Sharpening Your Focus on the Fuzzy-Front-End  
Increases Effectiveness of Structured NBD Processes

Published in Sopheon, Inc. Newsletter, October 2002.   By Greg Stevens

Typically only one in 300 well-considered ideas are commercial, and success rates from launch have remained unchanged for the last 45 years.  The typical company wastes at least half of its product development dollars on ideas and products that either never make it to market, or fail after commercialization.  It’s no wonder some organizations consider the Fuzzy-Front-End their weakest link in structured new business development (NBD) processes, a perception reinforced by numerous studies. 

What can be done differently at the Fuzzy-Front-End to increase the success rate of NBD efforts?  

To sharpen your focus during the Fuzzy-Front-End (FFE) of new business development consider taking a sharper look at your:

· People

· Process 

· Coaching

People

Do the personalities of people involved in the Fuzzy-Front-End of NBD make a difference?   

As reported at the PDMA and elsewhere (www.winovations.com, see “Articles”), we discovered over a ten-year timeframe that the personality-types of people involved in the FFE are important to NBD success rates.   We measured the personalities of analysts involved in the FFE with standard psychological instruments, and correlated them with profits earned.  Individuals in the top third of the resulting Rainmaker-IndexSM out-earned those in the bottom third by a factor of 95 times, or a 9,500 percent improvement, when provided with the same NBD training.  These individuals are very creative.  It turns out that the People involved in the Process are at least as important as the NBD process itself.

Process

Starting ideas are rarely commercial, even when laboriously prioritized via numerous success-factor comparisons by NBD teams.  The Universal Success Curve bears this out – only one in 125 issued patents or concepts selected by venture capitalists has great commercial significance (see below).  
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As a result, when NBD processes are used linearly, they almost always kill the starting idea, leading back to “square zero.”  

Instead of a linear product development process, consider a circular process.  Unlike linear NBD processes, the circular approach does not stop when the starting ideas are found to be failures.   Instead, the circular approach twists and reshapes the starting ideas until they win versus the best-in-world commercial alternatives.   This is why creative Rainmakers are needed:  to help “morph” starting ideas into new concepts that can succeed, since most starting ideas are doomed to fail.  

Another success factor typically overlooked in the Fuzzy-Front-End of NBD processes is top management’s Gut-Level-Screen.  Most NBD practitioners believe their job is to identify opportunities for their corporation that will make money.  While that is partly true, in reality it is not sufficient.  They must also find the smaller group of profitable ideas that top management will implement.  These are the ideas that truly excite top management.  The rest will not be done, even though enormous time is wasted in most organizations on ideas that do not really fit top management.  Getting top management’s Gut-Level-Screen right boosts the effectiveness of the NBD process by a factor of three to four times.

Training and Coaching

Rainmakers-in-training typically need a big dose of business discipline to harness their creative nature.  To internalize the learning, they need to be extensively coached through one or two NBD projects utilizing the circular process (the Success-Wheel), and other tools like the Gut-Level-Screen. Coaching typically involves helping the analyst prepare a set of Draft-Propositions (regarding customer needs, costs, value, etc.) to test through direct customer visits and interviews.  The analyst is coached on how to “morph” starting-point ideas until they win, as demonstrated by computer-models of cost/performance that the analyst generates vs. the best alternatives in the world. 

Improvement

Time invested focusing on these three areas of improvement in the Fuzzy-Front-End of the product development process has led to the following improvements in structured NBD processes, such as Stage-Gate® process:

· A demonstrated increase in the success rates from 11% to 97% over more than fifteen years of research, when moving forward from Stage 4 (which represents the end of the Fuzzy-Front-End) of a seven-stage NBD process.

· A nine-fold increase in NBD effectiveness, as well as a nine-fold increase in profitability per unit of effort, and a nine-fold increase in speed at the portfolio level.

Implementation

This approach has been taught within major organizations, and when time does not permit teaching the analysis using this approach can be farmed out.  It can also be readily integrated into existing software for managing NBD processes, such as Accolade.
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