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We’ve all read articles (I’ve even written a few myself) about the factors that lead to success with new products. 

One oft cited factor is the presence of a “product champion” to drive the would be product through the corporate mine field and get it to market.  

The following quotes are probably descriptive of the characteristics of product champions:

         “One person with a belief is equal to a force of ninety-nine who only have interest.”  John Stuart Mill
         Collective judgment of new ideas is so often wrong that it is arguable that progress depends on individuals being free to back their own judgment despite collective disapproval.  -- W.A. Lewis
         From the saintly and single-minded idealist to the fanatic is often but a step. F.A. Hayek
         "There is genius in persistence. It conquers all opposers. It gives confidence. It annihilates obstacles. Everybody believes in a determined man. People know that when he undertakes a thing, the battle is half won, for his rule is to accomplish whatever he sets out to do." - Orison Swett Marden (1850-1924)
         People who don’t think they want to be led are often just waiting for a good leader Unknown
         The world is divided into people who think they are right. Anonymous
         "Our chief want in life is someone who can make us do what we can do." --Ralph Waldo Emerson

         I have more respect for the fellow with a single idea who gets there than for the fellow with a thousand ideas who does nothing. Thomas Edison
The opposing point of view however might be summed up as:

         If you happen to be one of the fretful minority who can do creative work, never force an idea; you'll abort it if you do.  Be patient and you'll give birth to it when the time is ripe.  Learn to wait. -- Robert Heinlein

Few studies have been made exploring the actual effectiveness of product champions and examining what their real role is. 

We read with interest a study published in the May 2001 issue of Research-Technology management analyzing the roles. 

In a nutshell here is what the authors, Stephen Markham & Lynda Aiman-Smith found:

Myths

Champions are associated with market success. - The study found that champion behavior is not related to improved market outcomes.

Champions get involved because they’re attracted to the idea – Actually involvement is more strongly linked to some potential gain for their department more so than idealistic interest in the idea.

Champions are involved with radical change. Nope. Just as likely to become aligned with incremental type projects.

Champions arise from High or Low Levels of the firm – Contrary to the standard fables of Sony’s chairman championing the walkman and the “in the trenches” champion of Post-It-Notes at 3M, comprehensive studies indicate champions emerge from all levels of the enterprise.

Usually From Marketing – Champions arise from engineering, operations and many other areas including marketing. 

Truths

Champions Keep Projects Alive – Existence of champions is statistically related to project survival… they do so by getting resources for the project.

Passionate, Persuasive Risk Takers – Yes to all of these -- but the study found that champions often tend to view a project’s performance through rose colored glasses. 

Champions Provoke Antagonists - Sometimes the antagonists are recruited by management to oppose or at least fine tune a project. Often this serves to cause the project to become better planned and stronger. 

“He that wrestles with us strengthens our nerves and sharpens our skill.  Our antagonist is our helper.”

 -- Edmund Burke
In a sense this is a role I’m playing, in part, in a current client engagement. The champion is not a product champion but a person recommending implementation of a project/portfolio management tool for managing product development. We’re wire brushing his currently rather vague and emotion laden plan. While our “champion” doesn’t always enjoy people questioning his domain knowledge in the end he’ll have a more palatable idea that management will believe in.
Effective in Various Environments – Effective champions emerge from companies with formal and informal PD processes and attach themselves to line extensions, new to company products and new to the world products.

Politicos – Yes, product champions seem to excel at corporate politics.

Hard to Control – As risk takers, champions buck management trends and can be hard to control.

The Championing Mechanism

The following is typically how the championing process seems to work:

         Champions initially emerge based on a combination of personality, project They use a range of tactics to leverage relationships and try to influence behavior while usually incurring antagonism.

         The champion’s influence eventually generates support for the project in terms of resources, time and space.

         The performance of the project seems to be related to the amount of support gained by the champion.
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