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Abstract

What do you do when your company has to have a project completed in an unreasonable timeframe(or else?  You get your cross-functional team together and hash out a one-to-two page consensus vision of what can realistically be done in the time available.  Using the QRPD( (Quality Rapid Product Development) methodology, teams aligned to powerful product visions can finish projects in half the standard time.   Using real project examples, this paper discusses how to arrive at a QRPD vision, what it must contain to deliver a super-urgent project on time, and how to combat the number one reason for project slippage:  changing product definitions that force teams to deal with a moving target.

Global Brain has helped technology companies world-wide accelerate their projects with QRPD, including Abbott, Shell, CellNet, NASA’s Space Station group, and Plantronics.  Cinda Voegtli has held director-level engineering and senior project management positions in high-technology companies, and has consulted on the practical implementation of QRPD in a variety of industries. She is active in PMI and the IEEE Engineering Management Society.

Introduction

“Vision without action is just a dream.  Action without vision is just activity.  Vision and action together can change the world.”    You have great product dreams, but you can’t get a real product out the door.  Or you know how to get a product out the door, but it’s not necessarily the right one.

The Quality Rapid Product Development (QRPD) methodology [1] provides the Product Vision as a weapon against incomplete or off-

target product definitions and against spurious requirements changes later in a project.   It is one of the most important management tools a team can have, particularly for timely, 

accelerated completion to meet super-urgent  market or company demands.

QRPD and the Product Vision apply to projects of all sizes and complexity, and to product development in any industry.  Whether your product is to be sold to an external customer or delivered to an internal customer, a Vision is key to your project’s success and your customers’ satisfaction.

In managing projects and developing products, the number one reason for schedule slippages is changing requirements.  These  delays  indicate a lack of critical understanding of the important purpose of a product and a lack of continued focus on the  most important goals. Aggressive time-to-market targets first and foremost mandate a crystal-clear understanding of what you’re trying to accomplish for your customers, and an unwavering commitment to achieving it.   

When the target ship date for your product seems most unreasonable or impossible to achieve, the “miracle” of on-time delivery can still happen(but only if you start the project on the right foot, assuring a proper vision is firmly in place before action is taken.

The “Miracle” of Niles Audio

The experiences of a  manufacturer of high-end audio equipment illustrate the power of the Product Vision.  Fresh off the success of a new amplifier product, the company prepared for their next assault on the marketplace.  This time they intended to develop a leading-edge control keypad for custom-built luxury homes. Niles had just adopted the QRPD methodology to help them get this product to market in record time.

The technology necessary for this product was new to their engineers, and the feature possibilities were enormous. The Product Vision grew and grew as the entire wish-list was identified as “must-have” features.  The seductive allure of the perfect full-featured product almost led the team to disaster.  

In the end the Product Vision process saved the day.   As a result of using the principles and processes described in this paper, Niles released their new product in 7 months, compared to the 18 months required for their previous comparable product.  Their experiences, and those of other companies, are described throughout the paper to illustrate the power of the Product Vision process.  

The Power of Phase I Concentration

Typically the early days of projects are spent defining requirements for the product to be developed.  And what chaos it can be!    Everyone has pet features.  Everyone thinks they know what “must” be included for the customer to buy this product or service.  Everyone is afraid to leave out any feature ever mentioned in a review of a competitor’s offering.  Unfortunately, this “perfect” product has about zero chance of ever being completed.  

If a company is serious about rapid product development, the first thing they must do is get a grip on the purpose of the product.   What customer needs must the product meet?  What benefits must it provide?  You must avoid the engineering-driven product definition, which focuses solely on technology and features, not customer benefits.  You must avoid the Marketing tendency to want to provide all things to all people.  You must avoid having your product strategy capriciously reshuffled due to the latest list of offerings from your competitor.

How do you get through this maze with an on-target product definition and team members who are still speaking to each other?    The QRPD methodology uses the Product Vision process to  negotiate this treacherous time of the project.    

QRPD calls for four phases of concurrent-engineering-oriented product development:  

· Phase 1:  Kickoff

· Phase 2:  Design, Implement, Test   

· Phase 3:  Approval  

· Phase 4:  Production or Deployment   

During Phase 1 of the project, the Product Vision is defined.  This phase may take as much as 25% of the project’s schedule.   The team  must spend enough time to get the Vision for the product thoroughly hashed out.   The length of this critical phase is related to an important fact:  80% of a product’s cost  and capability is usually determined in the first 20% of the project schedule.   

The Vision process is critical to the ongoing focus of the team as well: once the early definition phase is “completed”, suggestions for improvements inevitably arise.  New information becomes available, someone who didn’t speak up before becomes vocal about the need for a feature or attribute, or perhaps the market changes. But if requirements are allowed to change capriciously mid-stream or late in a project, engineering work will have to be redone, and the project will slip.   In some cases, it will slip numerous times(when there is no sense of product purpose, there is no corresponding fierce control of product requirements, and a knee-jerk change mentality will rule the day.  The Product Vision is a mechanism for both achieving and maintaining team alignment.

The ability of a team to define and maintain focus on a set of most important product goals is the essence of the leadership that rapid product development requires.   Abraham Lincoln said that “leadership is doing the right things”.  The purpose of the Vision is to define those “right things”.   Warren Bennis’ four competencies of leadership are helpful for understanding the power of a Product Vision both early in and throughout the project.

· Management of attention is accomplished by establishing the intentions of the product through the Product Vision.  

· Management of meaning is achieved by team creation of the vision, effective communication of the vision,  and  alignment of the team members to this vision.

· Management of trust is realized through reliability and constancy of following the Product Vision. 

· Management of self  occurs because the project leader is absolutely clear about the mission of the project and his responsibility for leading the team to its achievement.

Phase I concentration for 25% of a project was certainly new to Niles, as it is for most companies.  “Let’s get on with it!” is a common refrain. In reality, you must “slow down to speed up, ” investing the time early to ensure that you’ll be able to meet your urgent project deadlines.  Even though Niles wanted to finish this product in 7 to 8 months, they spent the time up front(2 months(to   understand their goals.

Sections of a QRPD Product Vision

A  QRPD Product Vision, typically a one or two page document, defines:

0.  Mission Statement:  The call to action.  Why are we doing this project?  This 2-4 sentence statement is often written AFTER the vision sections below, to summarize what the team has decided.

1. Customers and Benefits:    The Vision starts with the definition of the customer(s) for the product.  Who are they?  Are there both internal and external customers?  Who are the end users?  Are there specific market segments the product targets?  Are there primary and secondary customers? Are there specific customers where a contractual commitment or possibility is driving this development?  Who are the “leading edge” customers who will adopt the new product first, and who are the “target” customers who form the mass market for the product for the long term?  

Then, what are the benefits this product is to provide those customers and users?  What problems do they have, and what solution will your product provide them?

2. Key issues which the customer will use to judge quality:  In QRPD, quality is defined as “value as perceived by the customer”.  Over and above the definition of customer benefits in section 1, this section clarifies which items are most important to the customer’s perception of the product’s value.  In a mission-critical system, reliability might be the most important factor.  In a time-critical system, performance under load might be.  These parameters should be expressed in a quantified, measurable way.

3. Key technology and features:  Here we finally deal with some of the elements that tend to receive the most (or only) attention in traditional product definitions.  

The vision should articulate any assumptions about technology that will be employed.  Note that you do not want to specify implementation here, when the details of the implementation are not germane to meeting the customer’s needs; rather, you specify technology aspects if they are known to be critical to meeting the customer’s requirements or staying true to a corporate master plan, for instance.

You must also call out specific features that are key to fulfilling the customer’s needs.

4. Crucial product factors:  These are elements that are not a primary part of product functionality, but are key attributes that must be present.  These include requirements such as safety, ergonomics, environmental operation ranges,      serviceability,  manufacturability,  testability, documentation, training, installation  tools, interaction with associated products, and design constraints to allow future expansion.

5. Financials:    What are the economic particulars driving this development?  What is the perceived market window and the desired product release date? What is the “late cost per week” if this product is not introduced then? How many units do you expect to ship over time?  What is the desired cost target for the product and its preferred selling price?  What is the budget for developing this product?

Figure 1 contains the Niles Audio  “Intellipad” product vision.  Keep in mind that vision details will vary quite a bit based on industry and type of product, but all visions must address these areas.

7 Steps  for Creating a Product Vision

QRPD states three key tenets required for rapid product development, the first of which is :  Total company commitment to a concrete, well-defined product vision.    The elements of this rule point the way to an effective Product Vision process.

· Total company commitment:  The process must ensure that the entire company buys into the vision and supports its achievement throughout the development project.

· Concrete, well-defined Product Vision:  The process must yield specific, well-thought-out, based-in-reality, easily understood goals for the product to achieve.  

The following 7-step process ensures these desired outcomes.

1. Understand the “PTCC” Balance, Investigate Alternatives, and Innovate Incrementally.

The financials section of the vision gives a clue to the overall process of creating the Vision and in fact supports the need for “total company commitment”.   The proper Vision process does not allow product definition to occur in a vacuum.  The emphasis is on (a) benefits to the customer:  what gives the customer value; and (b) benefits to the company:  how must the development be achieved to ensure the desired return on investment to the company?   Any product development effort must balance among four factors: 

· Product performance (P):  including features and functionality of the product and its quality.

· Time-to-market (T):  the amount of time the project can take to get the product out the door, to deliver the value to the customer as quickly as possible and begin the economic benefits to the company.

· Product cost (C):  the unit cost of the product, as well as implications for life-cycle costs related to manufacture, installation, and maintenance.  

· Project cost (C):  the amount of money the company will spend to bring the product to market, in salaries, equipment, and other non-recurring investments.

Together these factors are referred to in QRPD as the “PTCC” balance.  

Figure 2. Product Development Objectives
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The Vision process is designed to help the project team make the trade-offs that result in the best possible balance of these factors when defining the requirements for the product, using “see-saw specifications and schedules” (SSSS) negotiation.  

Marketing usually starts by defining the product they want developed.  Engineering performs preliminary design work, investigating various technological and architectural approaches to the product.   Marketing wants as many features as quickly as possible; Engineering wants as much time as possible to complete the development.   These diametrically opposed needs require careful determination of where to balance the see-saw.  

During this time the Product Vision is created iteratively by the team to capture agreements on high-level product requirements.   The team performs cost-benefit analyses to arrive at the best PTCC balance for both meeting customer needs for solutions and the company’s need for economic benefit.  The need for the super-urgent delivery date is sanity-checked during this process!  In the end, the balance is an optimal solution that the whole team can live with and sign up to.  

Using the Vision process has a critical effect on the problem of the “perfect” product.  By forcing a PTCC balance with special attention to time-to-market and understanding of the customer’s perception of value, the Vision fosters the key concept of “incremental innovation,” the identification of a limited (and therefore highly achievable!) set of product objectives.  

Incremental innovation helps conquer one of the typical pitfalls of product development: long projects geared to producing the “it-can-do-it-all” product.  These projects take the “long bomb” strategy [2], where the company lobs a long-range assault toward a distant product objective.  If the market changes in the middle of such a long development(which now often happens within a year( you stand a great chance of getting to the target only to discover that the market has moved. Or you try to respond to the shifts along the way by constantly course-correcting, and in the end may never finish a product at all.

In contrast, the QRPD emphasis on incremental innovation forces you to define the most important benefits to the customer, and deliver those as quickly as possible to meet customer needs in the right timeframe.  By definition, you try to deliver quickly enough that market shifts during development are minimized, and you are able to produce an on-target beneficial product.  Further, you can begin to construct a product strategy and project portfolio that will allow you to continue to satisfy your customers over time through successive product releases.

Niles Audio backed away from their “home run” initial product definition to achieve their market success.  Their SSSS negotiation process yielded a clear incremental innovation, a set of critical features that could be delivered rapidly, to the delight of their dealers, who had gotten very excited after seeing a prototype at a trade show.

Figure 1   Niles Product Vision

NILES:  Product Vision: IR Keypad With Speaker Relay
              Revision: Rev 8 June 16/xx
Mission Statement:  Produce a leading-edge infrared control keypad in the $300-$400 price range, while meeting Niles' reliability and installer-friendly reputation, thereby penetrating this important high-end market segment.
Project Financials

Model Number: IntelliPad
Target Intro. Date:
January 1, 19xx

Target Cost (Landed in Miami): A*
Dealer Cost: C*

Retail $350

Projected Unit Sales: B*
Product Life (years): 
3

Effect on sales of existing Products: Will have a positive effect on the entire IR category.

*(The actual numbers are confidential to Niles Audio are were therefore not included in this published version)

Target Customers and Benefits:

Primary:  A consumer with a multiple room audio system with infrared remote control desires strategically located, wall mounted keypads for ease of operation of their high-end sound-system around the house. 

Secondary:  Installers of high-end audio equipment in custom homes.  The Niles product provides the benefit of a full-featured, high reliability component, that is still priced competitively for the installer. 

Key factors customers will use to judge quality:  

The consumer requires that the keypad be fun to use, inexpensive (see our target pricing) and aesthetically pleasing.  The installer demands that the keypad be as fast and easy to program and install as the Soundstream Touch One or the Xantech 730.  He/she will recommend the Niles keypad to the consumer because of its power status indicator, the local speaker mute, its ability to up and download to a PC for program storage, and the Niles look, feel and reliability (less than 1% defective in the first year).

Key Technology:

PC Interface (Transfer and Storage Only) will only allow a complete keypad program to be down and uploaded via an adapter cable and permanently archived on the PC (program which will run under Windows). 

Power Status of the main amplifier and room on/off status are communicated to the keypad and displayed or indicated to the user.   Turn-off must be virtually instantaneous.

A Speaker Relay will completely mute the local room when the Mute button is pressed.  The status of the relay will be displayed or indicated to the user. The relay and its status indicator can be defeated by the installer.

Source Macro IR Commands allow the source buttons to power up the main amplifier (if it is off), select input, and issue play and mode commands.  Link between source button and Power command can be defeated by installer.

Preprinted Replaceable Source Labels allow the installer to correctly label each source button. The source button which was last pressed is displayed or indicated to the user.

Universal Transport Buttons map to source selected, allowing same transport buttons to control all components

All Buttons are Programmable with an IR command.

Stand-Alone Installation- A variable flasher output allows up to four Niles Flashers to be used without an IRP.

Easy Program Duplication - Keypad can dump only complete contents of memory to another keypad over a 6’ cable.

Compatible with virtually all IR remote controls (except old Phillips and those with carrier frequencies above 100 kHZ) and installed Xantech and Niles IR remote repeater systems.

Consumer controls should have a positive tactile feel and should be shaped and/or colored to differentiate function.

Installer controls, indicators, connectors should be hidden from view, protected from activation by the consumer. 

Crucial Product Factors:
1.  Must meet FCC Part B regulations


2.  Must not be deeper than 2 7/8”.

3.  Must match the look of Leviton “Decora” styled switches and be compatible with Leviton “screwless” cover plates.

4.  Program memory is protected from accidental loss for a minimum of 5 years, preferably more.

5.  Should be packed with both White and Bone decora DSI inserts (no Decora cover plate).

This process also combats a typical problem with project schedules:  lack of team commitment to them!  Using the SSSS negotiation process, based on concrete well-defined preliminary design work, the project schedule is not considered committed until the product design alternative is selected, resources for the desired schedule understood, and the Product Vision finalized.    

Use of the Vision process on a sub-project illustrates this significant benefit.  At one information systems development company, a trade show was three weeks away, and the demonstration already promised to the world by Marketing was technically impossible in that timeframe.  Tensions on the team were high. The team wrote a Vision for the absolute minimum requirements for the show, and used SSSS negotiations to come up with a feasible crash development plan for the next three weeks.  The session wasn’t concluded until each person indicated that he could live with that plan.  The newly-energized team completed the development in the shorter timeframe, and the trade show was a huge corporate success.

2. Take extreme measures to understand your customers.

To achieve the best PTCC balance you obviously have to have an accurate understanding of your customers and their needs.  Who is the customer, or buyer, of your product?  Who are the users?  The customers and users may be two totally different groups of people, and the product must address the needs of both.  To answer those questions for section 1 of the Vision, Customers and Benefits, you can’t guess or hope your guts are right.    You must find ways to get real data and make decent decisions:  by interviewing lead or innovative users as well as later mass-market customers; by getting engineers close to the customer as early as possible; by forming strong ongoing relationships with key customers that provide continual insight into their needs.  

3. Get the entire team involved in Vision creation sessions.

The best method for creating a vision is to use group brainstorming and review sessions.  Typically the entire project team assembles for a first vision meeting.  This first meeting may be an entire day off-site affair.    A facilitator uses brainstorming techniques to help the group capture elements for the five vision sections on flipchart paper around the room.  Any item with open issues, i.e. one not ready to be approved for the Vision, is parked on an issues list.    

This first session captures the big picture:  the team leaves with an initial understanding of the proposed customer and the product’s purpose, and a clear delineation of what is already agreed upon, and what must be resolved.  The project leader takes away the charts from the meeting to create a draft vision document.  And herein lies one of the most important team considerations of the vision process:  the project leader is the editor of the document, not the author!  Much of the synergy and alignment benefits of the vision is lost if the vision is “dictated” by any one person.
The importance of the presence of all team members is illustrated by a story from an instrument measurement company.  A particular Vision meeting was deadlocked on a feature definition.  Finally, an engineer who had never before participated in product definitions, who spoke very broken English, and who culturally was not predisposed to offer his opinions to any assembled group, spoke up, pointed to a competitor’s datasheet and said “Why don’t we do it like this?”  Silence deadened the room, then 15 awestruck people quickly adapted a sentence from the datasheet for inclusion in the vision.  The engineer whose input was critical to resolving the vision issue in an appropriate manner didn’t say another word for the rest of the meeting:  he had made his contribution!

In a company experiencing extreme negative sentiments about the executive staff’s ability to direct the company’s product development strategy, their first ever Vision meeting included 19 cross-functional team members, the vice-president of Engineering, and the vice-president of Marketing.  When the group encountered difficulties in agreeing on the market for the proposed product, the entire team was treated to an in-depth conversation between the two vice-presidents trying to resolve their conflicting ideas for the product.  This exchange resulted in an increased respect for the complexity of the problems faced by the company and an improved attitude of the team to working through the definition problems(rather than laying blame and giving up. 

This last anecdote points to an important fact about vision meetings:  People initially react with horror at the thought of 20 people in a room creating a “product requirements” document.  However, these meetings never fail to focus the definition on the customer first; bring critical product definition to light; and provide the chance for those outside Engineering and Marketing to make a significant contribution.  In every instance the team leaves with a deeper, more unified understanding of the product to be developed.  

4. Use an iterative method of scoping to efficiently home in on the final Vision. 

The early Vision brainstorming meeting results in many flipcharts of Vision elements, ideas, and issues.   Subsequently team members must resolve the issues, such as whether certain features are needed, what the most important items for customer quality are, etc.    The team also refines its architectural definition:   what are the possible system (high-level) designs that might satisfy the Vision?  What are the associated product costs and project duration?  These affect items in the Vision as well,  especially the Financials.

When design alternatives have been identified, the corresponding resource needs and schedule durations roughly scoped, and issues with meeting certain Vision items understood, the team is ready for a Preliminary Design Review (PDR).  At the PDR these issues are discussed, trade-off decisions made, or further investigation identified.   Then the team is ready for another (shorter!) vision meeting, where they adjust the vision based on the  results of the PDR and agree again upon remaining open issues.

Over time the issues list gets smaller and smaller, and the Vision increasingly well-defined and complete.  What started out as many flip chart papers is eventually reduced to a one or two page Vision of the product.

5. Involve the entire team in cost-benefit analysis and tradeoff decisions.  

During the iterative scoping process, the entire team must be aware of the possible trade-offs for reaching an appropriate PTCC balance, and personally involved in detailed discussions wherever their functions are critically involved.    Trade-off decisions are not made in a vacuum by Marketing!    

As stated before, the goal of the negotiation process is an optimal balance that everyone can “live with”(as opposed to “be wildly happy about”.  Pet technology of the lead engineer may be dropped  from this increment of the product.    A favorite feature of Marketing may be scheduled for the next release.  Field Service may choose to live with a “rougher” user interface to get the product sooner.   These critical decisions cannot be made without team analysis of their real impacts to the product, and certainly will not be bought off on and supported throughout the project without total team awareness of their origins.  Woe to the project leader or marketing manager who attempts to do otherwise!

In the end, a well-run Vision process results in a team recommendation on the best way for the company to proceed. 

6. Have the whole team and top management sign off the Vision (then  celebrate!).

Some product development processes call for legions of signatures on product deliverables that indicate  a “checking up” spirit.  In contrast, the Vision process uses a signature process in a positive spirit.  It calls for formal signing of the Vision document at the end of Phase 1 to dramatize the “total company commitment” that rapid product development requires.  The entire team signs the Vision.  Company executives sign it as well.

When the team signs the Vision, they also sign the accompanying agreed-upon list of milestones for the rest of the project.  These milestones are a vital part of the PTCC balance the team has negotiated.  The Vision reflects P, C, and C.  The milestone list provides T, the schedule time agreed upon.  They are committed to and signed off together.

True to the positive nature of the process, this point marks an important celebratory point for the project.  Every team member knows they are developing something the customers want and truly need, they know exactly what it is, and they’re committed to achieving it in a way that will provide economic benefit to their company.

7. Read the Vision regularly and avoid changing it.  

And then the rest of the project begins....and in a typical project environment, along come those temptations to fiddle with our product definitions, to get distracted from the key customer goals.

The team must leave Phase 1 not just with the Vision document itself, but with an understanding of the vision and the importance of adhering to it.  The vision must be kept highly visible.  It is a vital management tool throughout the project.   At every step the work completed during the project should be reviewed against the Vision:  are you still providing what the customer needs?  

A project leader at Shell Services Company, a  division of Shell Oil, found his team’s Vision to be a critical communications tool.  This division had to become competitive with outside information technology providers; it used QRPD to deliver a sales force automation product to internal customers in 9 months instead of the usual 15 plus.  The Vision was presented in every customer project review meeting to ensure continued understanding and buy-in, and was used as a primary tool for bringing new customer groups up to speed as they became involved in the project. [3]

Here is where the one or two page length of the Vision is key.  We purposely keep it short so that we can  easily consult it during the project, and better yet, easily remember it!  At Hewlett-Packard, the developers of a new CAD software package wrote a great vision and kept it highly visible. Three years after the project, one of the team members was challenged to write their Vision from memory on an overhead for a UC Berkeley QRPD class.  He did, word for word.   This engineer had no problem understanding his goals during that project!  

To achieve a memorable vision, avoid wordiness.  Be terse and use bullets where appropriate.   Before a team has gone through a vision process for the first time, they are skeptical that it can be kept to one or two pages.  When that first Vision is finally in hand, they’re amazed at the inverse relationship of its length and its power!  When QRPD workshop participants analyze a number of Visions, they always comment that certain examples are too wordy and thus are harder to understand and remember.     

7 Most Typical Sins in the Vision Process

Several abuses of the Vision process are typical as teams, managers, and executives work to break old ways of thinking and operating.

1. The Project Leader writes the vision and passes it out.

There is no surer way to negate the buy-in value of the Vision process than to have the project leader “dictate” the product vision.    A Vision generated by one person may be a Vision truly believed in and supported by that one person alone!

This sin can also result in an off-target vision.  In a perfect world, team members might give feedback and force the vision to change if they believed the project leader had it wrong.  However, the world is not perfect, and a wrong vision dictated by the project leader might stay wrong, simply because the team took this process to mean the project leader had the authority to set the vision regardless of their inputs.  

2. The whole cross-functional team is not involved.

It is typical for Manufacturing and Field Service to either resist or neglect participation during Phase 1 of a project.   They say they don’t have the time...  Since these groups are often shared across many projects within a company, and are often not accustomed to being included early on,  the hurdles are understandable.  However, especially for section 4, crucial product factors, these groups must be involved in the Vision process.  Visions developed without these inputs result in products that are hard to manufacture, can’t be UL approved, are too hard to use by the target customer....the list goes on and on.  The inputs of these groups must actually drive key elements of the product definition from the beginning. 

In one case a product met customer functional requirements, but not manufacturing’s heat testing specifications.  Who wasn’t involved early in the project?  And guess which product had significant, expensive yield problems off the manufacturing line, causing a 3-month delay for re-design!  Remember that 80% of the functionality and cost of the product is determined in the first 20% of the schedule.

3. The team focuses on features rather than benefits.

Because most traditional requirements specifications concentrate on feature definition, teams must make a profound shift in their thinking.  Too often people throw every ounce of their creativity into defining whiz-bang features(but can’t articulate what they will do for the customer.  Understanding the customer benefits must come before the definition of features.  

After Hewlett-Packard had successfully delivered an oscilloscope to the market,  Marketing brought requests for subsequent enhancements for particular customers, expressed as features and performance:  “We now need the sensitivity to be 0.1% instead of 1%.”  The first several such requests were dutifully honored by Engineering, until the day when Marketing came back with an impossible-to-achieve sensitivity specification.  The engineers finally said, “Just what is it the customers want to do with this?”  They discovered that their users were trying to measure digital signals(and what they really needed was a totally new product.  Thus was borne the highly-successful HP family of logic analyzers.
4. The team confuses a specification or requirements document with the Vision.

One of the benefits of the vision process is that, properly executed, it eliminates those endless meetings where many highly-detailed specifications are reviewed line by line by large cross-functional teams.   In those meetings teams typically argue over details that do not require cross-functional approval, details of the features or implementation that are not critical to whether the product truly delivers value to the customer, and details which often cannot be figured out before some phase 2 design work takes place.  A medical device manufacturer’s project post-mortem survey found that only 122 of the over 600 requirements line items were actually critical to the customer.  Yet the entire team had spent precious time reviewing and negotiating all 600 of these items.

The vision process puts the full cross-functional reviews and negotiations first and foremost at the highest level of defining the product.  Discussions are carried out efficiently to define “what” must be developed, with everyone’s eyes fixed on the needs of the customer.    The Vision forms a contract among the cross-functional team members that allows the functional groups to then embark upon their individual efforts to work out the details.

5. The Vision lacks adequate definition of or attention to “Crucial Product Factors.”

The “Crucial product factors” in the Vision are often omitted or under-specified, or are listed but ignored during the project.  Vague or imprecise “motherhood” statements are sometimes included, but the specific implications for the product implementation are not really understood.  

For instance, a communications product needed UL approval, and the appropriate specification was dutifully listed in section 4 of the Vision.   However, this item was treated as a “no-brainer,” a “just like last time” that needed no further specific definition, although the company had not previously received UL approval on this exact type of product.  It was not until later in the project, when initial UL review of a prototype was sought, that the team discovered their design was inherently “unapprovable.” It included a battery, which invoked new areas of the UL spec, and it would have to be reworked to pass UL tests.    Essentially this item of the Vision proved to be useless, because its meaning was not thought through and translated into criteria for ongoing detailed review of the implementation.  

This illustrates the importance of “concrete, well-defined” statements in the vision, and the importance of maintained alignment to each element of the vision, through appropriate more detailed specifications and reviews during the project.

In another example, a company listed “new distribution channel must be developed” as a critical factor for their new product.  As the project progressed, the project leader became frustrated because this  element was not supported by the same executives who added it to the list.   In the end the product itself worked, but the company could not sell it since the channels were never developed. The technology was sold to a competitor.

On the positive side, a software project used section 4 to great advantage.  The team was tasked with development of a  database management system to be operated by relatively unskilled computer users.  Early project work had been plagued by disagreements on what constituted a “good”, “usable” graphical user interface.  Many screen designs had changed many times.  Later on, when a particular feature had been developed and coded, Marketing requested yet another change.  The developers (and the project leader) pushed back, not wanting to jeopardize the schedule for this change.  The arguments continued until the Product Manager pulled out the Vision line that talked about the skill level of the target user, then described the sequence of menus, buttons, and keyboard entries this user would have to complete to use this supposedly straightforward feature.  “Are we really delivering the intended value to the customer with the current design?”   Case closed.  The team took a few extra days to make sure the target customer would truly be able to use this feature in a reasonable manner. 

6. Vision sessions are managed poorly.

Even with the best of intentions and good data, the vision process can still falter due to poor meeting management techniques.  Especially in the earliest brainstorming phases of vision creation, many people with diverse backgrounds and perspectives are in a room together making their opinions known for the first time.  Agreement on the Vision elements may not come immediately or easily.    

Vision sessions must be facilitated by a strong, objective leader, usually the project leader.  (However, if he has strong opinions to assert in the vision meeting due to his technical or market knowledge, he might appoint someone else to fill the facilitator role.)   Discussions and digressions must be managed.  The leader must be able to decide which items need in-depth discussion right then and which should be put on an issues list to be handled off-line.   People must feel heard and respected even if their ideas do not end up in the Vision.  Tense situations must be diffused.  The creative process of obtaining the “right” product definition and team alignment and buy-in must not self-destruct due to poor meeting management!

This often calls for companies to determine the best meeting process for their particular cultures and teams.  A fast-growing, entrepreneurial communication systems company, with many outspoken, highly-opinionated technical contributors, modified their Vision process to achieve group synergy without chaos.  In any meeting discussing features or technical aspects, the engineers naturally gravitated toward detailed discussions of implementation, tended to nit-pick vision statement wording, and had difficulty making  SSSS trade-offs.  To counter this, the leader used a more controlled format for vision meetings. The team stepped through their draft vision line by line.  For each line item, the group took a “vote” to either accept the item  or place it on a list of issues to be resolved.  In the course of this review the team spent no more than 2 minutes discussing any disagreed-upon item, leaving the more involved discussions for off-line meetings of smaller groups of people.  The vision meeting thus resulted in a list of issues and possible alternatives to be investigated off-line before the next session.  The team received all the benefits of hearing each other’s opinions, questions, and concerns with the Vision in a highly efficient and productive session.

7. The Vision is changed capriciously (rather than consciously) during the project.

Product definition changes are often made as knee-jerk reactions to external circumstances or new knowledge.  In contrast, well-created, well-written Product Visions generally change only once or twice during the course of a 6 to 18 month project.  This is wonderful for team members:  they can’t develop products rapidly when the target keeps moving!

A communications company was nearing the end of alpha testing of a new device.  In a team meeting, an engineer proposed a number of changes that would make the performance of the device even better, but would delay the project several months.  Before the group could get carried away with those “perfect product” thoughts, another team member invoked the Vision process, and the team gave itself action items to analyze the costs of this delay vs. the benefits of the changes.  Ultimately the changes were not made and the product was completed as planned.

That being said, sometimes we may not be able to avoid changes to our Vision.  Despite attention to incremental innovation, some projects may be long enough (due to technology or staffing issues) that market changes will occur.   Or we may discover something about our ability to implement certain technologies or features in the desired timeframe or at the desired cost, that cause us to re-evaluate our overall product definition.  However, all the difference is made by how we approach the changing of our Vision.  If we make changes consciously, being sure that we are adjusting the PTCC balance for valid reasons, we are not subjecting our project to uncontrolled requirements whimsy.

A medical device manufacturer decided mid-stream to change the target market for their initial product release from the U.S., Italy and Spain to the U.S., Germany, and France.  Before making the decision, the team analyzed the new requirements and their designs to understand the impact to the schedule.   The team was able to make a sound decision and shift the Vision without impacting the schedule, because they knew that their design would support the desired change.   They made a conscious, informed decision to allow the change.
Conclusion


The Product Vision process provides a powerful tool for meeting the super-urgent demands inherent in  many high-technology projects  It guides a team through the daunting maze of product definition and design decisions in our world of evolving technology and chaotic, competitive markets.  It enables us to harness the energy, drive, and creativity of large numbers of diverse individuals, to accomplish aggressive, important goals, and ultimately to delight our customers.

With a proper Vision, you can have the kind of success Niles Audio achieved.  After delivering a product in 7 months(less than half the time they had previously spent on this type of project(and “wowing” their customers, they are currently running 50% ahead of forecasted sales.  They also won best technical product of 1996 at the audio industry’s CEDIA show.  Niles even discovered that they didn’t need a follow-on project for another incremental innovation: Their vision process had helped them understand the market and the most important customer benefits, and their first incremental innovation was enough.  They have moved those precious resources onto other new products, to begin the Vision process anew.

Invest the time and money to arrive at a powerful Product Vision in the first 25% of your schedule, and you too can develop products in half the time!
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