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Innovation Article 


  Innovation Article cont’d

	A DOZEN GOOD PRACTICES FOR PRODUCT DEFINITION

[image: image7.emf]In a recent meeting of the best practices workshop we explored  the issue of how to effectively execute customer centered product definition. 

First we explored:

“What is the problem/issue at your company relative to product development and listening to customers?. 

We heard the following (and more):
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Finding time 
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Getting (internal) people to listen – and scrap pet ideas.
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Establishing a repeatable method you can trust
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Getting beneath the surface with customers
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Getting top management to understand we need something more robust than changing priorities based on the last major order.
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Retaining what we learned --info about customer needs unearthed by one project team that could be useful to another.
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	Sound familiar? 

After defining the problem workshop members got to work sharing/defining  some good practices. Here are 12 of them. OK… you already know some of them! 

But, I bet the following list will contain at least two new ideas that just might be worth a spin -- and three more practices of which you're aware but never got around to actually doing!

	1. Start from Value - Define the value proposition before you develop the product. Use this basic story to drive the theme for the release and to guide feature selection for a product which you know has a strong selling story. Use this to accelerate roll out/launch materials as well. 

2. Positioning Contracts - Use product positioning contracts to commit and focus development and marketing on the essence of what will be sold to the customer.

3. Chain of Control - Carefully manage the chain of control of customer needs information to assure it's use. Remember: What is asked… is as important as who is asked…is as important as when they are asked (under what circumstances)… is as important as who hears it (everybody reacts better to first hand experiences) …is as important as how it is remembered/ retained/applied
4. How is Benefit Evaluated -Make sure every product requirement explicitly defines who benefits from it; what the benefit is and how the "benefitee" will judge the amount of the benefit.


	

	5. Listening Training - Provide training to product professionals (developers, product managers, quality etc.) on methods for capturing the voice of the customer and how to interview effectively. Also customer satisfaction.

	6. Make Them Real - Put pictures of real customers in conference rooms, particularly in development areas, to reinforce the need to consider their needs and to remind all who pays the bills.

	7. Track Discovery Effort - Monitor how much effort is spent in up-front planning, customer research and product definition as a % of development effort. Monitor who is being talked to. Make sure it isn’t always the same customer the same type of customer or same style of user.

	8. Find Visionaries - Consciously explore ways to find customers who are visionary. Invest 5-10% of your listening budget in establishing a specific dialogue with “lead users” – those who have explicitly modified your product or exhibit an advanced need in another area.

	9. Time to Prototype - For every project include a “time to prototype” metric. You will find that as you shorten the time required to be able to demonstrate a prototype to customers, the project’s market success will improve.

	10. Time to Referencability - Since the success of a product is largely dependent upon rapidly ramping up sales, and sales ramp up is accelerated by strong reference accounts, measure product development teams (particularly for new applications ) not on time to market but “time to referencability.” In other words product release isn’t the goal line. Achievement of three strong product production references is.

	11. Track Listening Posts -Define all the opportunities you have as a company to collect info on customer needs. Make sure they each is listening post” is open and effectively collecting and funneling info to product management at max efficiency.
	

	12. Idea Sources -Track the sources of product feature ideas and determine which have been most valuable and how to increase the value of each.


�


Warning Signs 


Ineffective Product Definition


 Partial products


 Poor positioning due to poor feature set


 Lack specific, describable  customer targets


Unfocused sales/Marcom campaigns


Lack reference accounts/no repeat buyers.


Spec tennis – endless bickering about what the customer really wants.














Ten Underlying Principles


We're all interested in new practices … specific things we can do and try. More often the barriers to fluency and proficiency in an area like product definition can be traced to lack of commitment to underlying principles – the motherhood statements we all know but disregard to cut corners. Here are some product definition principles:


The sales channel, current customers and prospects usually value different things. All are important.


What they value today may not be what they will value in the future


The "customer" has many dimensions often with different values and needs. (purchasing decision maker, technical buyer, user; current customers and future/prospective customers).


In fast moving markets assume that late discovery of requirements is a fact of life. Try to get it right the first time… but build in flexibility to respond to late discovery of needs.


You need a consistent framework for defining products --how you will capture and process the voice of the customer. You can’t make it up differently every time. 


Customers have a vested interest in the success of your products & want you to succeed. They're willing to invest time and money in guiding product success.


Guessing about customer needs and priorities is fast and cheap. Guessing wrong is expensive.


It’s what the customer does, not what he/she says that counts.


Only what the customer wants us to know gets indicated on a survey or an interview. 


Developers are from Mars and Marketing is from Venus. Live with it.











"We asked our customers what they wanted, and it turned out they wanted a�lot of great food for free."  - "Jack", president, Jack-in-the-Box, in a TV ad
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