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What is an IHUT?  
This acronym refers to άIn-Home Usage TestΦέ Lǘ is a marketing research methodology that 
involves offering a (usually) free product to people to use and assess in their own home. It 
could be a full-size or a small sample size version of the product. 

Why use an IHUT? 
Researchers, marketers, and brand managers use IHUTs to gain a better understanding of how 
people use products in their own homes and away from the artificial environment of the 
research testing facility or laboratory. The methodology helps them learn more about 
consumer opinions before an expensive, full-scale market launch. Properly used, IHUTs can help 
prevent a launch from failing.  

IHUTs include both a physical use of the product or package as well as a formal evaluation of it. 
As part of the physical use assessment, participants might be asked to share in-the-moment 
photographs and video of who, what, how, and where the product is used. Those photos and 
videos will focus on use of and reactions to the product, both positive and negative, and help 
the researcher peer unobtrusively and with permission into the personal lives of people. 

In in terms of the formal evaluation, IHUTs are usually combined with a questionnaire, whether 
on paper or digitally, to quantitatively measure first impressions, likability, product satisfaction, 
purchase intent, and various other relevant metrics ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǳǎŜ. Sometimes, 
this assessment will also take place a week or a month later to determine whether opinions 
have remained static or changed after additional uses.  

These quantitative surveys generate insights about the product overall, as well as very specific 
features of the product ς opinions about taste, touch, scent, sight, and sound. Thus, was the 
messaging on the package easy to understand? Was the package easy to open? Did the food or 
beverage have a sweet, salty, sour, bitter, spicy, oily, or starchy taste? Were each of the 
product features easy to find, understand, and use? 
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Advantages of IHUTs 
Researchers have many tools available to them including focus groups, interviews, large-scale 
questionnaires, communities, facial coding, and more. Why would they choose an IHUT? It 
always depends on the research objective. When the opportunity suits, IHUTS offer important 
benefits. 

Better quality assessments of touchy-feely products 

LǘΩǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ good ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŀǘ ƻƴ a digital 
device. HoweverΣ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛƳŀƎŜǎ ŎŀƴΩǘ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜ ǘƻ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ƘƻƭŘƛƴƎ ŀ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘ ƛƴ ȅƻǳǊ 
own hands and trying it out yourself. Paper packages feel different ς paper can feel smooth, 
glossy, rough, or silky. Beauty and home care products have a variety of scents ς vanilla, apple, 
ƳǳǎƪΦ !ƴŘ ƻŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ ȅƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǘŀǎǘŜ sausages, beer, or ice cream over the internet. These 
sensory assessments ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ŎŀƴΩǘ ōŜ ŘƻƴŜ digitally. But these products can be easily mailed to 
ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƘƻƳŜǎΦ 

Improved external validity 

IHUTs offer people the opportunity to assess products at home in a natural environment. When 
it comes to food, there is no laboratory match to cooking in your own space-limited kitchen 
ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳǊ ƻǿƴ ǎǘƻǾŜΩǎ ǉǳƛǊƪȅ ǘŜƳǇŜǊŀǘǳǊŜ ƎŀǳƎŜ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳǊ ƻǿƴ ŎƻƻƪƛƴƎ ǳǘŜƴǎƛƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƴŜǾŜǊ 
seem to be fit for the job at hand. Similarly, there is no match to assessing a new cleaning 
product on the spills left in the crevices of your toŘŘƭŜǊΩǎ ǊƻŎƪƛƴƎ ŎƘŀƛǊ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊ ǘƻǇǎ ȅƻǳ 
got from a garage sale. Using ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ natural environment means they get a genuine sense of 
whether they like or dislike a product based on how they would actually use it in real life. In 
addition, researchers can see exactly where products are used, how products are used 
ΨƛƳǇǊƻǇŜǊƭȅΣΩ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘǎ ŀǊŜ ǳǎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƳ όǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ Ŏƻ-branding 
opportunity hiding in there!). 

Improved access to wide geographical areas 

In most cases, central location testing means that opinions are only gathered from people who 
live in large urban areas. These people are able to use public or personal transportation to 
travel to a predetermined location. However, IHUTs can easily gather opinions from people 
who live in remote or low population areas. And this could be key for certain products geared 
to rural areas or low-ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ ŎŀƴΩǘ ŀŦŦƻǊŘ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƛƳe to travel to a central location. 

Improved access to hard-to-reach people 

Some people are simply unable to make their way to a central location no matter how 
convenient it is. Elderly people or care-givers may not be able to travel or take time away. 
People on a limited budget may have no travel options available to them. IHUTs make it really 
easy for everyone to share their opinions, and for you to gather more generalizable results 
based on all target groups, not just the convenient target groups.  
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Improved access to the entire family 

IHUTs allow researchers to understand the opinions of not only the participant but also their 
family and friends. Some products, such as home and personal care products are likely to be 
shared among family members whose viewpoints are just as important as, and sometimes even 
more important than, the individual selected to participate in the assessment. Other products, 
such as snacks and beverages, are likely to be shared with friends who might have completely 
different viewpoints about which snacks they want you to bring to the next game night. IHUTs 
are a great way to learn how household members and friends of different ages, genders, and 
backgrounds experience the product. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Decreased external influencers 

Unlike other in-person methodologies, in-home tests avoid the potential influences of 
outsiders. In group sessions, skilled researchers take great care to avoid group think which can 
ƛƴŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜƭȅ ƭŜŀŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƻ ƻŦŦŜǊ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭƭȅ ƘŀǾŜ. Similarly, social 
desirability can cause people to avoid sharing their true opinions for fear of looking bad to 
other group members or to the researcher. The only people who can influence someone 
participating in an IHUT are the people who would typically ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ōǳȅƛƴƎ 
decisions ς their family and friends. 
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Disadvantages of IHUTs  
As with any research methodology, IHUTs have disadvantages as well. Why might you choose a 
different methodology? 

Cost-prohibitive to test expensive products 

Some products are simply too expensive to give away for free ς or to reasonably expect people 
to return them after assessment. Expensive electronics or home appliances are simply not 
going to work with the IHUT methodology. In such cases, central location tests, where people 
join the researcher in a predetermined location, are the perfect solution to the problem. Bring 
the dishwasher, fridge, or television to a central location and people can test it there, either 
individually or in groups. 

Confidentially  

Some products are highly confidential such that even presenting photos on the internet, where 
images can be screen-capped or photographed with a cell phone, is a problem. If the risk of 
losing proprietary information to competitors or the wider public is too great, central location 
tests are once again the perfect alternative to the IHUT. 

Precise experimental control  

If you need to conduct research on a product that has a steep learning curve and very precise 
processes and methods for proper usage, an IHUT may not be the best option. Once again, 
central location tests are the perfect solution. In these cases, the researcher who has been 
carefully trained to use the product and demonstrate it without bias can guide participants 
through the assessment. Of course, if you want to know all the different ways that people 
misuse and abuse a product while they learn how to use it, an IHUT might just be the perfect 
solution after all! 
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Products that work well for IHUTs 
Your imagination is the limit! While IHUTs are not recommended for very expensive or 
confidential products, it is possible to offer nearly any consumer packaged good for in-home 
testing. 

Consumables 

Lǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ƛŦ ŀ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǘƻ ǎǘŀȅ ŦǊƻȊŜƴ ƻǊ ƛŦ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ liquid in a fragile, glass container. 
Frozen food can be shipped in packages that keep them frozen, and liquids such as alcohol and 
shampoo can be mailed in break-proof packages. Consumables such as cookies, candy, snacks, 
condiments, salad dressing, cereŀƭΣ ŀƴŘ ōŀƪƛƴƎ ǎǳǇǇƭƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ Ŝŀǎȅ ǘƻ Ƴŀƛƭ ǘƻ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ 
homes, even products that might expire quickly. 

Personal care 

Personal care products such as shampoo, razors, wipes, foot care, eye care, feminine hygiene, 
and cosmetics products are easily packaged and mailed for IHUTs. 

Health care 

Testing health care products can be somewhat riskier when ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǳƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ƛŦ children will be 
in the home. However, securely packaged test kits will help ensure that only adults are able to 
access OTC trial offers, vitamins, supplements, sexual health,  and other similar products. 

Home care 

Home care products are perfect for IHUTs as they allow people to assess products in the 
environment tƘŜȅΩƭƭ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ōŜ ǳǎŜŘ ƛƴΦ Laundry detergent, stain removers, fabric softeners, 
furniture polishers, garbage bags, and insect traps and more are perfect for IHUTs. 
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Current trends in package tests  
As consumer needs and desires evolve over time, so do their expectations of product 
packaging. Here are a few recent packaging ǘǊŜƴŘǎ ǿŜΩǾŜ seen. 

Transparency 

When companies create packages that allow people to see the product before they buy it, 
without ripping it open, they are signaling to consumers that they are open and honest about 
ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŀǊŜΦ /ƻƴǎǳƳŜǊǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ƻǳǘ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ 
depiction on the package is truthful of ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ƛƴǎƛŘŜΦ  

Similarly, transparent information on the package reflects a company mindset of being honest 
with consumers. Easy to read ingredient lists, and clear and focused mission statements on 
products, shows that companies are transparent about who they are and what they stand for. 

Digital integration 

Many products now incorporate online components. From encouraging people to use brand 
specific hashtags, share photos of themselves with products, or obtain a discount by ΨŎƘŜŎƪing-
ƛƴΩ ƻƴ TripAdvisor or Facebook, many packages encourage consumers to share their personal 
experiences with their friends in the digital world. 

Responsible packaging 

Sustainability is a huge and necessary trend. Many companies are now redesigning packages to 
respect the environment. That could mean creating rectangular beverage bottles to reduce 
shipping and shelving costs, using materials that are fully biodegradable, physically removing 
plastic from the packaging, and switching from polystyrene to cardboard.  

Changing the Concept of Packaging 

Various companies are creating straws, food wrap, bags, and utensils out of edible materials. 
Consumers will need to confirm that these service items still function well, for instance, that 
straws still work with milkshakes aƴŘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŀƭǘŜr the taste.  

  








