras. Some would rather have a lower price than more features, and others simply
won't benefit from the addition at all. There's a real tension buried here: the more a seller
invests in teaching and helping customers get more out of a product, the more that seller
risks losing exactly those customers who don't need the help, since they'll switch to a
competitor based on whatever they actually value, often price. An augmentation strategy
has to weigh customer benefit against customer retention, and cost reduction has to matter
just as much as adding value. This tension sharpens as a product matures: mature markets
grow more competitive, pushing costs and prices down, right at the same moment that
augmentation, meant to differentiate the product, tends to push costs up. Augmented
products fit best in mature markets with sophisticated, experienced customers, and when
customers believe they already know everything they need and can do without extra help, a
seller has to test that assumption directly or be ready to compete purely on price.

The clearest way to test that assumption is to ask what else could conceivably be offered to
the customer, which leads naturally into the fourth and final layer.

The potential product

The potential product covers everything that could conceivably be done to attract and keep
a customer: technical changes, alternative offerings uncovered through market research,
new production methods that improve quality, variations in the product's characteristics,
and more. What counts as a sensible potential product depends heavily on context,
economic conditions, competitive pressure (including pressure from substitute products, not
just direct rivals), business strategy and what customers actually want. At this level, the only
real constraints are budget and imagination.

There is no such thing as a commodity
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The four layers don't have hard boundaries between them, and that's part of the point. What
one customer sees as an augmented feature, another may simply expect as standard. What
looks augmented under one set of circumstances may only be a potential feature under
another. What counts as generic during a period of short supply may become an expected
baseline once supply catches up. The one constant across all of this is Levitt's central claim:
there is no such thing as a commodity, at least from a competitive standpoint. Everything
can be differentiated, and in practice, almost everything already is.

Whole product marketing and the chasm

In Crossing the Chasm, Geoffrey Moore extended Levitt's concept directly into high-tech
marketing strategy. 2 Moore observed that many technology executives assume marketing
is essentially long-range strategic thinking followed by tactical sales support, with nothing of
real substance happening in between. Moore argued the opposite: marketing's most
powerful contribution happens precisely in that middle ground, which he calls whole product
marketing.

When a disruptive innovation first launches, the competitive battle plays out almost entirely
at the level of the generic product, since the product itself is still the hero of the early
market. As the market matures and moves into the mainstream, products at the core start to
look increasingly alike, and the real competitive battle shifts outward, toward the
surrounding layers Levitt described. Winning a mainstream market, in Moore's view,
requires understanding exactly what a whole product consists of and organizing a
marketplace capable of delivering it around a company's core offering.

The most important difference between an early market and a mainstream market, in
Moore's framing, is that early adopters are willing to assemble the whole product
themselves, piecing together whatever surrounding support a raw innovation needs, while
mainstream customers are not. This gap has a name in diffusion of innovation theory: the
chasm, and it explains why so many promising products fail once an organization assumes
the generic product alone will carry it into the mainstream.

Whole product management as a competitive weapon

How a company organizes and manages its marketing can itself become one of the most
powerful forms of differentiation available, and it may be the single biggest thing separating
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otherwise similar competitors in the same industry. Structuring a team around a single
product used the same way across a broad market creates a fundamentally different focus,
responsibility and effort than structuring a team around a market where that same product
gets used differently by different segments. Companies that organize around the latter tend
to hold a clear, durable competitive advantage.

Coffee, soap, flour, beer, salt, oatmeal and pickles were all, at some point, pure
commodities. Every one of them now has clearly differentiated versions on the market, and
the same pattern shows up across services like banking, insurance, credit cards, brokerage,
restaurants and opticians. The common assumption in each case is that the competitive
edge comes down to packaging and advertising, and that any real difference in the
underlying generic product barely matters next to the marketing. That assumption is largely
wrong. The careful analysis, discipline and fieldwork behind serious marketing management
tends to stay hidden behind whatever advertising or presumed product uniqueness is visible
on the surface. Branded food companies, for instance, advertise heavily to build consumer
pull, but they invest just as much effort working directly with wholesale and retail
distributors to build a matching push through the channel.

Differentiation shows up most visibly in branded, packaged consumer goods, in the design
or composition of industrial goods, and in the features or service intensity of intangible
products. But differentiation also depends heavily on how a business is actually operated
day to day. It's this operational and managerial dimension of marketing, more than any
single feature or ad campaign, that lets many companies, even ones offering generically
undifferentiated products or services, escape the commodity trap altogether.

1Marketing Imagination, Theodore Levitt
2Crossing the Chasm, Geoffrey A. Moore

Summary

The Whole Product Concept shows why price alone rarely wins a market. Customers buy
the total bundle of benefits around a product, and the generic core is only ever the minimum
ticket to play, never enough to win.
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