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Managing the balance of
perspectives in the early phase

of NPD
A case study from the automotive industry

Kamilla Kohn
Fenix Research Program, Chalmers University of Technology, Gothenburg,

Sweden

Abstract

Purpose – In new product development (NPD), the early phase is considered to be one of the greatest
opportunities for improving the overall process, where intensive collaboration between marketing and
R&D is essential. Nevertheless, previous studies indicate the difficulties of creating a thorough concept
during the early phase. This paper aims to contribute to understanding why concept creation is
difficult during the early phase of NPD.

Design/methodology/approach – This case study involves a single company, and is based on a
combination of participant observations and interviews. The participant observations are based on an
ethnographic method and the interviews on a hermeneutic approach.

Findings – The findings suggest that the difficulties in creating a strong concept during the early
phase are related to the negative conflicts arising between marketing and R&D. The underlying cause
of such conflicts can further be related to the strong interdependencies existing between the functions.
Achieving a better understanding of the interdependencies and the different functional views may
reduce the negative conflicts which otherwise tend to become barriers to the far-reaching integration
needed to develop a thorough concept.

Research limitations/implications – As this study is based on a single case, further research is
needed in this field in other industries.

Practical implications – Cooperation between functions, as advised in the literature, is not enough
and needs to be expanded to cover perspective making and perspective taking in order to move away
from the many non-productive conflicts arising during the early phase as well as create thorough
concepts.

Originality/value – This paper bridges different bodies of theories related to concept creation and
identifies a gap in the existing theories concerning NPD and the early phase.

Keywords Product development, New products, Research and development, Marketing

Paper type Case study

Introduction
New product development (NPD) in mature industries exposed to fierce competition,
e.g. the automotive industry (Breitsprecher et al., 2004; Branstad et al., 1999), is
constantly faced with the challenges of developing unique products over shorter
periods of time and at lower costs. This has placed great emphasis on the NPD process.
Today, one perceived problem in NPD, for both theory and practice, is the numerous
late changes when developing a product, causing both time delays and substantial
increases in cost. In the literature, arguments have been put forward for more attention
being paid to the early phase, where the collaborative input across functions is argued
to be critical to success (Griffin and Hauser, 1996; Brown and Eisenhardt, 1995),
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suggesting that having a thorough concept early on may reduce late changes to a
product and thus lower the cost, both in terms of time and money (Thomke and
Fujimoto, 2000; Wheelwright and Clark, 1992; West, 2000; Clark et al., 1987). The
advantage of having a clear concept prior to development is that such a concept brings
understanding of what to prioritize during the subsequent development phase and has
shown itself in studies to be important to the overall success of NPD (Khurana and
Rosenthal, 1997, 1998; Kim and Wilemon, 2002a). The early phase is, therefore,
considered to be one of the greatest opportunities for improving the overall NPD
process (Thomke and Fujimoto, 2000; Kim and Wilemon, 2002a; Koen et al., 2001).
Nevertheless, the creation of a thorough concept is argued to be difficult, and
something many companies fail to do (Khurana and Rosenthal, 1997, 1998; Verganti,
1999). However, the literature is vague regarding why it is difficult to create a thorough
concept during the early phase.

On the basis of a case study of a European car manufacturer (ECM) in the premium
segment, it is argued here that the difficulties of creating a strong concept and product
definition during the early phase of NPD are related to the negative conflicts arising
between marketing and R&D. The underlying cause of such conflicts can further be
seen to be related to the strong interdependence existing between the functions.
Achieving a better understanding of the interdependencies and the different functional
views may reduce the negative conflicts which otherwise tend to become barriers to the
far-reaching integration needed to develop a thorough concept. These findings
contribute to a theory of why concept creation is difficult to achieve during the early
phase of NPD as well as to our understanding of how to create far-reaching integration
based on collaboration and interaction between marketing and R&D.

The paper is structured as follows. Firstly, there is an examination of the literature
regarding interdependencies, conflicts, and integration in NPD, related to the early
phase of NPD. Secondly, there are some notes on the choice of methodology and data
collection, followed by a discussion on the case study of ECM, with the perceived
problems and opportunities being discussed. Finally, some implications and
conclusions are discussed.

Bridging marketing and R&D
Based on the definition of NPD as the transformation of a market opportunity into a
product as a result of the integrative coupling of market assumptions with
technological possibilities (Song and Parry, 1997a, b; Krishnan and Ulrich, 2001; Griffin
and Hauser, 1992, 1996), NPD becomes a complex and multifunctional process whereby
the dependencies demand collaborative input across the functions. Dependencies
further imply conflicts which may be either productive or non-productive as regards
work. Conflicts can further be said to express crucial dependencies. The more complex
the degree of work – the more complex will be the interdependencies between the
functional departments during the different NPD phases. The general perspectives of
NPD are often stated to be R&D, marketing, and manufacturing. Earlier studies
indicate, however, that the interdependencies between perspectives and functions vary
throughout the development process (Griffin and Hauser, 1996; Song et al., 1998). With
regard to the early phase, the strongest interdependencies are identified as being
between R&D and marketing when defining the concept and product definition. The
notion of concept development during the early phase of NPD is based on the notion of
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having a phase where a thorough concept is developed via close collaboration between
marketing and R&D, through exploring ideas and knowledge and where different
solutions are considered and explored, ending up in a concept and broad product
definition (Moenaert et al., 1995; Murphy and Kumar, 1997). Thus, creating a thorough
concept and broad product definition wherein prioritized product properties are
defined is argued to require the highest level of integration between marketing and
R&D (Gomes et al., 2003; Griffin and Hauser, 1996).

The vision of the product created during the concept phase needs to be a clear
representation of what the product should be; as “the light at the end of the tunnel that
serves as a focal point for the day-to-day work” during the subsequent development
phase when a large number of people are involved and need to have the same vision
(Kahn, 1996). Thus, creating the concept requires the mechanisms of proactive thinking,
systematic learning, and the integration of various perspectives in order to produce new
knowledge concerning what is unknown (Leonard and Straus, 1997; Verganti, 1999).
During the subsequent development phase, there is not much time for experimentation
and exploration on the concept in the wider perspective across disciplines and functions
the early phase enables (Bowen et al., 1994; Kim and Wilemon, 2002a). A well-defined
concept during the early phase contributes to a clear picture of what product to develop,
while facilitating prioritizations later on during the development process (Khurana and
Rosenthal, 1998), and is thus considered to be one of the greatest opportunities for
improving the overall NPD process (Kim and Wilemon, 2002a; Koen et al., 2001). The
extent to which the concept holds during the development phase of a project can be seen
as a comprehensive real-time test of the ability of the organization to handle the early
phase. While there is a broad understanding in the literature of the need for a thorough
concept early on during NPD, it has also been shown to be difficult (Montoya-Weiss and
O’Driscoll, 2000) and the point at which most companies fail (Khurana and Rosenthal,
1997, 1998; Verganti, 1999).

Dealing with conflicts
Interdependence and differentiation have been identified as a cause of inter-group
conflict between marketing and R&D in NPD (Brett and Rognes, 1986; Ruekert and
Walker, 1987), as well as the fact that conflict between R&D and marketing may be the
most damaging and difficult form of conflict to resolve (Crawford, 1977). Leaving
negative conflicts unsolved until subsequent phases of development can be very costly
since the cost increases in step with how late the changes of concept occur. Of even
greater importance is the fact that while these conflicts remain unsolved, there will be
no strong common representation of the concept as there is a tendency for divergent
ideas regarding what the concept really is. This can be devastating for the entire
development project (Crawford, 1977; Griffin, 1997; Hayes et al., 1988).

Walton and Dutton (1969) have studied interdepartmental conflicts in organizations
and note that conflicts often develop out of mutual task dependence where there are
task-related asymmetries, conflicting performance criteria, dependence on common
resources, communication obstacles, and ambiguity of goals. The underlying causes of
these differences are argued to be specialization and differentiation in a functional
organization, which are an organizational result of handling increased complexity and
environmental uncertainty in the different disciplines (Lawrence and Lorsch, 1967).
As organizations grow, the specialisation of work increases and, over time, the
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different disciplines will grow apart, each expert in his/her own area but less aware of
the others’ contributions and ways of working (Griffin and Hauser, 1996). The
differences between marketing and R&D that cause conflicts are often claimed to be
based on different values, educational backgrounds, and ways of working (Shaw et al.,
2003). This view has been challenged, being argued to be more of a perceptual barrier
of stereotypes than one based on actual differences, and thus argued to be reduced by
mechanisms enhancing understanding and trust (Gupta et al., 1986b; Griffin and
Hauser, 1996). Even though the different functions come under the umbrella of the
same corporate goals, the lens through which these goals are interpreted may be
different for marketing and R&D and may thus lead to different functional goals
(Souder, 1977). Consequently, understanding one another’s goals, trade-offs, and
priorities is important when establishing the common goals for the conceptual phase.
Further increasing awareness of the interdependencies when creating a product
concept between the different functions may lead to less negative conflicts (Ruekert
and Walker, 1987).

Though conflicts may be damaging, studies shows that it is fruitful to have a
certain degree of conflict between different perspectives in order to develop common
knowledge further (Bourgeois, 1980; Galbraith, 1982). Different perspectives bring in
different views, and conflicts emerge. Results from studies indicate that conflicts
between marketing and R&D during NPD projects are the rule rather than the
exception (Moenaert and Souder, 1990). It has further been shown that where there is
full harmony between the different perspectives, when developing a complex product,
this is claimed to be either a lack of perspective integration or a strong imbalance of
power between the inter-depending functions, possibly further leading to a
non-competitive product being developed (Souder, 1988) or just more of the same
rather than something new.

While the literature argues for the importance of having a thorough concept
developed across functions during the pre-phase of NPD and having results indicating
that such a concept is difficult to accomplish, less detailed accounts have been reported
regarding the implications of conflicts and how to solve these conflicts in a productive
way between the inter-depending functions during the early phase of NPD. The
underlying causes of many of these conflicts during the early phase are argued in this
paper to be related to a lack of acknowledging and focusing on the strong
interdependence between marketing and R&D, a relationship also to be found in general
NPD studies (Griffin and Hauser, 1996; Gupta et al., 1986a; Kahn, 1996).

Integration as interaction and collaboration
Acknowledging strong functional interdependencies during the early phase of NPD
between marketing and R&D supports the expressed necessity of strong functional
integration and intensive collaboration during this phase. Findings from studies show
that successful project performance is achieved when cooperation between marketing
and R&D is on a high level during the early stage of NPD (Gomes et al., 2003; Olson
et al., 2001; Rein, 2004; Souder et al., 1998). Furthermore, the lack of such integration is
claimed to be the leading contributor to the failure of many new products (Griffin and
Hauser, 1996). Even Lawrence and Lorsch (1967) were generally identifying the need
for increased integration between functions for successful innovation and product
development, based on the then increased need for specialization and differentiation.
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They further identified several differences in the orientations of R&D and marketing
which make integration difficult. This is further supported, in relation to conflicts, by
others who argue that more intensive collaboration is needed to overcome the negative
attitudes and behaviors resulting from differentiation and specialization in order to
support the resolution of conflicts (Gupta et al., 1986b; Griffin and Hauser, 1996;
Hauptman and Hirji, 1999; Ruekert and Walker, 1987).

Rather than generally prescribing increased interdepartmental integration, Kahn
(1996) discusses the different forms of interdepartmental integration, making a clear
distinction between interaction and collaboration. This distinction is important as the
choice of when to use which form is related to the organizational context and culture in
order to better manage interdepartmental integration. Interaction is described as
communication-related activities which are more structural in nature, e.g. formal
meetings, information sharing, documentation flows, and having joint meetings
between the depending functions, which are all activities easier to quantify and control.
Furthermore, collaboration is characterized as more mutual process more related to
behavior as it represents the unstructured nature of interdepartmental relations, where
the dependent functions carrying out work together with common goals, visions and
where resources are shared, beyond cooperation and interaction. This is in line with
Lawrence and Lorsch (1986, 1967) who thought of integration as a process consisting of
a unified effort by various subsystems to accomplish company tasks and the demands
of the competitive environment. Many studies have been carried out in the field of
interdepartmental integration in NPD. However, most of them focus on either
interaction (Gupta et al., 1985, 1986a; Song et al., 1998) or collaboration (Moenaert et al.,
1994; Souder, 1988; Dougherty, 1992), but rarely the two combined, and specifically
during the early phase.

In studying collaboration and interaction as different mechanisms for integration,
Kahn argues for a deeper understanding of the differences which may enable different
combinations during different phases of NPD, and in relation to the organizational
context. While many argue for increased integration through more meetings across
functions, Kahn found that interaction might decrease the performance of the project,
as more meetings are not seen as productive when it comes to improving the
relationship between the depending functions.

On the contrary, it can be argued that increased interactions in terms of joint
meetings between marketing and R&D may be necessary as an enabler of increased
collaboration during the early phase between marketing and R&D. Studies related to
general NPD indicate that managers use interaction to establish familiarity and
common views regarding what to focus on between the functions involved, from which
collaboration will slowly emerge (Bernasco et al., 1999).

Insights into departmental integration which solve and reduce the level of negative
conflicts during the early phase of NPD may contribute to an increased level of
understanding of the nature of dependencies, as conflicts may express strong
interdependencies. This may contribute to increasing knowledge concerning the
difficulties of creating a thorough concept during the early phase of NPD.

Methodology
This case is based on a study of the conceptual work undertaken during the early
phase of NPD at an ECM. The strongest and most problematic relations have been
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found to exist between R&D and marketing, even though dependencies were also
found as regards the functions of design, manufacturing, finance, and purchasing
during the early phase of NPD. Continuously, we will focus on the interrelationships
between marketing and R&D as the major difficulties have been experienced when
combining these perspectives in order to create a common concept during the early
phase. The case reports real-time change when dealing with conflicts and the
integration of functional perspectives between marketing and R&D.

This study is based on a qualitative methodology (Denzin, 2000; Silverman, 1993).
While a quantitative method is primarily aimed at providing nomological knowledge
enabling predictions, a qualitative methodology emphasizes a broader range of
perspectives on complex interrelationships within a more limited number of empirical
entities. Since this study is based on one single company, ECM, it is pertinent to speak
of a case study approach (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2002). Case studies include a number
of various applicable methodologies that complement one another. In this study, a
combination of participant observations (Atkinson and Hammersley, 1994), interviews
(Kvale, 1996), and the studying of formal documents has been used.

Participant observations are based on an ethnographic method whereby the
researcher spends some time within the community being researched; a society, an
organization, and a specific group of interests. The ethnographic method is used when
the researcher wants to understand all the local idiosyncrasies and to pay attention to
the subtle nuances of a specific culture or community. The participant observations
included observations made at workshops, executive meetings, weekly and monthly
meetings, and other formal or semi-formal administrative arrangements taking place
at ECM during the autumn of 2003 and the spring of 2004, totalling 20 hours. During
these meetings and workshops, detailed field-notes were made, including observations
of actual activities as well as more personal reflections on the progress of the
discussions and other relevant issues. These field-notes were transcribed, analysed,
and filed. The ethnographic approach has been used in organizational studies at
manufacturing companies (Dalton, 1959; Burawoy, 1979), service companies
(Hochschild, 1983), and knowledge-intensive companies (Kunda, 1992).

The interview methodology, which is complementary to participant observation, is
based on a hermeneutic approach whereby discussions with the interviewees are
subject to interpretation. While the participant observation is useful in relationships
and in certain interactions in an organization, the interview methodology is more
focused on an understanding of the individual interviewee’s ideas and perspectives on
his or her day-to-day activities. There were 30 interviews with the relevant staff from
the marketing, R&D, Design, Finance, Project Management, and Manufacturing
departments of ECM. The managers were both male and female, representing different
areas and nationalities. During the interviews, a semi-structured interview manual was
used, albeit together with the opportunity to discuss interesting emerging issues
outside the scope of this manual. The interviews lasted for about 1.5 hours on average.
All interviews were transcribed and analysed by the researcher and then discussed
with fellow researchers.

The documents included are the formal documentation of marketing and R&D
involved during the process of the early phase, including descriptions, processes, and
minutes from meetings. These documents have primarily been used to attain an
understanding of the nature of conflicts and integration.
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The researcher employed here is currently working in, and has extensive experience
of, the automotive industry. This close connection with the case being studied offers
the advantage of having a deep understanding of the underlying mechanisms and
issues, as well as insight into and access to the organization. Despite the apparent
advantages of the insight that this setup provides, a great deal of effort has gone into
clarifying and resolving any biases in perception, pre-understandings, and
interpretations of the empirical material. This has been achieved by constantly
challenging the interpretations of the respondent accounts and by inviting fellow
researchers solely belonging to academia to assist in the interpretations. In doing so, a
balance is created that will safeguard critical reflection. Here, one could talk about an
insider/outsider research team (Bartunek and Louis, 1996). The downsides associated
with “going native” (Alvesson, 1999), or the potential biases, are easily offset by the
additional insight that researchers enjoy in comparison with fully
academy-departmental researchers. Basically, two strategies for safeguarding
reliability, i.e. respondent validation and inter-rating (Van de Ven and Poole, 1990),
have been applied. Validation of the analysis has been carried out by means of reviews
and discussions with respondents and managers, and in the community of researchers,
in order to achieve consistent interpretations.

The case of ECM
ECM
ECM being studied here is a relatively small but profitable carmaker in the premium
segment. A major corporation owns the company within the automotive industry, with a
multiple brand portfolio. During recent years, the product portfolio of ECM has grown
and its future growth plans imply a further increase in its product portfolio and,
subsequently, even more products needing to be developed. The maturity of the industry
intensifies the need to prioritize, from the cost perspective, while still developing
competitive and unique products that have a clear position in the marketplace.
Combined with shorter product development times, a shared platforms strategy, and
shared technological development in several areas, increased product development
leads to increased levels of complexity during NPD, causing a sense of urgency as
regards resolving conflicts and increasing the level of integration between marketing
and R&D during the early phase of NPD. This case illustrates the emergent increased
focus and change vis-à-vis how marketing and R&D work together to define a more
thorough concept.

Problem background
In the meetings held between marketing and R&D during the early phase prior to
the development project starting, there are already too many detailed issues to
discuss and merge. The different functions have done their homework and have
already prepared documents describing the product from their specific points of
view. R&D often has a document describing the product content on the system
level, together with the estimated cost. The documents that marketing has
developed concern the product attributes in relation to the desired positioning of the
vehicle, based on customer target groups and the competition, as well as a
description of the vehicle on a more detailed level with specifications of the engine
types, power train, platform, body types, etc. When exchanging information and
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ideas during the early phase, this is mostly done by sharing documents between the
departments and through some informal meetings.

Conflicting ways of working between marketing and R&D
At this point in time, there has not been very much cooperation and the receivers of the
documents often react in relation to their view within their function, expressed thus by
one manager in R&D:

The initial product description we get from Marketing needs to be translated before being
submitted to the engineers; this is because their description is too general and not sufficiently
defined. This causes the R&D people to see the description as a “wish list” rather than the
description of a product to be developed. We thus need to make it more specific, while keeping
it on a general level from the R&D perspective (Manager 3, R&D).

At this point in time, R&D are facing the need for detailed planning, also seeing it as
their responsibility to make the vehicle more concrete and translate the description into
a specification that is possible to develop within the financial and technical framework
they have identified. It is noted that the R&D staff take on that work themselves and do
not get back to marketing for clarification or to work it out together. A manager further
illustrates this thus:

One issue concerning conflicts is that we work differently. Marketing use relative definitions
regarding an attribute definition, while R&D use a technical specific solution to describe the
attribute. Over time, this causes a problem as at one stage, the departments can agree on the
different definitions, while at a later stage, Marketing has a different interpretation that is
based on changes in the marketplace, etc. An example of this is that Marketing might state
that the vehicle needs to be “leading in performance”, without saying what that is. Thus, we
need to define it into functions and systems, as we need to have it on a detailed solution level
in order to calculate the development cost. This causes a lot of problems (Manager 8, R&D).

This has also been expressed by others and can partly be interpreted in terms of
marketing and R&D carrying out conceptual work very differently and partly in terms
of when marketing is going through the more conceptual phase, R&D is already
oriented towards problem-solving. This causes conflicts. Furthermore, at this point,
preconditions seem to have been set which are not being discussed between the
functions, expressed thus by one manager;

In our meetings, we rarely discuss the vision of the product and what we want the product to
stand for in relation to possibilities and restrictions, from our different perspectives. I see this
as a shortcoming as we later on end up with conflicting views about what the product
represents during the development phase, and with a product content that is too costly but at
the same time not unique or differentiated enough. The conflicts we go through early on are
often related to solutions and specifications, so we start here and not with the vision (Manager
4, Marketing).

The departments already seem to be locked into solutions and there are many
conflicting issues. Something that is not brought up is the vision of the product, what it
represents, and the further attributes that make up the car. Instead, a lot of detailed
work has been carried out within each function without having had a common and
more general discussion about what to develop or a common goal. Furthermore,
regarding the cooperation and relations between marketing and R&D during the initial
meetings, a marketing manager expressed the differences and complexities thus;
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In the discussions that we have when we meet, with our various developed documents, we are
too focused on our own issues and complexities and fail to make others understand. I think it
is a problem that we do not listen or understand enough of each other’s problems (Manager
12, Marketing).

Historically, it has been taken for granted to some extent that the differences in points
of view regarding what the vehicle should be, and its content, will be solved as
development proceeds. Not much effort has gone into looking into the differences of the
various functions during the early phase. Often, these issues have grown into major
problems during the development phase, becoming costly when solved later on. This is
because the cost of change increases the further a project advances.

In the past, the various new car projects have carried out part of their concept development
within the project. Too often, the concept changes completely because the holistic view does
not make sense with regard to positioning, product cost, estimated volumes, etc. One reason
for this is probably that the concept has not been thoroughly developed and when the project
enters a certain phase, it then becomes a problem. A case in point is project A1 where we had
a strong industrial and cost focus which led to a good level of detail early on, but we had no
common understanding of what the vehicle was to represent and so the content was not
competitive or differentiated enough and the design was poor. This was discovered at a late
stage and we had to stop the project (Manager 14, R&D).

The risk, however, of continuing with this process is that the definitions of the
products will be the ones the project believes in, and not the ones decided upon in the
strategic plan. Consequently, there will be a high risk of developing competing
products – more of the same – not products that are differentiated enough. Based on
observations, the different functional works and documents are rarely compared in
order to identify gaps or conflicting issues. This indicates that there is a lack of
intensive collaboration and more interaction between marketing and R&D. Not dealing
with these gaps may be one reason why development projects need to re-work some of
their conceptual input later on during the development phase, as too many
contradictions are built in.

The emerging change when managing the early phase – beyond conflicts
From observations and interviews, the challenge of expanding the product portfolio,
while at the same time facing cost reduction targets in R&D, has led to an increased
focus on how to improve work on concept definition during the early phase.

We have known that we did not have a thorough concept early on as we in Marketing and
R&D have not always agreed, but we have felt that it has been good enough as there was no
total failure of any car project with regard to market acceptance. The kind of failure we have
experienced has mostly concerned cost and detailed content. We have not put in the effort to
come to full understanding during the conceptual phase as we have allowed the concept to
evolve during the development phase, which then drives cost and may not always create
strong and distinct products. In those areas, we now have to improve and agree on a thorough
concept during the early phase (Manager 3, R&D).

The difference in requirements that was causing conflicts between marketing and
R&D seems to have come to the surface. Until recently, each function has had a
decision board consisting of executive managers from different functions. One unclear
issue has been the scope of each decision board.
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There have been too many forums for issues in early phase that 4-5 persons in the company
need to come around. Even though we have had attendees from “the other side” in both
structures, this has been more as observers and conflicting issues have not been brought up,
as the focus has not allowed that. The complexity probably creates this. Changing this into a
common meeting structure jointly chaired by the Heads of Marketing and R&D, we hope to
obtain a better understanding of what the common issues are and at which point in time to
work on those (Manager 23, R&D).

A similar statement was also made by another manager, but this time from marketing;

Looking at the agendas of the different meetings that have previously taken place, these seem
to be very similar but to come from different angles, yet with the same headings (Manager 1,
Marketing).

The different boards for strategic decisions concerning the early phase of NPD
brought up issues of a cross-functional nature. Thus, the members of these boards
are representatives of the different functions. But this did not seem to be enough
to solve the conflicting issues as the perspectives on the decisions often reflected
one of the perspectives since the preparations were not made by means of
collaboration. The balance of perspectives in the meetings was not good enough.

With the experienced problems on the meeting structures and the changes of the
common documentation based on the simulation tool R&D initiated, the need to solve
conflicting views and for more collaborative work was brought up. Instead of the
different functional meetings with representatives from other functions, a common
meeting structure where R&D and marketing have co-chairmanship of the meetings
has been set up with the purpose of having a more transparent process, and to be seen
as a step towards further collaboration between the departments.

The responsible executive managers chair this meeting structure together. The agendas
imply that a lot of work needs to be done in terms of preparations, and also by means of
collaboration, as the various perspectives are on the agenda. The different groups of meetings
in the structure are also co-chaired by representatives of Marketing and R&D, and these are
jointly responsible for presenting the holistic picture of the respective issues (Manager 4,
Marketing).

The integrative management process is made up of a top-management decision
meeting that is co-chaired, with a supporting structure of preparatory forums
dealing with concept, technology, systems and strategy which compose the agenda
of the top-management meeting. Each of the underlying forums is also co-chaired
by marketing and R&D and implies mutual responsibility.

When developing this new meeting structure, one manager expressed his view of
the changes thus;

As the executive managers from R&D and Marketing have come to the understanding here
that close collaboration is the only way forward, they are also sending out signals to others
that this is what is required of all of us. We need to create a more constructive way of solving
all the complex issues while at the same time retaining the holistic view, even if we may not
always agree (Manager 8, R&D).

The power struggles between the functional units of marketing and R&D seem to have
been perceived as non productive and transformed into a more fruitful collaboration on
a high level between the executive managers. There seems to be an understanding

Managing the
balance of

perspectives

53

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 C

H
A

L
M

E
R

S 
U

N
IV

E
R

SI
T

Y
 O

F 
T

E
C

H
N

O
L

O
G

Y
 A

t 0
4:

54
 1

7 
A

ug
us

t 2
01

5 
(P

T
)



among the managers in marketing and R&D as regards the need to have a more
constructive relationship between the functions of the early phase of NPD and that the
identified way towards achieving that is via increased integration. Throughout the
case, increased collaboration is often mentioned as a need to create more thorough
concepts.

Discussion
This case study of ECM illustrates the difficulties of creating a thorough common
concept during the early phase of NPD, but now a sense of urgency has emerged with
regard to improving the concept creation and management of the early phase of NPD.
Very early on in the discussions regarding a new product held between marketing and
R&D, detailed issues are brought up. It seems to have been problematic that marketing
and R&D have made assumptions based on their own perspectives rather than first
having a joint discussion concerning the vision of the product in order to secure a
common understanding of the needs, priorities, opportunities, and restrictions to be
considered during development of the concept. Taken to this level, work can be very
problematic as the different functions have separately developed their own ideas about
the concept within the framework of each discipline, thus lacking a holistic view and a
common goal. When representatives from the different functions meet trying to merge
the different conceptual views, a debate arises. The differences in the views,
standpoints, and reasoning of the functions involved, based on the differences in the
focus, definitions, and complexities of each discipline, then cause conflicting views.
Even though collaboration exists between the depending functions, through formal
and informal meetings and contacts, conflicts tend to arise which are not easily solved.

Clarifying the concept during the early phase in order to guide further development
has been identified as one of the greatest opportunities for improving the overall NPD
process and market success of a new product. The creation of a thorough concept has,
however, been shown to be difficult, and something that many companies fail to do
(Murphy and Kumar, 1997; Khurana and Rosenthal, 1997). Nevertheless, less detailed
accounts are available from the literature as regards why it is difficult to create a
thorough concept during the early phase, as well as what the barriers and underlying
causes are and how to overcome these barriers. From this case study of ECM, the
increased focus on the early phase seems to be grounded in the understanding that the
many conflicts and misunderstandings have become a barrier to the development of
more thorough concepts via collaboration between marketing and R&D. To move
away from the many negative conflicts and enable far-reaching integration, the case
indicates the necessity to develop understanding of the nature of the strong
interdependencies, and where those lie, in order to create a more productive view of the
merging of perspectives when creating a new product. When developing the new
integrative meeting structure, set up via collaboration between marketing and R&D,
the similarities of the previous different decision boards’ agendas and focus illustrate
the inbuilt dependencies and the different perspectives of the issues. It is necessary to
bring these different perspectives into the same discussion, and not have them in
different forums, in order to make the dependencies more explicit and bring
understanding to complexities and the nature of dependencies. These findings
contribute to theory regarding why concept creation is difficult to accomplish
during the early phase of NPD. They further contribute to understanding of how to
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create far-reaching integration based on collaboration and interaction between
marketing and R&D.

Even if the emerging changes illustrated in the case are related to increased levels of
interaction and cooperation between the functions, which according to Kahn (1996)
may not improve the performance of the project, the underlying understanding
connected with this seems to be the need for more collaboration between the units of
marketing and R&D enabled by a deeper understanding of the different perspectives
and interdependencies. We argue that the required understanding needs to concern the
different perspectives, problems, and priorities, but may also be more important
concerning the dependencies, and that dependencies entail the necessity of
collaboration when creating something new. Increased integration is further argued
to remove negative attitudes and behaviors resulting from specialization and to further
build trust and conflict-resolution mechanisms (Hauptman and Hirji, 1999). One could
argue here, based on Kahn’s analysis, that collaboration is better at increasing
integration as it is based on deep insight into the interdependencies, while interaction
lacks such insight. Nevertheless, interaction designed for collaboration may enable
insight into the interdependencies. When designing the new meeting structure at ECM,
the focus has been on increased collaboration and the structure has been managed
jointly by R&D and marketing, with joint chairmanship being held by the executives of
marketing and R&D. Furthermore, the structure is based on collaboration during the
preparations and can be seen as an initial step towards enabling increased
collaboration. Such a managerial process may further develop an understanding of the
areas where increased collaboration is needed, as well as those where the interaction is
sufficient. Just because a high degree of integration is prescribed to the early phase,
this has to be balanced against the need for specialization. Functional specialization is
important as the expertise available in the different functions is essential when making
the conceptual definitions during complex product development (Leonard-Barton et al.,
1994). Studies have further shown that integration as such does not necessarily lead to
increased performance (Gomes et al., 2003). Thus, it is again essential to understand
where the interdependencies are at their strongest and which areas are crucial when
creating a common concept and considering which level of integration is needed. In
certain areas, formal meetings and reports may be enough, while in respect of other
issues, intensive collaboration may be crucial (Gomes et al., 2003; Kahn, 1996).

The notion of NPD as a multidisciplinary process where market and technology
knowledge is developed and synthesized into a product implies reciprocal task
interdependency between the different disciplines and thus requires a high level of
integration between the perspectives (Brown and Eisenhardt, 1995; Griffin and Hauser,
1996; Griffin, 1997). Even though NPD is a multidisciplinary process, research has
shown that the strengths of the interdependencies vary over the development cycle and
that the strongest interdependency during the early phase is found to be between
marketing and R&D, which is why far-reaching integration is argued to be necessary
between marketing and R&D when creating the concept during the early phase (Gomes
et al., 2003; Griffin, 1997). Interdependencies per se have further been identified as the
fundamental cause of inter-group conflicts (Brett and Rognes, 1986; Ruekert and
Walker, 1987; Walton and Dutton, 1969), which can to some extent be seen as natural
since knowledge development occurs around divergences and when bringing in
different views (Galbraith, 1982). Nevertheless, conflicts may become a strong barrier
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to integration (Crawford, 1977) as they tend to allow divergent ideas to emerge as
regards what constitutes the concept (Griffin, 1997; Hayes et al., 1988).

In the new meeting structure, the scope has been broadened to also include platform
and architecture development and the technology strategy. This may shed light on
dependencies which have not been dealt with previously and which may have a strong
impact on concept development, contributing to misunderstandings and conflicts. The
background to many disagreements may be caused by other dependencies than the
ones between those functions; dependencies outside the scope of the cooperation. This
implies a need to widen the scope to include more than the specific products and such
issues as product architecture, platform development, technology strategy, and
portfolio strategy in more intensive collaboration than is the case today. The initial
steps taken in collaborating need to pave the way for wider collaboration, not only with
regard to the dependencies known today but maybe also with regard to creating new
dependencies based on the jointly developed perspective of the early phase. It is thus
suggested that a contingency approach be applied when looking into the management
of the early phase of NPD, as the emerging focus on the early phase would in this case
seem to be related to changes in other circumstances, e.g. an increased cost focus, the
sharing of solution development, and platforms between brands, making the early
phase more important for ECM. Continuous reflection on the integration gap (Gupta
et al., 1986a) is further suggested here; looking into where integration is needed
compared to where far-reaching integration has been achieved.

Conclusions and managerial implications
In this case study of ECM, which has been successful over a long period of time in
developing new products with a high level of profitability, the early phase may have
been fairly well executed. When continuing this trend in an environment characterized
by increased complexities in NPD and with an increased proportion of development
between brands, the importance of managing the early phase increases. When creating
the vision of the product, the critical properties and characteristics need to be
identified, something which will further be explored in order to define the product
specification at the level the concept requires. Strategic choices regarding properties
need to be made in relation to the positioning of the product and the technological
potential. Making these strategic choices at an early stage becomes more important as
the level of complexity increases, with joint development between the brands and
suppliers of the industry.

As integration between marketing and R&D continues and new knowledge is
developed via collaboration, new capabilities and possibilities may emerge, when
viewed from a different perspective than previously, which might create new,
innovative, and competitive products (Kim and Wilemon, 2002b). Suggestions made
here based on the case of ECM are; a further-developed organizational structure
supporting integration by giving R&D and marketing joint responsibility for new
product strategy development, establishing liasoning positions for implementing and
developing processes, and continuing to hold regular joint R&D/marketing meetings
with senior management. Findings from other cases further support the current
findings regarding these matters (Kahn, 1996; Gupta and Wilemon, 1991). This will
further enable understanding of each other’s functional perspectives, in terms of
complexities, relations, priorities and problems, which is a pre-requisite for further
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collaboration and integration as well as having a common objective and vision. The
role of top management is to provide support using visions, secure a balance of power
between R&D and marketing, make certain decisions joint ones, and become involved
in early discussions wherein the visions are elaborated on.

The results of this single case provide valuable insight into managing the early
phase of the NPD process. Nevertheless, further research and longitudinal studies are
recommended in order to move towards a more comprehensive understanding of the
early phase.
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