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Dr. Katie Rodan, co-developer of Proactiv Solutions, kicked
off theWeiss Tech House speaker series on Sept. 27, 2007
with a talk about her entrepreneurial journey that resulted in
the creation of the best-selling topical acne system in America.

In addition to her talk, Rodan participated in a Q&A session
about her experiences developing Proactiv Solutions, which
was launched in 1995 and continues to dominate the acne
skincare market. From changing traditional beliefs about acne
spot treatment to dominating a once inexistent acne skincare
market, Rodan described her intimidating venture away from
her dermatology practice and answered students’ questions.

Q: How long did the initial testing take?

A: Close to five years. We didn’t have any funding so we just
worked along as dermatologists and paid whatever we could
to chemists to develop the formula. We then held a focus group
and discovered that they didn’t want to use the product because
the consistency was too thick and it had the smell of medicated
treatment …. It took us a while to get the product to market,
mostly because we were funding everything out of our own
pockets.

Q: At what point did you stop being a dermatologist?

A: Never quit your day job! I still practice dermatology, I’m in
the office one to two days a week, and I have many patients to
look after. I even continue to develop products. Being
dermatologists is what sets us apart from other acne skincare
brands. We would have never figured out the market need if we
weren’t dermatologists. Having patients and listening to their
issues is just like free market research.

Q: Why didn’t you distribute your products through
dermatology offices?

A: There are fewer than 10,000 dermatology offices in the U.S.
so there wouldn’t be huge volumes. It’s also a “red ocean” with
many products competing to be offered to few patients. We
also didn’t want to incite professional jealousy. Infomercials
were really our “blue ocean” because we had a 30-minute
opportunity to explain everything and we kept under the radar
for six to seven years before others began to take notice of us.
By then we had already dominated the acne skincare market
and we have a very loyal user base….

Q: Do you plan to expand
outside the US?

A: We’re the number one acne
product in Japan and Germany.
We’ve also launched in the UK,
Australia, and four channels in
Beijing. ProActiv has grown hard
and fast for the last 12 years, and
now we are trying to grow
internationally.

Q: How do you get celebrities
to do your infomercials?

A: A lot of celebrities have found
us because their dermatologists prescribed ProActiv and they
loved it. Then they talk about how much they love it in
magazines so we go to their agents and try to work something
out. I actually know the dermatologist for P. Diddy (Sean
Combs), who had found ProActiv through an infomercial and
ordered it for her own daughter. We needed someone who
could get viewers to stop the channel, so we started with Judith
[Light] from “Who’s the Boss” for five to six years. But once
Vanessa [Williams] started with it, bigger stars were interested
in doing the promotions.

Q: Would you ever go into retail again?

A: No. Very few products in the retail channels make any
money.There’s the 80-20 rule: 20% of the products generate
80% of the revenue. Our [Rodan & Fields] product line was
sold at Nordstrom and it was the 1st or 2nd top brand yet we
still had pathetic sales. We took the same product to QVC and
sold more product in one hour than we had sold in one year in
stores. That’s the power of the message. Having a USP
(a Unique Selling Proposition) usually requires a lot of very
expensive advertising to educate users about the big paradigm
shift.That’s why a lot of brands are so similar. They can’t get
their message out.
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