Chapter 6: Competitive intelligence

Wild Child

Like most mothers, Leanne Preston was horrified when she found that one of her three children, after complaining of an itchy scalp, had head lice. She knew that she insisted on regular hair washing and personal hygiene, yet the condition seemed so “dirty”. A few days later the children brought home a note from their school, proclaiming that head lice were a problem at present, and advising that parents please check their children for the condition regularly and treat it when necessary. Much to Leanne’s dismay, she discovered that the chemical insecticide treatments recommended to her by both friends and pharmacists, contained either Pyrethrins, Synthetic Pyrethroids (permethrin and bioallethrin), or Organophosphates (in the form of malathion or maldison). All these ingredients are toxic insecticides that can be potentially dangerous if used frequently or incorrectly, particularly for babies under 6 months of age, asthmatics, people suffering from scalp conditions, or pregnant or breastfeeding women. Something ought to be done about this, she thought. Leanne began a year-long search for a safe, natural alternative. Her reading and research in libraries throughout her home State of Western Australia led her to traditional Aboriginal medicine.

In early 1998 Leanne Preston started Wild Child Therapeutic Products. She called the first product she developed “Quit Nits Treatment”. This product is a combination of natural oils and Australian wildflower essences that rids the hair of head lice (without harsh chemicals), as well as soothing and conditioning the hair and scalp. A short while later she developed Quit Nits Preventative that prevents a reinfestation of head lice. It is the only product of this nature in the marketplace. Her testing of the product, and the distribution of free samples to friends and to parents at her children’s school demonstrated the treatment to be effective. Evidence from clinical trials suggested that a natural treatment such as Quit Nits is actually more effective at killing lice, highly efficient against their eggs, and also shows no adverse side effects. Late in 1998, Leanne Preston patented the Quit Nits Treatment and Quit Nits Preventative in Australia, and patents are pending for both products.

Establishing a Distribution Network

Leanne Preston worked hard to establish a distribution network through pharmacies, chemists, and health stores. Indeed, the Wild Child products captured a 15 per cent share of the Australian market within the first 12 months of the firm’s operation. Observers saw this as a spectacular result for a “cottage industry” which was still based out of Leanne Preston’s home in the Western Australian tourist town of Margaret River. In June 1999 Leanne Preston was a finalist in the Challenge Bank Female Business Owner Award, recognition of her achievements so far.

The reaction of the larger Australian pharmaceutical companies was not unexpected. Pfizer quickly developed and launched an alternative product called Neutra-lice in early 1999. However, Leanne Preston is unconcerned, and believes that the product has only cannibalised existing insecticidal head lice treatments. Quit Nits continued to steadily gain market share throughout 1999.

On the Net, Yet?

By early 2000, Wild Child had still not established a presence on the Internet, and Leanne Preston was becoming increasingly frustrated. First, the international domain name wildchild.com had been registered by an “adult” site, and the Australian URL wildchild.com.au had been registered and was being operated by a manufacturer of children’s’ toys. Secondly, she found her time still taken up by the day-to-day running of the business — dealing with suppliers and distributors, manufacturing and operations, marketing, and administration. Yet letters, telephone calls and emails continued to pour in, many asking why they couldn’t find Wild Child on the Internet, and a large number, especially from outside Australia, inquiring whether the products could be purchased off a web site.

Questions

1. Do a Google search (www.google.com) and identify three companies that are potential competitors for Wild Child.

2. Visit each of these web sites and find some information that can help Wild Child to improve their products/services.

3. Do you think Wild Child needs a web site?  Explain.
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