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1 INTRODUCTION: 
 
In this section we would like to provide the reader with the train of thoughts that we had with 
some background information regarding our topic and why we chose to write about this 
subject   
 
 

1.1 Problem background 
 
All products/ services produced in this world follow a certain form or shape that describes its 
life from the beginning to the end. One can illustrate the products life in a diagram with the 
axes-y as in sales and the x-axis as in the elapsed time, and the standard shape of its life forms 
a parabolic curve. In the 60s´ an author called Vernon named this theory and called it the 
product lifecycle1. This theory was to define and explain the different stages that a company’s 
newly invented products or services were going through. Since then this model has been a 
standard and nothing new has come up that could better explain the life of a new product, 
that’s why it has been the best way to explain the time elapsed in the life of the product. Many 
products follow the shape of this product lifecycle, but many do not. That is what triggered 
our interest in this area and about this major marketing theory.     
 
Through different lectures it has come to our attention that the standard shape of PLC, i.e. the 
s-shape is not applicable in all cases, so we decided to find out if that was the case. We will 
therefore try to show how the PLC model will work in different ways in reality.  
 
Our main goal will be to figure out concrete examples demonstrating different evolutions of 
the PLC graph due to, as we will see, a lot of different possible factors such as too many firms 
in the market, price wars, market falling into decline, innovation etc.  
 
 

1.2 Problem statement: 
 
In our thesis we will pursue the following problem statement: 
 
 
Why the Product Life Cycle model fails to explain in many cases the way products 
(goods)/services’ sales evolve, and what problems can occur by using the PLC as a tool for 
strategic decisions? 
 

                                                
1 See Vernon, R., 1966 “International Investment and International Trade in the Product Cycl,”, Quarterly 
Journal of Economics, Vol. 80, No. 2, , pp. 190–207, and also the article by the same author, “The Product Cycle 
Hypothesis in a New International Environment”, 1979, Oxford Bulletin of Economics and Statistics, Vol. 41, 
pp. 255–267 
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1.3 Purpose 
 
The intention of this research paper will be to: 

 
• Examine if the products/services follow the shape of the standard PLC 
• Search for and investigate different curves that a product can have through its life 

cycle  
• See if it is an incomplete marketing tool as stated in the books 
• Detect if the PLC model is an efficient model that helps the product managers to 

succeed on the market place 
• Explore which problems can occur by using the PLC as a tool for strategic decisions 
 

1.4 Delimitation 
 
Our empirical research will contain of a case study made on Harley Davidson and an 
interview made on the French pharmaceutical company Servier. This interview has been 
carried out by Clement to show how the differences of cycles of life can touch all types of 
firms, from small organizations to giant ones. We felt as it had no difference which 
companies we would chose, as long as they provide products or services to the market, so we 
picked these two companies randomly. What we did discuss though was that Harley Davidson 
is an interesting company in the sense that they in the past changed their strategy of marketing 
and we wanted to know why and if it had any influence on their PLC’s, whatsoever.  
Having this said, the risk of subjectivity is being minimized while we still keep our prime 
interests. It is hard to be subjective in this matter since the PLC does not affect any of us 
personally so that’s why we chose only relevant data to see if this model can be applicable in 
practice. 
 
 

1.5 Definitions  
 
 
Product life cycle (PLC):  
 
The Product Life Cycle is the course of a product’s sales but also profits over its lifetime. We 
distinguish five different stages: product development, introduction, growth, maturity, and 
decline. Malcolm Mc Donald2 emphasizes that a Product Life Cycle (PLC) “plots the volume 
or value of sales of a product form its launch to its decline and withdrawal”. 
 
Product3:  
 
A product is anything that can be offered to a market for attention, acquisition, use, or 
consumption that might satisfy a want or need. 
 

                                                
2 Mc Donald, Malcolm, 2002, Marketing Plans, How to prepare them, How to use them, Fifth Edition 
3 Kotler, P., Armstrong,, 2004, Principles of Marketing, 10th Edition 
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Service4 
 
A service is any activity or benefit that one party can offer to another that is essentially 
intangible and does not result in the ownership of anything: it can be e.g. banking, hostels etc. 
 
Servier 
 
The biggest pharmaceutical company in France 
 
H-D 
 
A short term for Harley Davison, a motorcycle company 
 

                                                
4 Kotler and Armstrong, 2004, Principles of Marketing, 10th Edition, 
5 Saunders, M., Lewis, P., Thornhill, A., 2003, Research methods for business students. 3rd ed. Harlow: 
Prentice Hall. 
 



 9 

 

2 METHODOLOGY 
 
In this section we would like to supply our readers the tactical way we pursued dealing with 
our collected data 
 
What research design and methods are best suited to provide a satisfactory answer to our 
research problem? In this section we consider exactly how this dissertation was enhanced 
and developed. In doing so we have employed a “research onion” where a series of research 
issues will be viewed as steps going from the most general to the specific, i.e. peeling of layer 
by layer of the “research onion” (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2003)5. We aim to expose 
the course of action for the choices we made related to the literature and data collection and 
interview respondents, not forgetting the validity and reliability of our sources. Finally we 
shall look at the positive and negative effects of our choices as well as making some 
comments on what could have been done differently.  
 
 

2.1 Preparation 
 
Many researches and articles have been taken into consideration in order to apprehend an 
academic view of what the product life cycle is how it works, how it should be used and what 
the limits are; to explain the PLC’s failures in many cases with respect to the sales’ evolution 
of a product/service. Additionally, the product life cycle concept has been central in 
marketing for many decades. Several marketers have very carefully studied the PLC, its 
characteristics (uses) but also weaknesses with the aim to develop promotional strategies to 
faster launch and penetrate new products.     
 
Our problem statement - Why the PLC model fails to explain in many cases the way products 
(goods)/services’ sales evolve, and what problems can occur by using the PLC as a tool for 
strategic decisions? -was stated to provide clear guidelines which later would help us in our 
process of planning (Mattson & Örtenblad, 2003). We wanted to have a basic and explicit 
problem statement that would inform the reader of the problem easily and one that would help 
us to precise our work. 
 

2.2 Research philosophy 
 
2.2.1 Deductive and inductive approach 
 
Our approach to this paper was deductive in the sense that we collected some theory to have a 
glance of what the world might look like with respect to the PLC (Jacobsen, 2002)5 and then 
to later on collect our empery to see if our expectations match reality.  
 
 
2.2.2 Qualitative vs. Quantitative research  
 
In our discussion of what method to use regarding the data collection we stated that any 
company which can provide some kind of product or service to the market can be used in our 
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research and approaching the paper in a quantitative way by sending out forms to as many 
companies as perhaps 200 or even more would take to long and require a lot of work so we 
concluded that making a deep research with one company, primary data, containing all 
necessary questions required for us to make an essential paper, and a case study made on 
another company, secondary data, plus scrutinizing the most relevant theories in addition to 
this, would pretty much give us the most relevant data needed to make a useful paper.  
 

2.3 Data collection 
 
2.3.1 Primary Data 
 
To bring relevant and interesting example to our research, we decided to realize and to collect 
some information dealing with the pharmaceutical industry. It is our teacher Mr Gabriel 
Awuah who gave us this idea. This industry sector is famous for its amazing Products 
Lifecycles. Moreover in several famous authors’ books (Doyle, Kotler), we found numerous 
of citations and quotations concerning this industrial sector. So, according to this advice and 
these references we decided to go further and to create our own qualitative survey. 
 
Another reason to why we decided to do an interview was to decrease the bias that can 
emerge from distance researches between us and the research object (Jacobsen, 2002). First of 
all we selected to make a research on pharmaceutical products which will provide us with an 
interesting insight of an industry which we believe doesn’t follow the PLC cycle.  
 
In order to realize that; Clément went to visit Miss Delphine Le Gargam in Lyon, France. 
First of all, Clément contacted her by phone to ask if she was agreeing to help us for our 
thesis. She agreed, and Clément went to visit her in her house the 23thrd of March 2006.  
 
She is a former Executive Product Manager in The Servier Company (First independent 
pharmaceutical company in France). 
First of all Clément presented to her the purpose of our thesis and the aim of this interview. 
Afterwards, we started the interview. It took around two hours to go trough the all interview. 
Clément was asking the question one by one and discussing them with Mme Le Gargam. She 
was very open-minded and helpful to realize this survey. Clément didn’t try to influence her 
during the meeting, only to avoid bias. He let her give her own opinions throughout. She was 
free to share her knowledge and experience. 
 
During this all interview Clément took notes to, the day after write those down clear. He also 
sent his paper to Mme Le Gargam in order for us to receive her agreement of the report. After 
the interview was conducted Clement sat down and graphed the illustrations he derived from 
the interview. 
 
This interview contained nine questions that we did formulate with much consideration that 
was strongly coherent with our subject. Bearing in mind that the company Clement 
interviewed is special in the sense that it is no competitive company that is directly affected 
by its competitors and their actions by for example they cannot directly imitate them by 
copying their concept. Also we must not forget that pharmaceutical industries are strictly 
regulated by governments which affect their way of handling their strategic marketing 
decisions in a way that might bias their revenues. 
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2.3.2 Secondary data 
 
We have chosen to study a company, world-famous from a marketing point of view in the 
sense that the selling of their products have illustrated that the S-shaped sales curve is lacking 
and fails to demonstrate the real life, we chose the legendary Harley-Davidson. 
 
Loic’s task was to collect relevant secondary data on the company Harley Davidson. We 
searched for information within different sources such as internet for web pages, Google, in 
the library’s data base, libris, ABI, to find exactly data that would match our topic.  
 
Loic found interesting sources about H-D that matched our topic in different textbooks and 
journals written since the 80’s by different authors named later in the bibliography. Even the 
internet turned out to be interesting and useful regarding the H-D case, so he picked up some 
sources from there as well. Those reports and journals were written by different authors 
named later in this papers’ bibliography, because H-D sales leveled off so intensely that they 
were very close to bankruptcy but they managed to restore themselves by changing their 
business philosophy. From a product orientation, Harley-Davidson came up with a customer 
orientation to rescue brand, sales, and profits. That is what drew the attention of many authors 
to write about this topic.   
 
In consequence, we gathered several different literatures about the topic. Of main importance, 
we selected the French book5 “60 cas d’école en stratégie et marketing”, published within the 
French newspapers Le Figaro Enterprises. Loic found out through this French book generally 
used by the French Business Schools (for the benchmarking analysis of companies it provides 
to the students), a pertinent French article figuring out how H-D has solved its problems to 
meet a miraculous success nowadays. The literature that matched our requirements regarding 
our topic could be found in the huge book of Kotler and Armstrong6 (about 700 pages). He 
was speaking a lot about the Harley-Davidson company more especially through an article, 
P177, dealing with the consumer behavior of H-D’s. This was used together with many 
trustworthy articles from Wall Street Journal, Business Week or again Brandweek (see 
references at the end of the study case). With the worldwide reputation of Kotler in terms of 
marketing and the status of those magazines, we were capable now to understand all the 
validity of the sources used through our secondary data about Harley-Davidson. The way we 
collected our sources, added with the use of few H-D fans’ websites who know the brand 
perfectly (confer references), legitimates the fact that we assembled our data in a right way.  
 
The analysis of our references was made by Loic according to the relevance of our goal; we 
mean in order to provide an interesting insight of how H-D has modified its life cycle. With 
all the knowledge accumulated, we were skilled to draw the PLC model of Harley-Davidson 
and to carry out both results and conclusion. 
 

                                                
5 Issued from the book Le Figaro Entreprises, 2004, 60 cas d’école en Stratégie et Marketing,  « Comment 
Harley-Davidson roule vers le succès », P.63-67, Editions Dunod  
6 Kotler, P, Armstrong, 2004, Principles of Marketing, Tenth Edition P 277-278 
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2.4 Evaluation of the empirical data 
 
2.4.1 Validity  
 
To ensure that our empery is valid one can search and see if what we have studied is relevant 
to what we wanted to measure (Jacobsen, 2002). One way to measure validity can be to see if 
our respondent that was interviewed possesses the appropriate knowledge according to the 
topic highlighted, here the PLC concept of the pharmaceutical products. That is the way we 
perceive our level of relevance, validity, in our data, because we, in our point of view have 
measured what we wanted to study.  
We therefore paid a great attention to the background of our respondent, a professional, Mme 
Delphine LE GARGAM.  
 
It seems obvious to us that the literature and sources used for the elaboration of this study 
case are relevant because they are based on famous marketing books (Kotler, French book 
used by Business Schools), magazines of business (Wall Street Journal…) and websites (H-
D’s annual report, Harley owners’ website who knows perfectly the brand).  
 
The only lack of validity could come from the fact that H-D’s sales and profits have for many 
years remained hidden because of negative results. We have therefore strived to make our 
case as exact as possible, despite of the absence of knowledge regarding the Motorcycle Unit 
Growth of the company. 
 
2.4.2 Reliability  
 
A high reliability indicates that the research we have done has to be trustworthy (Jacobsen, 
2002). Possible variations in the output totally depend on variations of the object measured 
and not due to instability of the instrument used to measure it. In that sense, only the 
interview on our pharmaceutical study lets us think that it is a good guarantee of high 
reliability because misunderstandings and too many answers are avoided. The respondent is 
also followed step by step in her questions to give certainty to the answers gained. Since the 
respondent Mme Delphine LE GARGAM has worked in Servier for more than ten years as an 
executive product manager we felt that she gave us the correct data, mostly unbiased, based 
on her experience.  
 
The Harley-Davidson secondary data reliability looks a little bit more complicated to 
evaluate. But our approach one more time, step by step, from an introduction, through a 
problem, solution, results, to a final conclusion allows nevertheless the reader to follow the 
case cautiously and easily. On the other hand, since the study case is based on world-wide 
famous literature (Kotler…) and serious articles used to deal with strategic marketing issues, 
the reliability of this part can seem insured.  
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3 THEORETICAL FRAMES OF REFERENCE 
 
In this section we would like to share with the reader the relevant literature we used, to link to 
the purpose statement  
 
 
Since we have studied so much marketing, it was not hard to find relevant theories that 
concern our topic. First, we collected different authors’ work that we previously had used in 
our lectures such as, Malcolm Mc Donald, Peter Doyle, and Philip Kotler, and checked if 
what they have written was enough for our research. We found a lot of information regarding 
the PLC and even criticism about it, which was good because we wanted to have different 
angles regarding the topic. Furthermore, we came to the conclusion that the theory we 
collected was enough, yet still we did not want to miss out on anything relevant so we went 
on searching further for more theories so that we could collect all of it and then to use the 
most important ones so that we would come up with an accurate and precise report. 
 
 

3.1 History of the Product Life Cycle 
 
The PLC has always undergone an enormous impact on the marketing literature and has 
represented a central element of marketing theory since its development in the 1950s. It is 
during the 1960s that the PLC became a stable feature of marketing teaching and that it 
became popular. Thus, according to Malcolm MacDonald7, “historians of technology have 
observed that all technical functions grow exponentially until they come up against some 
natural limiting factor which causes growth to slow  down and eventually, to decline as one 
technology is replaced by another”. This kind of phenomenon is universally known to apply 
to all the products, so giving rise to the concept of the product life cycle, much written about 
in marketing literature during the past four decades. 
 
 

3.2 The PLC concept 
 
The Product Life Cycle (PLC) is a model made up of the common evolutionary processes that 
influence markets over time (Doyle, 2002)8. According to marketing literature, all product or 
service has, by its meaning, a life cycle and how this is managed is the key to survival in 
business9. Marketers are in general aware of the PLC concept, which explains that all 
products pass through a predictable pattern, from the introduction stage, through the growth 
stage, maturity stage and finally into the decline stage. Kotler et al, 199910 argues that the 
definition of products can stretch to a product class, a product form, or even a brand. One 
knowledge of the PLC is that firms should ensure that they have a well balanced portfolio of 
                                                
7McDonald, M., 2002, Marketing Plans, Fifth Edition 
8 Doyle, Peter, 2002Marketing management and Strategy, , P.130-144 
9 http://upetd.up.ac.za/thesis/submitted/etd-06132002-085415/unrestricted/03chapter3.pdf, “Chapter 3, 
Literature survey: Product management and the product life cycle concept”, April 2006 
10 Kotler, P., Armstrong, G., Saunders, J., Wong, V., 1999: Principles of Marketing 2 uppl. New Jersey, P.627 
USA. 
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products between the different stages, which means that it is recommended that a  firm’s full 
product line should not be entirely situated in the introduction stage nor should it be situated 
in the decline stage. Thus, it is recommended that firms should have a well-balanced portfolio 
to make sure that a reasonable amount of new products are introduced to replace old products 
in the decline stage (Fifield, 1998)11. 
 

3.3 Product life-cycle strategies12 
 
After the introduction of the new service or product, the goal for the executives is to make 
sure that the product will reach its potential over its estimated life span13. This implies an 
understanding of the product life-cycle and developing appropriate marketing strategies and 
interventions14. 

 
 

3.4 The product life-cycle foundation 
 
The various stages within the PLC model contain different specific characteristics. These 
characteristics are normally, for marketers, well known and they are often considered as 
important factors when a firm is choosing its entry strategy. The product life-cycle (PLC) is 
the course of a product’s sales and profits over its lifetime15. It implies different stages or 
steps which are introduced below in 5 points16: 
: 
 
1 Product development 
2 Introduction 
3 Growth stage 
4 Maturity stage 
5 Decline stage 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sales and profits over the product’s life  
(Kotler, Principles of Marketing 10th Edition), P.330 

                                                
11 Fifield, 1998, International Marketing Strategy 
12 Kotler, Principles of Marketing, Tenth Edition, 2003, P.315 
13 Kotler and all, Principles of Marketing, Power Point Slide 14.24, 2005  
14 Kotler and all, Principles of Marketing, Power Point Slide 14.24, 2005  
15 Kotler and all, Principles of Marketing, Power Point Slide 14.25, 2005  
16 Malcolm Mc Donald, Marketing Plans, How to prepare them, How to use them, Fifth Edition 
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3.5 The different phases of the PLC concept 
 
When the time of launching a new product/service is approaching, top management wishes 
the product to enjoy a long and happy life17. Although they do not expect the product to sell 
forever, the company wants to streamline all the fees due to the launching: research, risks, 
efforts, communication etc. All the managers are normally aware of the existence of a life 
cycle even if they don’t know in advance its exact shape and length. Let us now introduce 
what are the different stages of the life cycle: 
 
3.5.1 Introduction Stage18 
 
At the Introduction (or development) stage, the market size and its growth is quite slight. 
Sometimes during this stage, the company has to incur some development and research costs. 
The company will try to avoid the risk of failure during the introduction stage. Moreover, 
marketing costs may be high in order to test the market, undergo launch promotion and set up 
distribution channels. It is highly unlikely that companies are going to receive profits on 
goods and products/services at the introduction stage. Goods at this stage have to be 
cautiously monitored to give the insurance and enhance the start of the growth19. Doyle, 2002 
claims that the initial stage is colored by success of innovation due to benefits perceived as 
superior to current solutions, a new market triggered by innovation, i.e. a new product/service 
superior to earlier ones and the ability to identify and target customers for whom the benefits 
are greatest. 
 
To sum-up, through the introduction stage, we find the three following elements:  
 

– The phase where the new product is distributed and made available for purchase 
– The market pioneer has much responsibility when planning the appropriate strategy as 

it sets the stage for the product’s introduction to the consumer 
– It’s characterized by high promotional costs 

We have to keep in mind that these strategies are based upon the kind of product that is 
launched; and also, the dynamics of the market. 

                                                
17 Kotler, 1999, Principles of Marketing, 10th Edition, P.328 
18 Mavel Guy, 2005, IUTB TECH DE CO 
19 Doyle, P., 2002 
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3.5.2 Growth Stage20 
 
The second stage, the growth stage, is characterized by fast growth in sales and high profits. 
Benefits arise due to an increase in sales and input (strong economies of scale) and eventually 
higher prices. At this stage, it is cheaper and better for businesses to invest to increase their 
market shares, and that in order to enjoy the overall growth of the market. Afterwards, strong 
promotional and advertising resources are generally invested in products/services that are 
firmly in the growth stage. The conclusion of this stage is that: 

– The product sales begin to increase rapidly 
– Generally a strong promotional activity and scale economy helps creating high 

profits 
– Market expansion: new customer segments and new uses15 
– Increased knowledge about the product15 
– Number of competitors increase15 
– Growth rate slows down; competition for market share intensifies15 
 

 
3.5.3 Maturity Stage21 
 
It is in this stage, the maturity stage, that the competition is fierce between the different 
competitors22. Companies are fighting in order to maintain their own market share. It is here 
that our major concern begins. Both marketing and cost control become core and key 
activities. Marketing activities have to be followed up carefully; and actually many marketing 
actions might be copied and faked by competitors. The maturity stage is generally the period 
when the major part of the profits is earned by all of the costumers in the market as a whole. 
All the investments and expenditures have to be focused on the product modification and the 
product improvement, the company has to emphasize the quality and the efficiency of their 
products.  
 
According to Doyle, 2002, the maturity stage is when the number of new users and new uses 
dry up, differentiation becomes difficult, and the price and service become important for the 
firm because competition is fierce23.  
 
As a sum up to the maturity stage, we find three interesting variables:  

– The phase where sales growth are slowing down or are leveling off 
– Marketing managers are looking for to resurrect or expand the life of the 

brand/product by the subsequent methods; new market development, new 
segments 

– New uses and applications : 
• Product innovation and modification is required 
• Marketing innovation 

 

                                                
20Adapted from www.tutor2u.net Limited, April 2006 
21 Kotler, Armstrong,1999,Principles of Marketing, 10th Edition, , P.333 
22 Kotler, Armstrong,1999,Principles of Marketing, 10th Edition, , P.333 
23 Doyle, P.,  Marketing management and Strategy, 2002,  P.141 
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3.5.4 Decline Stage24 
 
The fourth stage, the decline stage, is characterized by the market shrinking, reducing the 
overall amount of profits that can be shared amongst the remaining competitors. During this 
last stage, the major concern will be managing the product carefully. It may be possible to 
take out some production cost, to switch the production to a cheaper facility25, and moreover 
to sell the product on new markets generally cheaper. Ultimately, if the product is not longer 
profitable enough, the company can decide to cut off this product or withdraw it from the 
marketplace. It will be the end of the product lifecycle and the dead of the product. Doyle, 
200226, highlights the decline phase as “a pool of potential new users and new uses that has 
dried up”. He goes on saying that a firm should be cautious to characterize the market as ‘in 
decline’. 
Resurgent growth created by new products, new users and new uses can appear. Decline stage 
may look certain, yet strategic implications may not be clear. No homogeneous decline in a 
market exists.27 
 
The decline stage can be concluded in four points: 
 

- New users and uses have “dried up” (Doyle, 2002, P.141) in this stage 
- Sales are falling off and profits are dropping (Kotler, 1999, P.330)28 
- Products have to be repositioned, improved or withdrawn 
- Strategic implications (Doyle, 2002) of this stage generally not very 

clear: does the company has to withdraw the product or not?  
 
 
 

 
 
 

                                                
24 Kotler, 1999, Principles of Marketing, 10th Edition, P.335-336 
25 April 2006 www.tutor2u.net Limited 
26 Doyle, P.,  Marketing management and Strategy, 2002 
27 Doyle,P., 2002, Marketing management and Strategy, Third Edition, P.134-136 
28 Kotler, 1999, Principles of Marketing, 10th Edition, P.330 
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3.6 Repercussion of each phase of the product life cycle 
 

 
Graphic adapted from Kotler Ph., 1997 

 
 

 
Adapted from Weber, 197629 

 

                                                
29 Weber JA, 1976, Planning corporate growth with inverted product life cycles, Long Range Planning 
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3.7 Problem statements and PLC weaknesses: 
 
The PLC model has been formulated as a clear, obvious, verifiable picture of sales evolution 
and experienced against actual data in many studies. The PLC model describes sales over time 
and it is a pretty good forecaster of sales behavior in specific market situations, but some 
questions can be raised concerning its practical and technical capability or applicability. 
“When tested in an explicit form for given categories of goods, the PLC concept can be a 
useful tool for marketing planning and sales forecasting” (Polli & Cook, 1969)30.  
 

3.8 Not homogenous PLC’s31 
 
We have seen within the last part the typical life cycle of a product. But this typical PLC is 
subject to many controversies. Basically, not all the products follow this theoretical product 
life cycle32. For example, we will have some products which will be introduced on the 
marketplace which will die quickly whereas other products are able to stay in the mature stage 
for a very long moment (e.g. restaurants, newspapers: they are products!). Moreover, we find 
other products which enter the decline stage and are then cycled back into the growth stage 
through strong promotion or repositioning.  
 

3.9 PLC criticism and variables not considered in PLC concept 
 
Various writers in the academic and in the business world have however questioned and 
criticized the PLC concept. Peter Doyle, author of the book Marketing Management and 
Strategy (2002)33, was one of the most famous authors to clearly have highlighted the Product 
Life Cycles weaknesses. For him, the PLC concept lacks when using it for marketing strategy. 
It is product oriented and not marketing oriented34. It is in reality often characterized by 
unpredictable turning points which makes it less useful. Furthermore, he goes on amplifying 
that no evidence is found that most products follow this four-stage pattern, 16 other different 
patterns could be found in addition to the S-curve. Doyle, 2002 adds that it is undefined. It 
can be used for e.g. a brand or an industry. He says that it has no common shape, that there is 
no standard curve and the S-shaped curve only concerns a minority of products that have no 
predictable turning points, the turning points can occur more or less quickly. It has unclear 
implications: changes can be due to the competitors, margin profits, barriers etc. It is not 
exogenous: the PLC is caused by management actions essentially and finally it can only be 
product oriented yet, “Few management concepts have been so widely accepted or thoroughly 
criticized as the Product Life Cycle”35  (Lambkin and Day, 1989, p.12). 

                                                
30 Polli & Cook, October 1969, “Validity of the Product Life Cycle”, Journal of Business 
31 Doyle,P., 2002, Marketing management and Strategy, Third Edition, P.134-136 
32 Ioannis Komninos, 2002, Aristotle University of Thessaloniki 
33 Doyle,P., 2002, Marketing management and Strategy, Third Edition, P.134-136 
34 Doyle, 2002 
35Lambkin, Day, 1989, Evolutionary processes in competitive markets: Beyond the product life cycle, P.12 
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According to Grantham (1997)36 the PLC’s criticism is as follows: 
 

- No evidence exists of the efficacy of the PLC concept as a marketing strategy 
predictor  

- Doubt about the applicability and validity of the PLC concept as a marketing 
instrument 

- Problems in determining the stage of the PLC for a product/service 
- PLC concept applied in developed countries but not in emerging economies 

around the world 
 
In his paper, Paul Steffens (2002)37 writes that even when the Product Life Cycle’s sales 
pattern approximates an S-shape, the concept fails in the following points: 
 

- To tell us the timing of the transition between the stages (Gardner 198738 Rink & 
Swan 197939).  

- Shifts in consumer behavior are ignored  
- To provide us information to guide marketing strategy 

 
Nariman K. Dhalla and Sonia Yuspeh (1976) have “sentenced” the PLC theory through an 
amazing study40. In fact, even if the PLC theory has been a reference of marketing strategy for 
decades, a lot of points are questionable. Dhallla and Yuspeh have demonstrated that many 
products didn’t follow the traditional stages, more essentially when it comes up to the concept 
of brand life cycle (3M, Mattel, Barbie, e.g. or confer to Harley-Davidson). As a matter of 
fact, they have proved the lack of validity of the PLC model for brand life cycles.  
 

3.10  Different PLC’s range of life 
 
For John Fenton (1999)41, there are many different Product Life Cycles. If the Product Life 
Cycle illustrates the life of a good or service and secures product, that is necessary for some 
kind of manufacturers, (e.g. a valve), the timeframe of the Product Life Cycle can get over 50 
years. In the case of a car, the Product Life Cycle’s time can run over five years. Electronics 
such as computers or mobile phones usually have a Product Life Cycle that covers a 
timeframe of one year. He came up with the idea that when some companies face the decline 
stage of one of their products, they often cope with this problem by making a modified 
version with better additional features which will bring another ‘hump’ to its Product Life 
Cycle.  

                                                
36Grantham, 1997, The validity of the PLC in the high-tech industry, Marketing Intelligence and Planning 
Available at http://www.sba.muohio.edu/abas/2004/bratislava/ 
37 Steffen, Paul, August 2002, “The Product Life Cycle Concept: Buried or Resurrected by the Diffusion 
Literature?” Technology and Innovation Management Division, Denver. 
38 Gardner, 1987, The product life cycle: a critical look at the literature  
39Rink D & Swan J, 1979, Product life cycle research: A Literature review. Journal of business Research, Vol 40, 
p 219-243  
40 Nariman K. Dhalla, Sonia Yuspeh, January-February 1976, Forget the Product Life Cycle Concept! Harvard 
Business Review,  
41 Fenton, J,  1999, How to Sell Against Competition  
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3.11 Too many stages in the PLC 
 
According to Michael E. Porter42, a product would not have 4 or 5 stages as we have seen 
before. In the view of Porter, we should point out only three main stages in the life cycle of a 
product, or more especially here, a market. These three main stages are the following ones: 
 

• Emergence 
 

• Transformation to maturity 
 

• Decline 
 
Furthermore, (Porter, 1998, pp.184-185) 43 states that “It should be clear from the discussion 
in this chapter that whereas industry evolution is always occurring in nearly every business 
and requires a strategic response, there is not one way in which industries evolve. Moreover, 
“any single model for evolution such as the product life cycle should therefore be rejected”. 
Basically, he means here that a single model or concept should not be used when making a 
strategic choice.  
 

3.12 The PLC’s range of use  
 
The PLC concept can “describe a product class (gasoline-powered automobiles), a product 
form (SUVs), or again a brand (the Ford explorer). And it is essential to notice how the PLC 
concept applies differently in each example”44. Thus, in comparison to Porter’s five forces, 
the PLC is not to be used in isolation but in combination, as a complement tool to other 
analysis and planning tools it can be of use45. 
 

3.13  PLC’s model alternatives: introduction of other possible 
curves46 

 
This part aims to demonstrate how the evolution of a product’s sales can evolve in a way that 
the traditional PLC concept can not. Furthermore, it’s interesting to precise that through this 
part, we will focus on special PLC curves to reach examples of products concerned by this 
evolution whereas, in our empirical studies, we will start from products and companies to 
achieve different curve variants. 
 

                                                
42 Porter Michael E., 1998, Competitive Advantage, Creating and sustaining superior performance  
43 Porter Michael E., 1998, Competitive Advantage, Creating and sustaining superior performance  
44 Kotler, 2004, Principles of Marketing, 10th Edition, P 330 
45 Porter, M., 1980, "Competitive Strategy", New York 
46 Part essentially issued from http://upetd.up.ac.za/thesis/submitted/etd-06132002-
085415/unrestricted/03chapter3.pdf, “Chapter 3 : Product management and the product life cycle concept”, 
University of Pretoria, April 2006 
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3.13.1 Product/Market strategy47 
 

 
McDonald Malcolm, 2002, Marketing Plans, Figure 5.12, P.188 

 
We can notice on the graphic above that it is possible to “rescue” a product or market entering 
in the decline stage, as it is illustrated through this example of an American company 
managing one of its best industrial products. We plot clearly here that when the product starts 
to see its sales growth slowing down, it’s possible thanks to a product range extension firstly, 
divestment of the product secondly or again thanks to market development to obtain 
unexpected new stages of growth. Simultaneously, we perceive that the American company 
has started new product development and opportunities of diversification beside this 
extension of product to compensate appearing difficulties (McDonald, 2002)48. 
 
 
3.13.2  Different patterns of the PLC concept 
 
We never know what the future has in store for the product a firm wants to launch. We have 
seen the weaknesses that can affect the PLC due to environmental changes.  
 
Sometimes, the PLC model should be more used to reflect and illustrate a product /service’s 
story rather than as a formal theory of management, with an official shape which is not always 
respected. Moreover, in today’s world, as we see constant innovations and changing 
technological progress, we as consumers assist to a major transformation from a basic 
product’s lifecycle to a shorter life cycle. The new product developments shorten the 
products’ lifecycles and only the brand’s lifecycle seems to bear long term perspectives 
nowadays. 

                                                
47 Mc Donald, M., 2002, Marketing Plans, Fifth Edition 
48 Mc Donald, M., 2002, Marketing Plans, Fifth Edition, P.188-189 
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Here below we present three different, common PLC concepts: 
 

1. Style: this one is a “basic and distinctive mode of expression”. 
2. Fashion: currently accepted or popular style in a given field. For Sproles (1981: 

122)49, it’s a concept widely applied by manufacturers and dealers but often at an 
intuitive rather than scientific level. 

3. Fad: It’s “a fashion that enters quickly, adopted with great eagerness, peaks early, and 
declines very fast”50. 

 
 

Let us have a look at the different cycles in the figures below: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
                                  1                 2          3 
 

Source51: The marketing management, 2nd Edition (Kotler, Filiatrault, Turner)52 
 
 

3.13.2.1 The Style cycle 
 
The Style’s graphic illustrates a clearly different cycle of life. A style shows several periods 
of renewed interest. Styles can appear in homes for example as well as in art (realist, abstract 
etc.) or clothing (e.g. the Converse® shoes, fashion 25 years ago, old-fashion few years later 
and re-fashion present). Basically it is demonstrating a product/service that is passing in and 
out of vogue once invented.53 
 

3.13.2.2 The Fashion cycle 
 
A fashion is characterized by a relative short life cycle. However, a fashion is closer from a 
life cycle point of view to the PLC theoretical model than Style and Fad. Fashions generally 
tend to have a slow growth, and then they remain popular for a while before a slow decline 

                                                
49 Sproles, 1981, Analyzing Fashion Life Cycles: Principles and perspectives.Journal of Marketing, (45), Fall: 
116-124.  
50 Kotler, 2004, Principles of Marketing 
51 Picture taken in Kotler, P., 2004, P.331, Chapter 10 
52 Kotler, Filiatrault, Turner, The marketing management, 2nd Edition  
53 Kotler, P., 2004, Principles of Marketing, P.331-332, Chapter 10 
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begins. For example, the most formal “business attire” of the 80’s is perceived nowadays as a 
“business casual” look (for example Trivial Pursuit). 
 

3.13.2.3 The Fad cycle 
 
The first thing we can notice when we look the Fad cycle is a very short irregular life cycle. 
Fads last only a short time and tend to attract only a limited crowd. We have to, according to 
an American businessman who has succeeded with a fad: “Enjoy it while it lasts!”54 Indeed, 
most fads do not survive for long because they don’t meet the customers’ expectations/needs 
or don’t satisfy these needs correctly. Examples of fads55 can be Scooters, Rubik’s Cubes, CB 
radios…56 
 

3.13.2.4 The growth-slumped-maturity pattern (Kotler, 2003) 
 
This fourth alternative shows a kind of normal PLC curve before it is becoming stable. This 
example of curve is typical when it comes to kitchen appliances e.g. According to Kotler, 
2003 late adopters buy the product for the first time and early adopters replace through the 
curve afterwards the product to maintain a petrified level. 
 

 
 

The growth-slumped-maturity pattern, adapted from Phillip Kotler, 199757 

                                                
54 Soon Dahl, 1975, seller of a Fad beach pebbles at four dollars a pop, 
55Examples issued from Philip Kotler’s findings, 2004, Principles of Marketing,, Tenth Edition. 
56 Kotler, P., 2004, Principles of Marketing, P.331-332, Chapter 10 
57 Kotler, 2003, Marketing Management, 11th Edition, and found on http://upetd.up.ac.za/thesis/submitted/etd-
06132002-085415/unrestricted/03chapter3.pdf, “Chapter 3, Literature survey: Product management and the 
product life cycle concept”, April 2006 
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3.13.2.5 Scalloped pattern, by Phillip Kotler, 199758 
 
The fifth alternative model underlines a curve which undergoes a succession of different life 
cycles based on an extension and resurgent growth of the product. The increasing sales can be 
the results of the discovery of new uses, users, characteristics, products etc. As Peter Doyle59 
through his books has figured out, the case of the nylon is an excellent example of a scalloped 
pattern; Nylon came through different uses60 from the 1940s’ to nowadays and its market has 
extended: circular knit, tyre cord, textured yarns, carpet yarns etc. 
 

 
Scalloped pattern, by Phillip Kotler, 199761 

 
 

                                                
58 Kotler, P., 2003, Marketing Management, 11th Edition 
59 Doyle Peter, 2002, Marketing management and Strategy, P.142 
60 Jordan P. Yale, 1964, “The strategy of nylon’s growth”, Modern Textiles magazine, February, p.33 
61 Kotler, P., 2003, Marketing Management, 11th Edition, , and found on 
http://upetd.up.ac.za/thesis/submitted/etd-06132002-085415/unrestricted/03chapter3.pdf, April 2006, “Chapter 
3, Literature survey: Product management and the product life cycle concept”  
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3.13.2.6 The product portfolio (McDonald, 2002) 
 
Malcolm MacDonald62 states that a portfolio plots either products or markets using at least a 
two-dimensional matrix in order to balance growth, cash flow and risk. 
 
This concept is interesting in the extent that it exists many different product class life cycles: 
it is what we call the levels of aggregation: a life cycle can concern a category (sodas), a form 
(33cl can), a product of course (Cola), or a brand (Coca-Cola)63. 
Through the notion of this theory, a company or brand will launch several products at 
different stages of the life cycles in order to grow in terms of profits over a long period of 
time. This example embodies four different forms of life cycles (e.g. Processor 286 to the 
Pentium 4 Net Burst). Therefore, when one product is entering in a decline life cycle, another 
one is launched to ensure continuous sales growth to the company (e.g. Intel) 64. 
 

 
                                                                                                            Time 

 
                                                                              
 
Moreover, it is essential to frequently review the whole portfolio and to ensure that new 
products are developed and to be able to “remove” or even withdraw obsolete products. This 
will allow the company to maintain a balance of products in the portfolio at different stages of 
the PLC. 

                                                
62 McDonald, Malcolm, 2002, Marketing Plans, Fifth Edition, P.195 
63 Example from Clément Pignal, Halmstad University, 2006 
64 Example from J. Best, R, Market Based Managment 

Issued from Roger J. Best, Market Based Management, Second Edition 
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3.13.2.7 The product “petrifaction”: the 5th stage of the PLC theory 65 
 
 

 
Michael G., 1971 : the product “petrification” 

 
To launch a product, using all the marketing activities can be very exciting for a manager, 
more especially when he is able to point out fast growth of sales and profits. However, 
oppositely, we often pay less attention to a product entering its declining stage and becoming 
weaker, explaining the fact that companies sometimes prefer to withdraw the product.  
Michael, 1971 emphasize that the decline stage consists of two different phases. By 
accompanying the declining stage, we will create profitable opportunities. The objective of 
the “petrification” is to avoid the quick withdrawal of products from the markets through an 
uncommon marketing strategy. Two examples of “petrification” can be toothpaste and steel 
razor blades. By improving the product, one can abolish its declining stage.66  
Some American companies have succeeded to create a new profitability for the product, 
raising prices 15 to 20 percent and cutting promotion. Therefore, a declining product doesn’t 
always mean the end of the profits (e.g. cigarette market). 

                                                
65 Michael G., 1971,"Product Petrification: A New Stage in the Product Life Cycle," California Management 
Review, Fall, and graphic found on http://upetd.up.ac.za/thesis/submitted/etd-06132002-
085415/unrestricted/03chapter3.pdf, April 2006, “Chapter 3, Literature survey: Product management and the 
product life cycle concept”. 
66 Examples issued from http://upetd.up.ac.za/thesis/submitted/etd-06132002-
085415/unrestricted/03chapter3.pdf, April 2006, “Chapter 3, Literature survey: Product management and the 
product life cycle concept”. 
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3.13.2.8 The International Product Life Cycle (IPLC) 
 
The implication of the international product life cycle begins when the sales in the national 
market are decreasing because the foreign markets start to produce our domestic product at 
lower price and even exports them afterwards to our country (US baseball gloves now under 
the domination of Taiwan). D. Ball, Wendell McCulloch, M. Geringer, P. Frantz and M. 
Minor have summed up the International Product life cycle strategy with an relevant example 
about the four stages of the IPLC within the US manufactory67. These steps are as follows:  
 
 

 
   1) US exports  

 
 

2) Foreign production begins 
 
 

     3) Foreign competition in export markets  
   
 

 4) Import Competition in the US 
 
 
 
 
 

Adapted from ccba.jsu.edu/ccba/faculty/ facultyFiles/pborstor_Chapter%2003.ppt, Mai 2006 
 

3.14  The PLC model: an incomplete marketing tool to forecast the 
sales of a product 

 
The PLC model can’t work alone as we have seen. It requires many other marketing tools and 
marketing approaches to be of efficient use. Even, “While many products do not follow this 
prescribed route because of failure, the product life cycle concept is extremely valuable in 
helping management to look into the future and better anticipate what changes to make to 
their strategic marketing programs”.(Walker, Boyd and Larréché, 1999: 146)68.  
As a complementary to the PLC we feel that it is important to point out another essential 
concept: the Marketing Mix, which will influence directly the PLC. Basically, as a new offer 
(product and/or service) enters and becomes established in the chosen market segment, it 
passes through a series of stages that require a totally different approach in terms of the 
Marketing mix.  The way in which each of the 4P’s is managed changes as the maturity of the 
offer and the market changes. Likewise, it’s necessary to understand how the components of 
the Marketing Mix work to be able to, in a better way understand the Product Life Cycle. 

                                                
67 See also the work of John J. Shaw., fall 1983 “An Examination of International Product Life Cycle and Its 
Application within Marketing”, Columbia Journal of World Business, and, Louis T. Wells, Jr., July 1968, “A 
Product Life Cycle for International Trade?”, Journal of Marketing.  
68 Walker, Boyd, Larréché, 1999, Marketing strategy. 
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3.14.1 The Marketing Mix  
 
Kotler amplifies69 the notion of Marketing Mix as being the set of controllable marketing 
tools –product, price, place and promotion- that the firm blends to produce the response it 
wants in the target market. For Peter Doyle70, the marketing mix approach is “the set of 
marketing decisions that management make to implement their positioning strategy and 
achieve its objectives”. He adds that nowadays, most managers would incorporate the notions 
of service and staff to the traditional 4P’s enumerated below. All the elements of the Mix will 
have a direct influence on the product Life Cycle. Therefore, a totally different approach in 
terms of marketing mix will be required when a new offer (product and/or service) enters and 
becomes established in the chosen market segment. To introduce below, the 4P’s will help us 
to enhance the fact that management styles will influence directly the maturity of the offer as 
well as the market changes.  
 

3.14.1.1 Product71 
 
It embodies the combination of goods and services a company will offer to the target 
market. “The simple definition of a product could consist in being everything that can be 
offered to a market for attention, acquisition, use, or consumption that might satisfy a 
want or need” (Kotler, 2004). 

3.14.1.2 Price72 
 
It is the amount of money customers have to pay to obtain the product of their choice. The 
price is generally at the centre of the purchase decision for the customers. As we will 
notice, the price of a product/service can evolve a lot during a PLC: it can be bargained, or 
can undergo offering discounts, trade-in allowances, or again credit terms. All these 
actions are useful tools to adjust prices for the current competitive situation and to bring 
them into line with the buyer’s perception of the product-service’s value. 

3.14.1.3 Place73 
 
This third element of the “Mix” includes company activities that make the product 
available to target customers. The place can be a regional market, national, or 
international etc. 

3.14.1.4 Promotion74 
 

The promotion embodies all the activities which communicate the qualities of the product 
with the customer. These activities aim to persuade the target customers to buy the 
service/product and to try to get their loyalty. 
 

                                                
69 Kotler, 2003, Principles of Marketing, 10th Edition, p.53-58, Chapter 2 
70 Doyle, P., 2002, Marketing Management and Strategy 
71 Kotler P., Armstrong, 2004, Principles of Marketing, Tenth Edition, p56, NJ : Prentice Hall 
72 Kotler P., Armstrong, 2004, Principles of Marketing, Tenth Edition, p56, NJ : Prentice Hall 
73 Kotler P., Armstrong, 2004, Principles of Marketing, Tenth Edition, p56-58, NJ : Prentice Hall 
74 Kotler P., Armstrong, 2004, Principles of Marketing, Tenth Edition, P.58, NJ : Prentice Hall 
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3.15  The blending of the two concepts 
 
Here below we can see how these two concepts are highly correlated: 
 

 
 

Graphic from McDonald, M., 2002, Marketing Plans, Fifth Edition, P.189, Cranfield School of 
Management75 

 
 
 
By setting different prices or by choosing a specific place to distribute ones product will have 
a direct effect on the PLC curve. 
 
 
 

                                                
75 McDonald, 2002, P.189 
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4 EMPIRICAL STUDIES 
 
Here we want to present our primary and secondary data containing of one interview and one 
study case 
 
 
Throughout this stage of the thesis, our aim is now to move a little bit away from books, 
theories in order to devote our research to more concrete issues. In contrary to the theoretical 
studies, we are going to enter directly into the real business life and world. It means that we 
will, thanks to relevant examples and well-structures questions, try to point out how the 
product life cycle is evolving inside the companies and how managers are behaving due to the 
concerns of the products lifecycle with respect to using it as a tool for strategic decisions.   
 

4.1 Pharmaceutical Industry 
 
4.1.1 Introduction: 
 
This kind of industry has got our attention regarding the study of the product life cycle. 
Actually it seems to be very interesting not because of the product but because of the 
environment. For instance, we can talk about the selling process (prescription and shop in 
pharmacy), the pricing system and, the way to communicate about the product (medical 
studies). All those products have a special life cycle and a special way to be marketed. 
 

4.1.1.1 Key Words: 
 
Before we present our interview, we have to explain some special terms and elements which 
will facilitate the understanding of this field of activity. 
 

4.1.1.1.1 Patent:  
 
Patents in the pharmaceutical sector are protecting the molecule, i.e. the product, during 17 
years. After that the molecule recipes become public. And some other companies are allowed 
to produce the same molecule. 
 
The Product life Cycle will start when it will be commercialized on the market place for the 
first time (After the authorization of the EMEA). The product will have only about 7 years of 
commercialization before the patent will be over. It’s a race towards the watch between the 
patented date and the first day of commercialization. 
 

4.1.1.1.2 Molecule:  
 

It is the core concept of the drug; it is the molecule that creates the drug and the product. 
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4.1.1.1.3 Patented Drug:  
 

It is the first drug created by the company which patented the molecule. It is the official 
product. During the patented time, it is the only drug allowed on the market place. 
 

4.1.1.1.4 Generic Drug: 
 

When the patent is over for a molecule, some other companies are allowed to create drugs 
with the former patented molecule. This kind of drugs is called Generic Drugs. Generally they 
are cheaper than the patented drug. 
 

4.1.1.1.5 EMEA: 
 

This means European Agency for the Evaluation of Medicinal Products76. It is this agency 
which allows the company to introduce the molecule and the drug on the market place. This 
European agency will be the link between the pharmaceutical companies and the public 
healthcare. For the US market it will be the Food and Drugs Administration who is in charge 
of the authorization. For the French Market, we also have the AMM. It is this administration 
that sets up the “right” price for the drug.   
 

4.1.1.1.6 Morbi-Morta research: 
  
This is another term of long world wide research. These researches are conducted by 
independent laboratories or hospitals and concern a very high number of patients. During 
several years (more than 10years), all around the world, doctors are going to administrate the 
drug to hundreds of thousands patients. During the study, an independent institute will 
analyze the results of the doctor’s prescriptions (number of death, recovering average etc.). 
After the 10 year of the research, the institute will publish the results and analyze the 
efficiency or non-efficiency of the product. 

                                                
76Adapted from www.emea.eu.int, March 2006 
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4.1.1.1.7 Product development: 
 

 
 
 
4.1.2 Interview of Servier: 
 
 

 Does it exist a standard cycle of life for the products resulting from the 
pharmaceutical industry? 

 
Not really, it is very different for each product. It is quite impossible to draw a typical 

curve for pharmaceutical products. Each product has its own curve and there are no common 
generalities. For instance, some of our products are still rising after 30years. Nevertheless, it 
is rather uncommon and amazing. 
 

 What can the lifespan of these products be? 
 

Here too, there is no typical lifespan; it is different for each product. But the average age 
is around 15 years between its introduction and the time it is withdrawn. We can expect a life 
cycle of 7-10 years before the end of the patent and the introduction of generic drugs. During 
this period, we are the only ones selling the drug with the patented molecule. At the contrary 
of those generalities, some molecules are becoming obsolete after 4-5 years because of the 
introduction of a new molecules for instance (often better and revolutionary) by a competitor. 
In this case, the decline stage is reached very quickly. 
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 Can we find some “fashion cycle” where the sales are skyrocketing, some amazing 

growths? For instance Roche laboratory with the Tami flu maybe? 
 

Examples as the Tami flu (drug fighting against the bird flu) are very infrequent. It is 
appeared each 15 or 20 years. It is not representative of the market. It is a very exceptional 
event. Meanwhile, we have some products that are following a kind of seasonal cycle. For 
example, drugs fighting against the flu (basic and traditional flu), caught and cold are more 
sold during the winter. Each year, the turnover (and sales) curve is growing during with the 
wintry weather. And of course it’s declining when the spring season arrive. But there is no 
decline stage which will oblige the company to withdraw the product. It is essentially a 
seasonal decline stage. 
 
 

 What is the importance of the MIX on the life cycle of the products? 
 
Actually we can’t work with all the “P” of the mix. We have a lot of strong boarders and 
break all around the product environment. 

P Product: After the authorization of the AMM or from de EMEA, we can’t change 
anything on the product. If we change something, we have to ask for a new AMM. When the 
patent is gone, we can try to change the product with new galenique. So finally, we can’t play 
that much on the “P” Product. 

P Place: For the products we are selling, we have to precise and clearly define what will 
be our “place” and our position on the market when we ask the authorization to the AMM. 
We can’t change anything after their agreement. Our place will be clearly defined and 
exposed to those who are prescribing (the doctors). Then, we will tell them how to use our 
product, to whom, and in which cases, we will do that according to the AMM. So finally we 
can’t do anything on the P Place. 

P Price: It is the AMM which will fix our highest price (the one refunded by the Public 
Healthcare System). We don’t need to change the price until the apparition of generic drug. At 
this time, in order to counter the competitors, we are able to decrease our price. We can also 
change the cost of our product when the Social Healthcare decides to stop to refund the 
patient when they buy the drug. At this time we can fix the price we want. 

But during the normal period, the patient, the doctor and the pharmacies don’t pay a lot of 
attention to the price of the drug. When they need it, they buy it, and it doesn’t matter how 
expensive the price is. It will be the only time we will be able to play on this P. 

P Promotion: Advertising and the other tools to promote our products are strictly 
controlled; we can’t do what we want. For the ethical prescription drugs, we are not allowed 
to advertise the product towards the mass media and the public. Our only target will be the 
doctors. Our principal marketing tool will be our product’s representatives meeting the doctor. 
We can also organize meetings or conferences with scientists, doctors to present the effect of 
our drug and to encourage them to prescribe our products. But here too, the control from the 
authorities is very strict. The best promoting tool will be in fine the efficacy of the drug, 
which will generate a positive “word-to-mouth”. Medical studies and results of the drug tests 
will be our best instruments to promote the molecule and our product(s). 

With those examples, we can see that our possibilities to play on the MIX are relatively 
low; the biggest constraint for us is the legal and administrative environment. In order to 
protect the patient, and the doctors as well, the law, our obligations and limitations are strictly 
defined. Finally the MIX will not help us that much to act and change the product lifecycle.     
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 To what extent does the medical researches, surveys, and tests influence the life cycle 
of the pharmaceutical products? 

 
Well, it is a very interesting question. The results of medical studies have a huge direct 

impact on our product life cycle. And we can find plenty of examples. For instance, the last 
decade, several laboratories of research have published “Morbid-Morta”77 research results. 
Those very deep researches are very followed up by the doctors and the prescribing 
physicians and they have been made very seriously. They gain therefore a lot of credibility. 

So when there is a publication showing that one drug has a lot of efficacy, we can see the 
sales growing up, and at the contrary, when a drug study shows that the molecule is not that 
much efficient and sometimes dangerous for the patient, we notice that the sales are incredibly 
failing down. Those results are just due to the medical study. 

 
For instance we had a drug helping the patient to recover some strong heart problems; this 

product was on its decline stage after more than 15 years on the market place. A “Morbi-
Morta” research was published about our molecule and pointed out that it was very efficient 
and secure for the patient. We promoted this research to the doctors and in front of the 
medical staff world; and after that, we saw a sharply increase of the sales. It was very 
amazing. The volume and the value of the drug sales reached an outstanding point. Sales and 
profits are even more profitable and important than during the first maturity stage of the 
product. Now the lifecycle of this product is still growing. We assist to a “recycle phase” 
(confer to the part “cycle-recycle pattern” upper), thanks to this medical research; our drug is 
starting a second new life.  

At the opposite, some “Morbi-morta” researches will totally abort the drug’s lifecycle. 
Generally before the AMM, the drug is tested on nearly 1000 patients, and after that, if we 
don’t discover any risks for the patient, we will get the AMM. But when the product is on the 
market, it is prescribed to hundreds of thousands people, which not a tiny sample! It is at this 
time that can appear for instance a 1/10,000 death risk for the patient. When medical studies 
have demonstrated potential risks, it becomes very perilous for the drug survival. And very 
often the company has to withdraw the product from the market. After few months and bad 
results based on medical researches, the product lifecycle is over. We can find a recent 
example with the Merck Vioxx drug. It appears that this product was dangerous for many 
patients, and the company had to stop this product. But it affects not only the product sales, 
but also the whole company. The firm had after this withdraws a lot of struggles because the 
major parts of the company’s profits were coming from the Vioxx sales. From an economical 
point of view, it was very hard to manage this situation. 
 

To answer to your question, yes, definitely, medical studies have a huge impact on the 
product life cycle. The environment embodies the main strength having an impact on the 
product lifecycle. 
 
 

 Can we predict or forecast the sales and the life cycle of a pharmaceutical product 
before its launching? 

 
We are preparing some forecast sales within 1, 3 and 5 years. But the long term visibility 

for our product is very hard to define. It is quite impossible to define a lifecycle and sales over 
a period of 15 years.  

                                                
77 Confer to the key words at the beginning of the survey. 
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Each year we are adopting and revisiting our 3 year forecasts. This plan gives us a middle 
term insight about the evolution of the turnover. 

The only thing we can predict exactly is the date when the patent will be over and 
competitors will be allowed to prepare some generic drugs with our molecule. 
There is no typical life cycle; it is quite difficult to forecast exactly the sales shape of our 
products. 
 
 

 Can you quantify the lifespan of each stage of the product lifecycle? 
 
We can consider the introduction stage of our product as the period between the 

introduction on the market place and the date when all the people who are prescribing are 
aware of the appearance of our new product.  
A big part of our products are increasing their sales during the first 2 years (sometimes 3 
years) of existence, this elapsed time can be regarded as the growth stage. During this time, 
the growth rate of our products is defined with 2 figures.  
The other traditional stages (maturity and decline) are quite difficult to predict; as I said 
before, we don’t have a long term visibility and there is no typical lifecycle for our products. 
Often the maturity stage appears after 3 years; but sometimes, thanks to the medical research, 
we are still growing after 30 years. 

Usually we can observe a little decline for the patented products when the patent is over, 
but globally the volume of the sales of the molecule does not decline so far. Moreover, it is 
interesting to see sometimes the volume of the global sales of the molecule (generic drug and 
former patented drug) which are still growing after 15 years. The appearance of news 
competitors, news formats for the products and especially a decline of the price of the drug 
help the molecule to maintain the sales level similar or even superior to what it was before. 
 
 

 To what extent are the pharmaceutical patents influencing the evolutions of 
products’ life cycle? 
 
Those patents are very important in our industry. While the patent will be valuable, we 

will be the only one on the market to commercialize the molecule and the drug creating a 
strong competitive advantage. We won’t have any direct competitors. That’s the dream for all 
companies, isn’t it? But because of the elapsed time between when we patented the molecule 
and its commercialization (sometimes 10 years); we are spending few years without 
competitors. 
When the generic appeared, the biggest part of the competition started. As I said before, the 
value of the market is falling down whereas the volume for its part is growing.  
To counter this decline stage, we usually try to patent the same molecule but with a new 
format. We can say that we are adding a value to our former molecule. We sell the same thing 
but with a better and a new way (a new galénique).  
 
 

 How is the launch of the product portfolio done with respect to the different products’ 
lifecycles? 

 
Well, because we are aware that all our patented products will fall through the public area 

after the end of the patent, we have and we must invest in new product developments all the 
time. We always have to find new molecules to patent and to introduce them as patented 
drugs. We have to be the first with the new most efficient molecule. We have to be the first to 
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seduce the prescriptions, the doctors our first “customers”. Innovation is the key to always 
have new product at the growing stage on the market place. 

We also try to invest on specific strategic segments inside the market place, where the 
competitors are “missing”. We actually have many possibilities to invest. There is no way to 
invest where it is harder to compete. The space of medical research has no limitations, so we 
are researching in areas where we know we will have the most chances to succeed. 
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4.2 Harley-Davidson’s study case78 
 

-A brand with personality, a PLC with personality-79 
 
 
4.2.1 Introduction 
 
As we have seen through our work, all the products do not follow the same shape on  their 
product life cycles, whatever the levels of aggregation for the product life cycle (category, 
product form, brand.. etc.) might be. Furthermore, the aim of this second part of our empirical 
study is to demonstrate, throughout a legendary company, Harley-Davidson, the possible 
alternative shape that the PLC curve can have. 
In that sense, the company Harley-Davidson is a very remarkable example: basically, the 
motorbike company has broken the traditional rules of marketing. We will see in the 
following lines how they managed to deviate from the basic PLC curves’ rules during the 
1980s’ by becoming customer oriented instead of product oriented. By this original change, 
they avoided the traditional marketing mix channel, which characterizes and influences the 
concept of the Product Life Cycle and its normal “S curve”. 
 
 
4.2.2 Background of Harley Davidson 
 
H-D has only been producing seven engine evolutions over the last 70 years, making an 
amazing performance. By emphasizing innovation, Harley-Davidson has been able to give 
different evolutions to its life cycle. By studying this company, we will see that we have 
picked the right theories since it deals with terms like brand-life-cycle, form life cycle, 
Harley-Davidson’s design life cycle, product portfolio (with the launch of new motorcycles), 
product range extension (innovation & development but with a similar appearance), a 
customer oriented company (since the 80’s) after being a product oriented (which usually 
“boosts” the PLC curve).  
 
 
4.2.3 Harley Davidson’s situation 
 
Harley-Davidson was close to bankruptcy in 1982. Prior to that the company was product 
oriented which involves one of the most major weaknesses of the PLC concept according to 
Peter Doyle (2002)80. Basically to survive, a product has to match the needs of its customers. 
By focusing on the product, managers fails to understand (and therefore to modify) the brutal 
stage changes of a product through its life cycle. Consequently, H-D’s managers were unable 
to plan any product developments or marketing strategies because they were waiting for the 
consequences of the PLC stage.  
                                                
78 Essentially adapted from Le Figaro Entreprises, 2004,  60 cas d’Ecole, P.63, “Comment Harley-Davidson 
roule vers le succès?”, Editions DUNOT 
79 http://www.cim.co.uk/mediastore/Brand_eGuides/eGuide1.pdf, “H-D : a brand with personality”, April,2006 
80 Doyle, P., 2002, Marketing Management and Strategy, , P135 
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As a matter of fact, Harley-Davidson entered the 80’s with a dramatic decline stage. The 
conjuncture was so negative that the official motorbikes sales of the company are remained 
hidden before 1980. It was a gigantic dilemma for H-D. They had to sell more motorbikes 
without modifying the look of the motorbikes, implying that costs would rise, their 
appearance made them unique on the marketplace.  
But H-D had immense failures: lack of stability within the management, bad quality of the 
engines at a level far away from the Japanese quality and other international competitors 
contributing to a dreadful reputation until the eighties for H-D.   
The purpose of Harley-Davidson was therefore to go out from the decline stage life cycle 
without changing the brand lifecycle and the style “design” life cycle.  
 
 
4.2.4 Their solution 
 
“To go from a product orientation (during 79 years, until 1982) to a customer orientation (for 

24 years now) to shift the PLC curve and to save the company”. 
(Loic Malroux, 2006)81 

 
 
4.2.5 Why Harley Davidson’s sales grew so rapidly? 
 
Harley-Davidson had to react. The company decided that Harley-Davidson’s failures didn’t 
come from the common explanations such as (products not designed as well as they should 
have been, incorrectly positioned in the market, priced too high, or again poorly advertised). 
Harley Davidson’s management decided to do its best to understand customers and the way 
they think82, to bear in mind the antipollution norms and to improve the reliability of the 
machines: a Total Quality Management was developed, TQM (Thomsen, C. Lund, K. 
Knudsen, K., 1996)83. 
 
Harley-Davidson has been having three obsessions over for 20 years: the quality of the 
products, the customer focus, and the last and third one: to preserve the distinctive noise of 
“Harley”, whatever the innovations and the models may be.  
 
 
4.2.6 Keeping their concept 
 
H-D has been keeping the design and its “powerful” brand cycle for 103 years. The product 
portfolio has insured to H-D a long life cycle, made of periods of growth and declines; 
Nowadays, this product portfolio, with the launch of many new motorbikes, associated with 
this total customer orientation, allows the company to thrive again and enter in an inedited 
PLC revitalization. As Jeff Bluestein, former CEO of H-D for 35 years put it, “Harley-
Davidson changed everything without changing anything” 

                                                
81 Loic Malroux, 2006, Halmstad University, Sweden 
82 Adapted from Kotler, P., Armstrong, 2004, Principles of Marketing, Tenth Edition, P177 
83 Thomsen, C. Lund, K. Knudsen, K., 1996 
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4.2.7 Listening to the customer 
 
Moreover, by building customer relationships and by connecting rider-to-rider (a network of 
800,000 members belonging to the Harley Owner’s Groups (H.O.G.) now) in order to 
improve the loyalty with all H-D’s stakeholders (even within the turnover of its employees, 
inferior to 4%), the company has been rescued. H-D bike shows that rallies and rides are 
organized everywhere on the planet from Barcelona, or Toronto till Milwaukee, headquarter 
of the brand. H-D’s employees, by experiencing their motorbikes with their customers 
therefore win credibility: they can observe and listen to their clients in order to be inspired in 
the future84. This way also provides a wonderful marketing tool to the company at low costs 
(“word-of-mouth”, buzz marketing). Harley customers are buying a lot more than just a 
quality bike and a “smooth sales pitch”85. That is also why H-D has organized focus group 
surveys with its bikers to make cut-and-paste collages of pictures that expressed their feeling 
about Harley-Davidson (H-D: a bear or a lion?)86. By knowing its customers so well, H-D has 
shifted its declining life cycle to give a second breath (cycle) for the company, creating for its 
riders a brand, a design, a product, which refers to the notions of independence, freedom and 
power. “The brand Harley-Davidson is so strong87: people don’t want a motorbike; they want 
a Harley-Davidson” according to the president of a motorcycle research company. 
 
 
4.2.8 The H-D Lifestyle 
 
Customers buy experience, sensations and the brand life cycle Harley-Davidson seems far 
away from being erased. H-D is getting benefits of this fascinating attachment to the brand 
with the launch of an important range of extensions (derivative products, new motorbikes) 
and infinity of accessories to live the myth Harley all day long: jacket, string, towels, 
condoms H-D until the dog’s jacket. And it works with clues: the pieces and accessories 
represented 15% of H-D’s revenue in 2001 with record margins, the company has been 
experiencing a turnover growth of 16% over the last 20 years and an incredible satisfaction of 
its customers (80% would be ready to buy another Harley) by an understanding of the buying 
behavior88. 
 

                                                
84 Kotler, P., 2004, P.177-178, from his own sources : Reference R-9, Chapter 6,  
85 Kotler, P., 2004 
86 www.harley-davidson.com, April 2006 
87 Kotler, P., 2004. 
88Le Figaro Entreprises, 2004, 60 cas d’école en Stratégie et Marketing, Article « Comment Harley-Davidson 
roule vers le succès », adapted from, Editions Dunod,  P.63-67 
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4.2.9 Harley-Davidson Inc. life cycle89 
 

 
 
 

After a normal S-shaped sales curve over the period 1903-1982 and a product orientation 
influencing directly the turning points of the sales, we notice a brutal change in 1982. As we 
have seen before through our theoretical part, we could interpret it like a “recycle phase”, 
with here a second cycle of big magnitude. Close to the bankruptcy, H-D became a customer 
led business based on the words loyalty, relationships and customer retention.  
However, we notice that H-D has always kept launching new product innovations and range 
extensions (portfolio of products) over centuries, by always maintaining a similar “brand-
design-form-values-product” life cycle over the time. 
Some parts of the motorbikes have been “surviving” from the PLC concept for 103 years 
now. Just innovations have been brought to lead the quality at the level of the legend H-D. As 
a result, we still meet for example in the life cycle of the company: 

- The famous V-Rod 
- The V-twin engine (from 1908) 
- The tear drop style gas tank (from 1928) 
- An identical design with a totally different product (from a technological point of 

view)90. 
 

                                                
89 By Loic Malroux, Halmstad University, Sweden, April 2006 
90 www.wtv-zone.com/moe/moesboomerabilia/page14.html, the Harley-Davidson story, April 2006 
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4.2.10 Booming results of H-D91 
 
H-D has been stayed a legend in the heart of their riders for 103 years92. The enterprise is now 
experiencing an extraordinary and unprecedented explosion of growth with a volume which 
has tripled during the 1990s and early 2000s as “Emotions play a huge role in every customer 
relationship. Millions of people dream about riding our motorcycles - often at a young age - 
and have an emotional connection to the brand before they ever experience it up close” quote 
by, Jim Ziemer, president and CEO at  Harley-Davidson, Inc. 
 
H-D now own 47,8% of the market share (2002)93, in front of Honda (16,6%) and Suzuki 
(12,6%) according to the Motorcycle Industry Council (1996-2003). H-D’s nearest competitor 
is very far behind.  
 
 
4.2.11 Motorcycle Unit Growth of Harley-Davidson94 
 
Let us below see an illustration of how the sales of H-D have increased over the period 1986-
2001 to reach in 2005 a number of 329,017 motorbikes sold, far away from the 234,461 of 
2001 and of the 450 (1908) and 28189 (1920) motorcycles of the beginning of the last 
century: 

 
 
 

4.2.12 A brand lifecycle95 
 
Nowadays, Harley-Davidson represents an amazing reference of a brand’s lifecycle which 
seems almost impossible to leave once tried. Even Harley owners don’t know exactly what 
motivates their buying and loyalty. We even notice waiting lists of up to two years for popular 
models of H-D. A brand life-cycle claiming the same values is normally not that long and 
powerful. It is normally composed of five stages from the Brand Definition (1), through the 
awareness experience [first uses of an H-D: adventure] (2), the Buying Experience (3), the 
Using and Service Experience [H-D’s “trips” and accessories] (4), to the Membership 
Experience [Harley Owner’s Groups e.g.] (5). And what is crazy with H-D Customers’ is that 
the brand loyalty seems here every time, whatever the stage. Many customers are ready to 
tattoo the logo of the H-D company on their arms and chest after a purchase. 

                                                
 
92 See www.harley-davidson.com, April 2006 

93 Motorcycle Industry Council, 1996-2003 
94 From http://www.pdma.org/2003/documents/OCI_rev6.pdf 
95Adapted from https://www.biz.uiowa.edu/krause/HDI_SP04.pdf, Harley-Davidson Inc. P.4,  April 2006 
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4.2.13 A re-establishing of the H-D company 
 
H-D has enriched and enhanced the total brand experience. That is what we can name a 
success based on brand revitalization96. They chose to re-energize the brand Harley-
Davidson. Everything has been done to keep the “same” successful motorbike models with its 
“non-temporal” design: the traditional PLC curve is not applicable in the H-D case. After a 
decline stage, H-D is experiencing turning points with a 20th year of record sales and income. 
Harley-Davidson shares have split four times since 1986 and were up to 7,100%97. 
 
 
4.2.14 Market leaders  
 
Actually, of course, H-D undertook product developments. But we have been noticing the 
same product design life cycle, brand life cycle, “values life cycle” for more than a century 
now. H-D, leader in the heavyweight motorcycle market, has reached the level of its 
competitors Honda, Kawasaki, Yamaha etc. for all the things we don’t see (Porsche supplier 
for the fabrication of the engine e.g.). 
 
 
4.2.15 A legend 
 
Brands, design, pieces from the legendary motorbikes seem to be here together. Of course, H-
D is nowadays offering a broad portfolio of motorbikes, a possible personal customization of 
the machines for the customers and has launched many new motorbikes during the last few 
years, but even despite these uniqueness, innovations or new offers, the precedent values can 
not disappear. They made the H-D products what we name a legend.98 
 

                                                
96 Concept adapted from http://www.ecustomerserviceworld.com/earticlesstore_articles.asp?type=article&id=2128 
97 Kotler, P., 2004, Principles of Marketing, Tenth Edition, P176 
98 Adapted from www.dantesknife.com/harley-davidson1.htm, April 2006 
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5 ANALYSIS 
 
In this section we will analyze our empery by using the theory as foundation 
 

5.1 The pharmaceutical company 
 
5.1.1 The first model extracted from the interview 
 
For the majority of the drugs and molecules, when the patent is over after 7-10 years of 
monopolistic situation, many competitors are entering the market place. At this time the 
lifecycle starts to decline from a value point of view (E.g. MODEL ONE). It will keep 
declining until a new drug appears which will make the former one obsolete. Finally the 
company will withdraw the molecule: that is the end of the product lifecycle. From this point 
of view, we can find a kind of global lifecycle for the pharmaceutical products. Basically it is 
demonstrating a product/service that is passing in and out of vogue once invented.  
 
Since this particular pharmaceutical company takes patent whenever they come up with a new 
molecule, one can regard this as a monopoly. And by looking at it this way, one can conclude 
that no other competitors can enter the same market with the same molecule, hence the 
company will avoid reaching the maturity and the decline stage as long as they have the 
patent and therefore make excessive returns. 
 
The company has to focus on innovation and creating new drugs because sooner or later the 
patent will expire and the sales will level off. Doyle, 2002 claims that a new market triggered 
by innovation, i.e. a new product superior to earlier ones and the ability to identify and target 
customers for whom the benefits are greatest14. A new hump will arise in the prior products 
PLC due to innovation. 
 
 
5.1.2 The second model extracted from the interview 
 
On the other hand, many arguments are going against this idea. For instance, thanks to the 
medical researches, the product, and the molecule will have a real second life after 15 years 
on the market (E.g. MODEL 2). This PLC can be resembled to the style PLC which is 
described as the one that illustrates several periods of renewed interest in the product due to, 
in this case positive medical researches. Kotler, 200399 writes about this PLC curve and even 
relates it to the pharmaceutical industry. He states that an example of this can be when 
pharmaceutical companies intensively promote a new drug (the first hump) and when this 
declines as the sales level off the company promotes the same drug again which leads to the 
second cycle (recycle) which normally is smaller than the initial one. Otherwise, the company 
will have to withdraw its drug because of its extremely dangerous effects.  
 

                                                
99 Kotler, P, 2003 
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This particular second model can be applied also when, as Servier described it, sales increase 
at different periods such as in winter due to the flu or the cold, and when sales decrease in 
summer (Kotler, Filiatrault, Turner The marketing management, 2nd Edition)100. 
 
 
5.1.3 The third model extracted from the interview 
 
This occurs after few months or even several years (E.g. MODEL 3). This model is closely 
related to the fad model as Kotler, Filiatrault, Turner The marketing management, 2nd 
Edition)101 describe it. The first thing we can notice when we look the Fad cycle is a very 
short irregular life cycle: fads only last a short time and tend to attract only a limited crowd. 
Indeed, most fads do not survive for long because they don’t meet the customers’ 
expectations/needs, in this case they have resulted in failure when testing them medically. 
That is why the withdrawal is a must. There are no product lifecycle rules after those medical 
researches. In addition, some products are not affected by the apparition of the generics; the 
sales of the products are still growing.  
 
 
5.1.4 The Models 
 

 
Clément Pignal Högskolan i Halmstad 2006 

 

                                                
100 Kotler, Filiatrault, Turner, The marketing management, 2nd Edition  
101 Kotler, Filiatrault, Turner, The marketing management, 2nd Edition  
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Clément Pignal Högskolan i Halmstad 2006 

 

      
Clément Pignal Högskolan i Halmstad 2006 

 
 
 
5.1.5 The PLC shape of the pharmaceutical products 
 
From what we have understood by the interview, no common shape exists among medical 
drugs. Different products have different shapes and lifespan in the pharmaceutical industry. 
Or as Kotler has highlighted it, not all products show the S-shape or the bell shape. 
Researches, exactly as we can see here, have shown that 16 other different patterns could be 
found in addition to the S-curve (Doyle, 2002). 
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5.1.6 The usefulness of the 4P’s 
 
In contrary to what Kotler amplifies102 that the notion of Marketing Mix as being the set of 
controllable marketing tools –product, price, place and promotion- that the firm blends to 
produce the response it wants in the target market, pharmaceutical industries cannot apply the 
four P’s to a great extent since they are strictly controlled and regulated by governments.  
These findings of ours also argue against Peter Doyle103, who states that the marketing mix 
approach is “the set of marketing decisions that management make to implement their 
positioning strategy and achieve its objectives”. All the elements of the Mix will have a direct 
influence on the product Life Cycle. Therefore, a totally different approach in terms of 
marketing mix will be required when a new offer (product and/or service) enters and becomes 
established in the chosen market segment. The 4P’s will help us to enhance the fact that 
management styles will influence directly the maturity of the offer as well as the market 
changes.  
 
 
5.1.7 The prediction of the PLC 
 
Furthermore, we saw from the interview that it is very hard to forecast medical drugs’ PLC. 
The easy parts to see are the introduction state because it is well known when the period 
between the introduction on the market place and the date when all the prescribers are aware 
of the appearance of our new product is. It is also clear when the patent expires. Walker, Boyd 
and Larréché, 1999: 146)104 writes that many products, because of failure does not follow the 
S-shape but that it still is a good tool to anticipate and to look into the future with, with 
respect to strategic decisions.  
 
 
5.1.8 Capital investment 
 
It is easy to invest and bind generated capital for Servier in the medical research area since it 
is so immense and it has no limits and because new findings always appear, so Servier are 
researching in areas where they know they will have the most chances to succeed. 
 

                                                
102 Kotler, 2004, Principles of Marketing, 10th ed.  
103 Doyle, 2002, Marketing Management and Strategy,  
104 Walker, Boyd and Larréché, 1999, Marketing strategy, 146 
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5.2 H-D Analysis:  
                                          
"…We maintain our thesis suggesting Harley-Davidson is entering relative maturity with 

retail ‘wall of worry’ driven by gas prices are reasons for caution (…)” 
(The Forbes)105 

 
 
5.2.1 A profitable company 
 
The statistics, the official sources, and our curve show it up clearly: after H-D’s PLC curve 
followed the famous “S” evolution until the end of the seventies (from an introduction stage 
to a decline stage), the results of H-D have increased to record benefits for last 23 years (since 
1982), disrupting the 5 PLC stages to offer another life to the company. Harley-Davidson has 
now a very loyal customer base and differentiated products. 
However, Harley-Davidson's life cycle has now entered the mature stage after the “recycle” 
from the 80s’ (Kotler, Principles of Marketing, 10th ed. 2003).106 
 
 
5.2.2 Enhancing customer loyalty 
 
H-D is at the moment not seeking to develop new or differentiated products. At the contrary, 
H-D is rather focusing on the market penetration107, to make its customers more loyal. At the 
very moment, they aim to get regular and rich clients (by enhancing the famous HOG e.g., the 
Harley family) and they aim to explore new markets, segments (new breed of riders more 
educated instead of the rebel drivers, women, young, Europe), and they will try to enhance 
their business strategies accordingly108. 
 
 
5.2.3 Increased market anticipation 
 
H-D knows very well its customers and is now capable to forecast (in a better way than they 
could when they were product oriented), the sales, product development and eventual turning 
points within the life cycle. As a result, H-D does not live up to the traditional PLC shape, 
demonstrating one more time that the standard curve only concerns a minority of products (no 
common shape)109. Few brands in the world like Harley-Davidson have such a long (brand 
and form) life cycle which allows the company to launch and name similar new products for 
more than a century. 

                                                
105 Sentences coming from www.forbes.com/markets/2005/10/ 13/harley-davidson-earnings-
1013markets15.html, April 2006 
106 Kotler, 2003, Principles of Marketing, Tenth Edition 
107 See www.harleydavidson.com 
108 Adapted from http://sitesearch.h-dsn.com/buswithhdpage/indv/pg005hdpurchasing.pdf 
109 Doyle, P., 2002, Marketing Management and Strategy, P134 
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6 Conclusion 
 
In this section our aim is to give the reader the objectives we met by doing our thesis 
 

6.1 The irregularity of the PLC 
 
As a conclusion, we can pick out two opposite ideas: it really lets us see that we cannot draw 
up a typical lifecycle curve in regards to the PLC’s shape for the industrial pharmaceutical 
products. And definitely, all those pharmaceutical products have a much more complicated 
lifecycle than the traditional PLC concept. The traditional PLC model cannot be a useful and 
precise tool for the managers in the pharmaceutical industry. It is not a forecast and a 
provisional tool for those kinds of products.  
 

6.2 Problems when using the PLC as a strategic tool 
 
Furthermore we can conclude in this report that, since the PLC is so different from case to 
case, it is hard to make one specific model that is applicable to all.  
If a company is to rely on the PLC to hard and follows it thoroughly when they plan their 
marketing strategically, they can face real problems because if they think that they are in the 
growth stage and in reality they are in the initial decline phase can have devastating 
consequences for the firm in the sense that their product can be washed out of the firm before 
they know it. Even so, the PLC theory is regarded as the most fundamental tool in 
determining a firm’s appropriate marketing strategy by (Hofer, 1975:789). 
Another problem that they can encounter when using this theory as a strategic tool can be that 
if the decline stage may look certain, yet strategic implications may not be clear with respect 
to planning of launching new products. On the counterpart Walker, Boyd and Larréché, 1999: 
146)110 writes that many products, because of failure does not follow the S-shape but that it 
still is a good tool to anticipate and to look into the future with, with respect to strategic 
decisions.  
 
 
Although the empirical results achieved by this study are only representative of the industries 
and the area in which it was conducted, the following additional conclusions can be drawn:  
 

• The PLC concept theory has a potential application as a strategic tool and there is a 
high likelihood for its use as a marketing decision-making instrument in future, as 
long as it is used in combination with other tools such as the BCG matrix or the 4P’s 
(Walker, Boyd and Larréché, 1999: 146)111 or as Doyle, 2002 states,   

• The current PLC concept theory needs to be broadened to include strategies on the 
expanded marketing mix. 

• The current PLC concept literature needs to be revised to include a separate PLC 
concept theory for services marketing 

 

                                                
110 Walker, Boyd and Larréché, 1999, Marketing strategy, P146 
111 Walker, Boyd and Larréché, 1999, Marketing strategy, P146 
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Our researches demonstrate that the PLC concept has been used by managers in a very narrow 
and inappropriate way sometimes within companies in order to explicate the evolutions of the 
sales (e.g. with high technological products, fashion products, pharmaceutical products, 
international trade, functional strategic alignment, financial management, benchmarking, for 
growth purposes etc.).112  
 
 

6.3 The PLC models’ different looks due to different products/ 
Services 

 
Some products/services are well known to have a more or less long life cycle according to 
different components: Marketing Mix, Product development, styles, competitive environment 
etc. 

However, we are able to sum-up, thanks to our awareness and researches113 some conclusions 
relating to the life cycle and the longevity of diverse categories of products: 

 Product with the longest life cycles: the product classes: These products (for example 
the laundry soaps) dwell generally a very long time in the mature stage. 

 Product with a standard product life cycle shape: the product forms. These kinds of 
products (such as for example cream deodorants, cassettes tapes, or again the dial 
telephones114) will follow through their standard PLC profile the theoretical PLC 
graphic introduced above: we mean normal introduction, growth, maturity and decline 
stages. 

 Product with the shortest life cycle: (Confer 2.3.3.) The Information Technologies are 
very often characterized by short cycles of life. 

 A specific brand’s life cycle: its brand cycle could be in this case totally changing. We 
mean that a specific brand’s life cycle raises the issue of possible quick changes, 
according to the changing of competitive attacks and responses. Kotler points out in 
his book115 the example of the laundry soap sector: even if the laundry soap’s products 
(powdered detergents…) have had and fairly long life cycles, it’s not really the same 
case for the life cycles of their specific brands, definitely shorter! The leaders of 
yesterday (e.g. Octagon®) are not the current leaders (Tide®, Cheer®). 

                                                
112 Richard T Farmer, 2004, School of Business Miami University “The use and application of the product life 
cycle concept in an emerging economy in Africa”,   
113 Kotler, 2004, Principles of Marketing, 10th Edition 
114Examples adapted from Kotler, 2004, Principles of Marketing 
115 Kotler, 2004, Principles of Marketing, 10th Edition, P331 
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6.4 Scrutiny of industry 
 
Another conclusion that can be drawn from our thesis is that before a firm is entering a 
specific market it should examine the different paths the PLC’s that the products produced in 
that industry have undergone. We state this because we have seen how the PLC’s is similar in 
the pharmaceutical industries. 
 
 

6.5 Altering with the PLC 
 
In the H-D case we saw how they could recover their business from such a harsh depression 
to become the most flourishing company on the motorcycle market. Also in the 
pharmaceutical industry we could see that they could provide another hump to their previous 
PLC by promoting once again their drug. 
 
Moreover, we can sum up, with respect to the Harley-Davidson study case that we now have a 
good example of a company, whose lifecycle was irregular and hardly unpredictable, raising 
one more time the issue of the utility and validity of the PLC concept for market planning and 
decision making116. H-D being customer focused have demonstrated that this path was 
sometimes more relevant when it comes to forecasting, “manage” the sales, in order to give a 
second life cycle to both products, style and fashion.  
 
Having all this said, our final commentary is that a company should not so much focus on the 
PLC, its stages or phases, they should instead try to focus on how they most optimally can 
reshape their company in order to meet the progressive needs of the customers. In that way 
they will most likely have stable revenue over time and perhaps even improve their selling 
and maybe avoid landing in a decline phase of their revenues. 
 
 

                                                
116 Doyle, P., 2002, Marketing Management and Strategy, Third Edition, P131 
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