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Why it's important to do your homework
before hands-on product development work begins.

by Scott Gantwerker & Paula Manoski, Contributing Editors

he early new product
development process
stages are critically
important in setting the
stage for ultimate project success,
The single most important factor
distinguishing successful new prod-
uct development organizations
from their less successful peers is the
rigor and skill with which they per-

form in the stages before “hands
on” development work begins. This
rigor and skill provides a solid foun-
dation to ensure success in the later
stages of the project.

In the interest of “speed to mar-
ket” these early stages 100 often are
cither skipped or executed incom-
pletely in favor of early starts with
hands-on product development.

Hence, the opportunity for the
team to fully understand the goals
and challenges of the undertaking
is missed, as is the chance to “survey
the landscape” for the best develop-
ment options available to them.
Many of the issues thar typical-
ly emerge later in the new product
development process can be iden-
tified early on through thoughtful
consideration and research. The
project’s value to the organization
in terms of profitability and return
on investment can also be estimat-
ed carly and within a reasonable
range. This helps to plan, resource
and schedule project work appro-
priate to the degree of difficulty
expected, or alternartively, to put
an carly end to a project whose
prospects do not justify the expen-
diture of the needed resources.
Additionally, early-stage work is
far less resource-intensive than
later-stage work. Most, if not all,
carly-stage work is done on paper,
in the library or at the computer. It
has been said that “every project
should begin in the library, not the
laboratory.” Early-stage work is
also best done by a small team of
dedicated individuals. This con-
trasts to resource-intensive later-
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stage work thar depends on the
involvement of a cross-funcrional
team of contributors and typically
requires ingredient, material and
information purchases along with
costly consumer, pilot plant
and/or plant testing.

Emphasis on proper execution of
the carly process stages additionally
results in the following benefits:

* Allows focus of resources on
best ideas/winning projects;

* Defines/solidifies project direc-
tion to allow for greater success;

* Enables carly termination of pro-
jects with poor prospects for success;

* Fewer projects are pursued to

Far too many

companies succumb to
the old adage, "when you
don't know where you're
going, any road will get

you there.”

late stages (proposition commer-

cialization or product launch) only

to be stopped:

* Increases organization capacity
to build and support a pipeline of new
product projects (since carly stages are
less resource intensive and non viable
projects are killed prior t requiring
significant organization resources);

* Idendifies likely areas of project

issues and risk, and enables focus on
project plans and resources,

* Truce speed to market, which
results from choosing the best path
forward.

Early-stage work

Strategic Direction

Teams that struggle with new prod-
ucts can often trace the problem to
cither an ill -conceived new product
strategy or no straregy at all. Far wo
many companies succumb to the
old adage, “when you don't know
where you're going, any road will get
you there.” Unfortunately, when

these companies get to the end of
the road, they are most often unhap-
py with where they have arrived.
The first stage in the new prod-
uct process is a checkpoint to assure
that the strategy is clear to those
working on such projects. Itisalso a
check ro determine if a strategy has
been defined and that new product

development projects have been

aligned to support it.

A strategy is not a statement such
as, “We will grow sales by X dollars
and a market share of Y percent.” This
is merely a statement of a finandial or
business goal. A strategy is a dear def-
inition of how the team expects to get
the sales and market share and how it
will achieve the financial and business
goals. A new product strategy should
include goals, bur also define oppor-
tunity platforms and boundaries for
new product development.

Idea Generation

Generating ideas against the

desired platforms is the next step.

They can come from formal
ideation sessions or other idea gen-
eration techniques, or they can be
part of an ongoing process that
generates/collects and evaluates
new ideas via a systematic method.

Ideas should be based on needs of
the consumer or customer. Con-
sumer feedback from 800 numbers
can be a grear source of ideas on how
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to improve or modify products.
New technologies, ingredients or
packages can provide the idea for a
new product. Applying well-
informed insight to identified/
emerging consumer and customer
needs, in the context of business
realities (strategy, capabilities, costs,
competition, etc.), leads to the cre-
ation of ideas with the greatest like-
lihood for success.

Regardless of the point of origin or
the method of generating ideas, once
they are generated, screening with
consumers or customers is a critical
step for viability. Technical and finan-
cial inputs need to be applied in par-
allel with this screening as well.

Concept Refinement
The following step is the best invest-

ment in a new product development
project that an organization can
make. Rather than jumping into a
project, a focused evaluation of the
idea/opportunity by a small team of
knowledgeable individuals is critical.

The project team needs to “go 10
school” on the project. Background
informarion can be gathered from a
variety of sources, including:

* Compertitive/marketed products

* Previous project history

* Library and Internet searches

* Company archives

* Textbooks and journals

* University contacts

* Suppliers and vendors

* Co-workers/Network contacts

The evaluators need to process
the information they have obtained
in light of its implications for the

project. What options do we have?
How have others approached simi-
lar projects? What is unique? What
can be made unique? What issues
will be faced? What ideas do we
have to overcome the issues?

At this stage it is also important
to put together preliminary cost
models to assure the project is feasi-
ble. What is the likely value of the
project to the company? Whart will it
cost in terms of cost of goods, capi-
tal and organizational resources?
These models include assumptions
on ingredients and packaging costs,
manufacturing and capiral costs,
and sales volumes. These prelimi-
nary financial models provide the
foundation for the project and will
guide decisions on whether to move
forward with the project and, if so,
determine the best path to follow.

Coming out of this stage, the
evaluation team has considered vari-
ous options, identified key issues to
address, refined the concepr and
determined the necessary develop-
ment time, as well as the team mem-
bers who will need to be assembled
to make this projecta reality. @
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