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Women drive the consumer health market. They are often their household’s primary health
decision maker and account for the majority of related spending. Yet in category after category,
their needs are not well understood—or simply overlooked.
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One reason is a lack of foundational research. Few studies have examined women’s unique
symptoms, health journeys, and product needs. With a limited evidence base, consumer health
players have lacked the information needed to develop and position solutions effectively. To help
address this, BCG conducted a large survey of women’s consumer health needs, capturing input
from women across the US. (See “About Our Research.”)

What we learned is that women are proactive in managing their health. Yet many are dissatisfied
with what’s available over the counter. Others aren’t using any products at all. Our findings reveal
the scale of the gap: roughly $36 billion in unmet demand across a $77 billion addressable market
for women’s consumer health.

At its core, the problem is how women’s consumer health needs are researched, understood, and
translated into products. For companies that address the problem, the upside is significant—
meeting real consumer needs while capturing lasting growth in a large and largely untapped
market.

To better understand the unmet needs in women’s consumer health, we captured
insights from nearly 4,000 US consumers (60% women, 40% men) aged 18 to 65,
each of whom reported at least 1 of 23 common health concerns—including
digestive issues, sleep problems, thyroid conditions, and menopause.

Our goals were to understand the differences in how men and women experience
health concerns and pinpoint where women feel underserved or dissatisfied with
current consumer health solutions.

We analyzed a broad set of product types, including over-the-counter remedies
(such as for pain, allergies, and coughs and colds), as well as personal care items,
dietary supplements, and weight management aids. Prescription medications and
services were reviewed for usage patterns but excluded from spending estimates.

About Our Research
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Women Experience Consumer
Health Differently—But Are
Treated the Same
Some consumer health concerns are unique to women, such as menstruation and menopause. For
many other conditions—such as digestive health, skin health, nutrient deficiencies, and bone
health—women are affected differently or disproportionately compared with men. Even where
women and men may share similar health concerns, women’s needs and preferences often
diverge. Understanding these differences is critical to addressing women’s consumer health
effectively. (See Exhibit 1.)

Thyroid disorders are a clear example. While fatigue and weight changes are commonly ranked as
top symptoms for both genders, women frequently report additional symptoms—such as changes
in their hair and nails, hormone imbalances, and mood changes—that differ from those noted by
men. Not surprisingly, only 59% of women with thyroid concerns said they’re satisfied with their
current consumer health products, compared with 78% of men.

Where women seek guidance also sets them apart. For health concerns specific to them, they rely
more heavily on trusted medical sources than do men—turning to health care professionals (77%
versus 68% of men), medical sources (38% versus 27%), and scientific journals (16% versus 9%).

The product features women value differ as well. For instance, in weight management, women
prefer ready-to-use formats, trusted ingredients, and clear labeling of active ingredients and
amounts. Men prioritize in-store availability, endorsements, and science-backed formulations. Yet
many consumer health brands still market to an “average” consumer, resulting in only 35% of
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women being satisfied with product features (versus 50% of men) and missed opportunities for
conversion.

Unless companies develop products with these differences in mind, they will continue to
underserve women—and fail to realize substantial growth and revenue potential.

The $36 Billion Gap
Women reported markedly lower satisfaction with consumer health products—54% versus 65% for
men across 23 health concerns.

That equates to nearly half the women’s consumer health market—about $36 billion of a $77
billion addressable opportunity. (See Exhibit 2.) Roughly $22 billion comes from women who are
dissatisfied with their current products, while another $14 billion reflects women who are not using
any consumer health products at all.

Nearly a third of unmet demand ($11 billion) relates to three health concerns: weight
management; skin, hair, and nail health; and mental health. (See Exhibit 3.) For weight
management, two-thirds of women reported dissatisfaction or nonusage. For skin, hair, and nail
health, the figure is nearly 50%. In other categories, such as sleep, digestive health, and headaches
and migraines, satisfaction also lags—often by double-digit margins compared with men’s
satisfaction.
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The net result is a major growth opportunity for brands. Capturing it will require a tighter link
among real-world needs, research and product development, and go-to-market plans, particularly
in categories where dissatisfaction and low product usage are most concentrated.

What’s Holding Brands Back?
Several systemic issues contribute to the persistent gap.

One is that research and development has long underrepresented women’s needs. In the US,
women weren’t required to be included in clinical research studies until 1993. Even today, just 4%
of research spending targets women’s health. For concerns where prescription-level clinical trials
aren’t required, some pharma players still model products on male-centric symptom profiles.

A second issue is that many women say that they do not know enough about their health concerns
and the potential consumer health products that can address them. Product marketing that relies
on conventional channels may not align with how women seek health information. For pelvic
health, for example, nearly 40% of women who experience concerns are not aware of products that
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can help. Our study shows that brands should inform women through sources that they trust—such
as doctors and medical references—in the case of pelvic health.

Finally, there’s a design and marketing gap. The form factor and packaging features women value
can vary by health concern and often are a key decision point for women. Getting these right
matters. Women seek products that are evidence-backed and transparent about their effects,
making labeling that’s understandable and informative especially important. For sleep aids, for
instance, women rank clear labeling of ingredients, dosage, and length of effect in their top three
product attributes, while men did not rank these in their top five.

These are solvable problems. But they require companies to go to market differently—with sharper
insights and more intentional design and communication.

How Leaders Will Win
Most companies are still struggling to compete effectively in women’s consumer health. A few are
beginning to test new approaches to gain a foothold and break through in the market. Those that
succeed will rethink how they generate insights, design and market to meet women’s needs, and
build credibility. Here’s how to start:

Adapt the company’s strategy to its starting point. Companies need a disciplined view of
where to play—based on market size, growth, competition, fit with capabilities, and synergies
with their existing portfolio. New entrants should focus on women-specific R&D and
innovation to define a distinctive value proposition and build awareness through entry
channels. Incumbents with a broad presence in a health concern need to drive relevance with
women-specific subbrands and experiences. Established leaders with a women-centric
presence in a health concern must protect their advantage by segmenting more deeply and
strengthening activation in areas where they already hold credibility.

Build a granular view of women’s journeys. A deep understanding of how health concerns
arise—and the physical, emotional, and practical needs they create—is essential. Building this

Nearly 40% of women who experience concerns
about pelvic health are not aware of products that
can help.
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view requires deliberate methods, such as fielding women-centric surveys and focus groups,
investing in symptom-specific research, and analyzing real-world usage data. Companies must
also track differences in health concerns and needs among women—across age groups,
ethnicities, and life stages—to fully capture the diversity of needs and preferences. Leaders
can then use these needs to determine where and how to influence consumers across critical
purchase pathways and brand touch points.

Execute with go-to-market precision. Start with the product. Develop solutions grounded in
credible evidence, with R&D and formulations that directly address women’s real needs.
Successful execution also requires marketing that communicates the information women are
actively seeking through clear packaging, authentic branding, and partnerships with specialists
who can raise awareness and provide trusted recommendations. Finally, ensure a presence in
the right channels to deliver a consumer experience that makes it easy for women to access
solutions.

Leadership in women’s consumer health will come when companies gather credible evidence,
create relevant product design, and develop solutions that fit women’s lives and address needs
that have too often been overlooked. Companies that deliver on those dimensions will set the pace
—and capture significant growth.
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ABOUT BOSTON CONSULTING GROUP

Boston Consulting Group partners with leaders in business and society to tackle their most
important challenges and capture their greatest opportunities. BCG was the pioneer in business
strategy when it was founded in 1963. Today, we work closely with clients to embrace a
transformational approach aimed at benefiting all stakeholders—empowering organizations to
grow, build sustainable competitive advantage, and drive positive societal impact.

Our diverse, global teams bring deep industry and functional expertise and a range of perspectives
that question the status quo and spark change. BCG delivers solutions through leading-edge
management consulting, technology and design, and corporate and digital ventures. We work in a
uniquely collaborative model across the firm and throughout all levels of the client organization,
fueled by the goal of helping our clients thrive and enabling them to make the world a better place.
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For information or permission to reprint, please contact BCG at permissions@bcg.com. To find the
latest BCG content and register to receive e-alerts on this topic or others, please visit bcg.com.
Follow Boston Consulting Group on Facebook and X (formerly Twitter).
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