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ldentifying the Key Success Factors in New Product Launch

C. Anthony Di Benedetto

Effective product launch is a key driver of top performance, and launch is often
the single costliest step in new product development. Despite its importance,
costs, and risks, product launch has been relatively underresearched in the
product literature.

We reviewed the extant literature on product launch to identify the most critical
strategic, tactical, and information-gathering activities influencing the launch
success. We then used a retrospective methodology to gather managerial percep-
tions regarding launch activities pertaining to a recent new product launch, and
the product’s performance in terms of profitability, market share, and relative
sales. A mail survey of PDMA practitioners elicited data on nearly 200 recent
product launches.

Successful launches were found to be related to perceived superior skills in
marketing research, sales force, distribution, promotion, R&D, and engineering.
Having cross-functional teams making key marketing and manufacturing deci-
sions, and getting logistics involved early in planning, were strategic activities
that were strongly related to successful launches.

Several tactical activities were related to successful launches: high quality of
selling effort, advertising, and technical support; good launch management and
good management of support programs; and excellent launch timing relative to
customers and competitors. Furthermore, information-gathering activities of all
kinds (market testing, customer feedback, advertising testing, etc.) were very
important to successful launches.

We conclude with observations about current product launch practice and with
recommendations to management. Logistics plays a key role in successful strategy
development and should receive the requisite amount of managerial attention. In
particular, activities involving logistics personnel in strategy development showed
much room for improvement.

We also find that the timing of the launch (i.e., when the launch is conducted
from the point of view of the company, the competition, and the customer) is just
as important as whether the activities are performed. More managerial attention
should be devoted to launch timing with respect to all of these viewpoints in order
to improve the chances of success. © 1999 Elsevier Science Inc.
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Introduction In this study, we choose strategic, tactical, and in-
formation-gathering activities as the focal points of
recent PDMA study of best practices by in- our research. Recent studies [27,28] examining the
novating firms showed that, among the bestproduct launch literature have identified two broad
performing firms, 49% of sales are derived categories of launch decisions: strategic and tactical
from new products (those launched within the last Saunch decisions. Strategic decisions are concerned
years); among all other firms, the comparable figure isyith product and market issues: how innovative the
only 22% [22]. Additionally, the proportion of sales product should be, what kind of market the product
deriving from new products is increasing [37]. Clearly, should be launched into, what the competitive stance
effective product commercialization and launch is aor positioning should be, and so forth. These strategic
critical driver of top performance, and several stud-decisions are likely to be solidified early in the NPD
ies[5,8,13,14,32] have consistently shown that a strongrocess during Product Innovation Charter or product
product launch greatly improves the chances of sucprotocol specification [11,15,17], and indeed are usu-
cess. Launch is also very often the single costliest steglly difficult or expensive to change at later stages in
in new product development (NPD) [1,6,13,27]. Coo-the process [27]. We also examine several key firm
per and Kleinschmidt [14] defined commercializationresources and skills that are generally found to be
as trial production and sell, production startup, andmportant precursors to proficient execution of strate-
market launch, and determined the average amougfic launch activities [5,8,9,12]. Tactical decisions are
spent by industrial new product developers on comthe marketing mix decisions (product and branding,
mercialization to be almost $434,000. In addition, thepricing, advertising, and distribution) and are more
cost of commercialization of successful products aveasily modified in later stages of the NPD process.
eraged almost $633,000, which was over six times theactical launch decisions are not only typically made
amount spent on commercializing products that failedafter strategic decisions, but also may be strongly
As atypical example for a consumer good, the Gillettéinfluenced by the strategic decisions already made
Sensor launch cost $200 million in research, engineer27].
ing, and tooling, and an additional $110 million in  We examine information-gathering activities in ad-
first-year television and print advertising [26]. dition to activities related to strategic and tactical
Despite the financial risks involved, proficiently decisions. Information gathering throughout the NPD
conducting the product launch activities is critical to process is critical—and information typically becomes
product success. A recent meta-analysis of the newore valid and reliable as the project moves through
product literature [35] indicated that most of the factorsthe process toward commercialization [17]. Continu-
affecting new product success are controllable by marsus update and modification of both marketing and
agement. This would suggest that, if product launctproduction plans are necessary throughout the product
practice and other NPD activities are improved, highefaunch phase (and post-launch) in response to cus-
success rates can be achieved. The first Project Newpr@gmer and competitive reactions, and technological or
study [8] found that many companies just “hoped for theeconomic environmental changes [18]. Fine-tuning or
best” and did not spend any time on launch planning:steering control” of product, production process,
Although product launch practice has improved sinceand/or marketing strategy may be required after the
then, much more work needs to be done. launch is executed [17]. Therefore, careful execution
of market research and testing activities is required to
obtain key information about customers and the effec-
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launch success, in terms of overall profitability andpositioning of the product. Furthermore, the type of
competitive performance goals. We conclude with obsales force required, and the amount of sales force
servations about current product launch practice anttaining needed, should be assessed. Pricing decisions
with recommendations for improvement in the future.need to be made in light of the effects of price on both
unit demand and revenue. A distribution policy must
Literature Review be developed and the need for structural changes in
distribution must be assessed.
The academic literature on product commercialization In order to carry out the marketing activities specific
and launch is relatively scant. As seen in the Introducto the product launch, as well as activities in the
tion section, the most recent academic work distinnhon-marketing “stream” such as product design and
guishes strategic from tactical launch decisionsengineering, R&D and manufacturing [6,17], cross-
[27,28]. This section briefly examines the activitiesfunctional integration must be supported sufficiently.
carried out during each of these decisions, as well asluch recent work has examined speeding up product
the activities pertaining to gathering information per-launch while at the same time maintaining quality.
tinent to new product launch. Cross-functional teams including managers from
R&D, marketing, and manufacturing have success-
Firm Skills and Resources, and Strategic Launch  fully been used to reduce time needed to launch high-
Activities quality products [19,20,24,25].
Logistics and inventory strategy has received rela-
A marketing strategy (statement of target market, detively less attention in the product launch literature,
sired positioning, and marketing mix) must be clearlybut is nonetheless of prime importance, as it is inti-
planned and developed prior to launch [6,36]. Badmately related to the material flow from manufacturer
launches are typified by poorly planned marketingto end-user [42] and back again, if necessary, as in the
strategies, resulting in incomplete product offeringscase of product recalls [39]. The ability to handle
inadequate channel, poor targeting, no focus on effortincertainties in new product demand, and to make
and slow response to product flaws [42]. By compar-adjustments where necessary, is related to the integra-
ison, a full launch strategy includes objectives for alltion of the logistics function with marketing, manu-
elements of the marketing mix, as well as statementfacturing, and operations. If the business unit’s logis-
of launch control, timing and speed, and likely com-tics strategy prioritizes reduction in products, material
petitive responses [36]. suppliers, logistics services suppliers, marginal cus-
A substantial body of literature in NPD has differ- tomers, and stock-keeping units, and emphasizes
entiated between firm resources, skills, and activitiesquick-response programs and flexible manufacturing
and analyzed the relationships among thentechniques, the chances for a high-performance prod-
[5,7-9,12,40,41]. This research stream finds that act launch are likely to increase.
firm must possess an adequate level of marketing
skills and resources in order to be able to carry outractical Launch Activities
marketing activities specific to a given NPD project.
Similarly, adequate technical skills and resources ar€rawford’s [17] model of back-end activities in the
required such that specific technical activities are carNPD process (Figure 1) provides a good perspective of
ried out proficiently. Therefore, marketing and tech-tactical decisions made by both marketing and techni-
nical skills and resource levels must be carefully concal personnel during launch and leading up to the
sidered to determine if they are adequate. If not, théaunch (e.g., product design and testing). This model
firm should take steps to address weaknesses to inemphasizes the dual streams of marketing and produc-
prove performance of project-specific activities [5]. tion, both of which are ramped-up to full scale during
All aspects of the marketing mix need to be consid-product launch. Marketing tactical decisions at the
ered in developing the marketing strategy and planproduct launch stage concern the development of the
ning the strategic launch activities. The fit of the marketing mix: achieving appropriate distribution lev-
product with marketplace needs should be examinedls, providing all necessary auxiliary services, deter-
and adjusted if necessary based on input from markehining acceptable price, and setting the levels of ad-
testing. With respect to promotion, there must be convertising and promotion such that both profitability
sistency between the copy platform and the proposednd market penetration goals are met [6]. Technical
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Back-End NPD Activities

il il

Finalize Product Design Finalize Marketing Plan
h 4
Build, test, and review Develop, test, and implement
regular production process all marketing mix elements

Conduct beta and gamma
tests

Scale-up production and Develop launch control
have product for testing plan
4 Market Testing |‘
Modify Modify marketing mix
product/process components

I I

Launch and implement control plan

Monitor and modify process as required

Figure 1. “Back end” of the new product development (NPD) process. (Adapted from Crawford [17].)

tactical decisions include modification of the producttunity to launch a similar product first successfully. Fur-
and/or production process and are made in considethermore, managers are often under great pressure to
ation of the results of product and market testing.  accelerate time to market [21,34] and may not always be
In addition to marketing and technical tactical de-aware of the risks involved [16]. One can assess the
cisions, launch timing is a critical variable determining appropriateness of launch timing on a number of dimen-
ultimate product success [36]. Empirical studiessions: relative to business unit goals, to competitors, and
[14,31,44] demonstrate a close relationship betweeto customers; with respect to channel cooperation and
product performance, value delivered to customers;oordination; with respect to execution of promotions to
and success rate. Firms that wait too long in producthe channel and the trade; with respect to the resulting
development or testing allow competitors the opporsustainable competitive advantage; and so on.
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Market Information-Gathering Activities We gathered four measures of perceived new prod-
uct performance. Overall profitability is an undoubt-

In order to support both strategic and tactical Iauncrbouy important measure of performance, but a unidi-

launch, market research must be conducted efficientlysyersimplification [12,14,23,29]. A firm may set an

Market testing throughout the NPD process yields keypjective of reaching a certain overall profitability
information about likely customer adoption and allows|eye| with a given product launch, or it may measure
the firm to finalize its plans for marketing and pro- product success in terms of its profitability relative to
duction ramp-up at the launch phase. These includgompeting products. Alternatively, the objective may
training the sales force, planning and executing adverhe to capture a certain amount of market share or sales
tising strategy, developing distribution channel activ-away from competitors, and short-term profitability to
ities, and obtaining customer feedback during launchsome extent may be given up in favor of high sales or
As noted in the Introduction, adequate performance ofnarket share. Measuring only profitability may be a
activities that generate information on customer, commjsjeading indicator of that product's success relative
petitive, or economic changes is critical for controlling 1o the specified objectives. For this reason, the follow-
and fine tuning the product, process, and/or marketinghg measures of success were used in this study: (1)
strategy post-launch. We consider market informationperceived overall profitability; and perceived (2) prof-
gathering activities that occur during and post-launchitapility, (3) sales, and (4) market share relative to
as well as several information-gathering activities percompeting products on the market. Each of these was
taining to earlier stages of the NPD process (i.e.measured on a scale ef5 to +5 (scale anchors given
market testing, test-marketing execution, and interprei the questionnaire in the Appendix).

product for a more successful launch. participating in a university executive training pro-
gram and by classes of night MBA students, to ensure

Method that all questions were clear and that the scale items
represented the desired constructs. Only minor correc-

Data Collection Instrument tions and adjustments needed to be made to the ques-

tionnaire based on the feedback from the pretests.
A retrospective methodology was used in this study, in
which managers were asked to provide their perceprespondents
tions regarding the launch activities and new product
performance. This methodology is common in NPDThe survey was mailed to all practitioner members of
research [8-14], but presents some limitations anthe Product Development & Management Association
raises some internal validity issues to be discusse(PDMA). PDMA practitioner members were chosen
later [3,35]. We developed a mail survey instrumentas the sampling frame, as these individuals are repre-
for data collection, based on the literature on the NPBsentative of the most knowledgeable managers active
process that pertains to product launch. Respondeniis new product management and NPD. A follow-up
were requested to select one of their company’s mogihone call and second mailing were undertaken to
recent new product launches for which they would beboost response rates. We used a key informant method
able to provide detailed information. They were tofor data collection frequently used in NPD research
choose a single product launched no more than 5 yeafg,12,13]. All respondents were experienced practic-
ago, and one that could be considered “characteristicdhg managers in product development or a related
of their firm at the time of launch. Respondents pro-position, who were the most knowledgeable sources of
vided perceptual data on 7 skills and resources, lihformation on the NPD project and the product’s
strategic activities, 17 tactical activities, and 8 marketdaunch [38]. In a later section we discuss the limita-
ing information-gathering activities pertaining to this tions of this method. Our sample included representa-
launch. These were the skills, resources, and activitieives primarily involved in consumer as well as busi-
identified in the launch literature as most critical to ness-to-business products (goods and services). A total
new product launch [6,8,11,27,28]. All of these wereof 183 usable questionnaires were returned, represent-
measured using 0 to 10 Likert-type scales. The scalig a response rate of 11.4%. The demographics of the
items used are provided in the Appendix. sample (by functional area and job title/level) are



SUCCESS FACTORS IN NEW PRODUCT LAUNCH J PROD INNOV MANAG 535
1999;16:530-544

presented in Table 1. Judging from these demograpResults
ics, the sample appears representative of the PDMA
membership. For this analysis, the product launches were catego-
To provide some evidence of reliability, the samplerized as “successful” or “unsuccessful” in four differ-
was split into two halves (early respondents and lat€nt ways according to the four success measures used.
respondents), and the means of all 46 skills, resource§onsidering first overall profitability, a product launch
and activity variables were calculated for each halfwas classified as “successful” if a positive rating on
The means differed significantly (at the= .05 level) this scale (&;lus;1 to+5) was given, and “unsuccess-
for only one of the 46 variables (“product availability: ful” otherwise. The same procedure was used for the
sufficient inventory available”). We also found that three other success measures used. Many launches
the two halves were not significantly different in termswere rated as successful or unsuccessful on all four
of any of the performance measures. We thus conclud@easures; several, however, were only successful on
that earlier and later respondents were not significantlpne or two of the measures.
different from each other. Next, the mean perceived levels of performance of
each launch activity were calculated for successful and
unsuccessful launches, and these means were com-
pared using-tests. The results for the skills and re-
Respondents sources, the strategic launch activities, the tactical

Table 1. Respondent Demographics

Job Title (%) launch activities, and the market information-gather-
Principal/Partner 1.7 ing activities are presented in Tables 2, 3 and 4,
Senior/Chief/Head/Lead 2.9 respectively. In each of these tables, a significant
President/Proprietor/Owner 29 twalue indicates that the mean perceived levels of
\é'ifgcgfs'dent/(;m”p VPIAssistant VP ) 4_102‘0 performance were significantly different between suc-
Manager/Assistant Manager s2.0  cessful and unsuccessful groups.

Other 4.6 Before examining each table individually, one
Functional Area of Respondents s_hould note that in every case where a _significant
Technology difference was found, the activity was perceived to be
Engineering 52 performed better for the successful launches than for
Research 0.6 the unsuccessful ones. That is, better perceived per-
Research and Development 8.6 formance of key activities tends to be related to a
?Z'Ceh”;';ggy éi higher likelihood of success. In no case was better
Projects/Special Projects 2.0 perceived performance on an attribute significantly
Total Technology 230 related to more unsuccessful launches.
Marketing . .
Business Development/New Business Res_;u_lt_s for Skills, Resources, and Strategic Launch
Development 6.9 Activities
Commercial Development 1.7
Marketing 10.3 Table 2 provides the mean responses and the results of
Marketing Research/Information 11 the significance tests for the skills, resources, and
Total Marketing 201 strategic launch activities. As shown in the table, suc-
Management cessful launches (in terms of overall profitability) were
Product Line Management 11 related to perceived superior skills in marketing re-

Product Management/New Product search, sales force, distribution, advertising and pro-

Management 16.1 . . . L
Product Planning/New Product Planning 0.6 motion, R&D, and engineering. The table _also indi-
Product Development/New Product cates that the most successful launches (in terms of

Development 25.3 overall profitability and/or competitive measures)
Program Management 11 were related to better perceived performance on the

Total Management 44.3

following strategic activities:

Planning/Corporate Planning/Strategic
Planning 6.3

Other 6.3

e Having cross-functional teams make decisions con-
cerning manufacturing, distribution/logistics, and
marketing/sales strategy; and
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Table 3. Tactical Launch Activities

Success Measure

Overall Competitive Competitive Competitive
Profitability Profitability Sales Market Share

SuccessfulUnsuccessfulSuccessfulUnsuccessfulSuccessfulUnsuccessfulSuccessfulUnsuccessful
Activities (n=117) (n=66) (n=109) (h=74) (=104 (=79 (n=100) (n=83)

Quality of selling effort, e.g.,

the right people, properly

trained, etc. 6.24* 5.12 6.20* 5.31 6.25* 5.29 6.32* 5.24
Quality of advertising. 5.44* 4.59 5.49* 4.62 5.33 4.86 5.63* 4.52
Quality of promotion (e.g.,

discounts, trade shows,

events). 6.01 5.76 6.08 5.69 6.01 579 6.27* 5.49
Service and technical support

for the customer, e.g., right

people, qualified, responsive. 7.08t 6.54 7.18* 6.46 7.31* 6.33 7.21* 6.49
Product availability: sufficient

inventory available. 7.40 7.47 7.40 7.46 7.43 7.42 7.45 7.40
Product distribution: on-time

delivery, quick response. 7.26 7.08 7.28 7.07 7.17 7.23 7.26 7.12
Appropriateness of pricing

level(s). 7.75% 6.70 7.78* 6.77 7.88* 6.70 7.74% 6.93
Finalizing plans for

manufacturing. 6.43 6.00 6.52t 5.90 6.44 6.06 6.31 6.24
Finalizing plans for marketing. 6.67* 5.59 6.65* 5.74 6.70* 5.73 6.80* 5.66
Establishing overall direction

for this product launch. 7.24* 5.95 7.24* 6.10 7.27* 6.13 7.37* 6.07
Launching the product into the

marketplace. 7.16* 5.47 7.16* 5.66 7.18* 5.72 7.35*% 5.59
Training the sales force. 6.68* 5.65 6.50 6.03 6.68* 5.81 6.69* 5.84

Executing the advertising
strategy for this product
(e.g., good copy placement,
adequate number of

insertions). 5.44t 4.65 5.44t 4.70 5.36 4.87 5.32 4.94
Managing distribution channel
activities for this product. 6.50* 5.25 6.37t 5.56 6.33 5.67 6.45*% 5.56

Relative to our business unit's

goals, the timing of launch

was on target. 6.27 5.62 6.60* 5.21 6.29 5.71 6.53* 5.44
Relative to our direct

competition, the timing of

launch was perfect. 6.47" 5.68 6.42 5.84 6.47 5.81 6.53t 5.76
From the point of view of our

major customers, the timing

of launch was excellent. 6.46* 5.22 6.54* 5.23 6.41* 5.49 6.58* 5.33

* Mean for successful launch significantly greater than mean for unsuccessful laupch &5.
T Mean for successful launch significantly greater than mean for unsuccessful layneh 410.
Bold indicates means where significant differences in means are foupdsatlO or better.

e Having logistics involved in formulating distribu- ferences. Perceived strengths in engineering skills and
tion strategies, coordinating with sales manageresources were related to more successful launches
ment, developing inventory strategies, and plannin@ising overall profitability and competitive profitability
after-sale service. as performance measures, but not using competitive
Table 2 shows that although these activities wereales or market share. This suggests that investing to

generally perceived to be important across all the othestrengthen engineering skills increases the ultimate

success measures used, there were a few notable difesirability of the product to the discriminating buyer
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Table 4. Market Information, Gathering Activities

Success Measure

Overall Competitive Competitive Competitive
Profitability Profitability Sales Market Share
SuccessfulunsuccessfulSuccessfulUnsuccessfulSuccessfulUnsuccessfulSuccessfulunsuccessful
Activities (n=117) (n=66) (n=109) (h=74) (=104 (=79 (n=100) (n=83)
Selecting customers for testing
market acceptance. 6.37* 4.94 6.19t 5.32 6.14 5.45 6.16 5.46
Submitting products to
customers for in-use testing. 6.32* 5.36 6.29t 5.48 6.41* 5.38 6.43* 5.39
Executing test marketing
programs. 4.67* 3.71 4.79* 3.60 4.86* 3.59 4.88* 3.62
Interpreting the findings of the
market testing. 5.50* 4.37 5.23 4.87 5.64* 4.35 5.57* 4.47

Delegating or contracting

specialized research work to

outside contractors. 5.27* 4.11 5.42* 3.96 5.45* 4.08 5.56* 4.03
Studying feedback from

customers regarding this

product during launch. 6.94* 5.45 6.85* 5.73 6.87* 5.77 6.79* 5.93
Studying feedback from

customers regarding this

product after launch. 6.83* 5.75 6.73* 5.99 6.81* 5.92 6.71t 6.09
Planning and testing the
advertising for this product.  4.91* 4.04 4.93* 4.07 4.96*% 4.11 5.01* 4.08

* Mean for successful launch significantly greater than mean for unsuccessful laupch a5.
T Mean for successful launch significantly greater than mean for unsuccessful laymeh 40.
Bold indicates means where significant differences in means are foupdsatlO or better.

(who is in search of performance or quality attributesWhereas this observation is consistent with expecta-
rather than lowest price) and thus pays off more intions, it also was found that interdepartmental com-
terms of higher profitability but not necessarily higher mittees for joint decision-making, task forces, or tem-
sales or market share. Similarly, it was interesting tgorary groups, and the use of liaison personnel did not
note that perceived strengths in manufacturing skillsmprove the likelihood of perceived launch success. It
and resources were related to more successfuvould be beyond the scope of this study to conclude
launches in terms of competitive profitability and mar-that these techniques for facilitating interdepartmental
ket share, but not overall profitability. Better manu- collaboration are not effective. Our results suggest,
facturing skills may translate to lower production however, that either these techniques have not prop-
costs, which can provide the manufacturer with aerly been implemented in the studied firms, or that
competitive price advantage at launch and can ultimore needs to be learned about how these techniques
mately result in a strong market share or high profit-actually affect cross-functional integration.
ability relative to competitors. These observations sug- In Table 2, most, though not all, of the strategic
gest that management must consider the objectivdaunch activities are perceived to be performed rea-
that were set for the product (in terms of profitability, sonably well in the most successful launches. Of the
sales, and/or market share) when prioritizing investi14 strategic activities studied, 8 means were at least 6
ments in engineering or manufacturing. That is, al-on a 10-point scale among the successful (highest
though both of these functions positively affect theoverall profitability) launches, and only 3 were rated
likelihood of launch success, they do so in differentbelow 5. Among the lowest mean ratings of perceived
ways. performance were observed for logistics activities:
High perceived cross-functional team involvementlogistics involvement in distribution strategy forma-
in manufacturing, distribution and logistics, and mar-tion, in coordinating with sales management, in “lean”
keting/sales strategic decisions was significantly reer just-in-time inventory strategies, in after-sale ser-
lated to success across all or most success measurgge planning, in planning marketing programs, and in
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setting return or replacement policies. Furthermoreserved. Overall, tactical activities were perceived to be
for most of these activities, better perceived perforperformed well. Only execution of advertising strategy
mance was related to greater success in terms of comand quality of advertising had mean perceived ratings
petitive profitability, sales, and market share. Theselower than 6.
then, are activities where there is room for improve- Product availability (sufficient inventory available)
ment and for which improved performance is likely to beand product distribution (on-time delivery and quick
rewarded by greater competitiveness and higher profit.response) were the only two tactical launch activities
for which better perceived performance was not re-
Results for Tactical Launch Activities lated to significantly greater success on any measure.
Examination of Table 3, however, indicates that these
Table 3 presents the results obtained for the tacticdivo activities were perceived to be consistently per-
launch activities. As was the case for the strategidormed well (means are consistently above 7 for both
activities, better perceived performance on most of thesuccessful and unsuccessful launches). Therefore, al-
launch activities is associated with greater successhough these activities may well be important, they did
Examining first the overall profitability measure, the not serve to distinguish successful from unsuccessful
tactical activities that were perceived to be performedaunches in this study.
significantly better in successful launches were as

follows: Results for Market Information-Gathering Activities

* High quality of selling effort, advertising, service, As shown in Table 4, better perceived performance on

and technical support h1;he information-gathering activities included in this

e Good management of key aspects of the launc . .
marketing plans, overall launch direction, and thes'[Udy 's strongly related to success. Of the eight ac-

launch itself: tivities studied, all but one were related to greater

« Good management of the support programs: distriPeérceived success on at least three of the success
' easures used. The information-gathering activities

bution channel activities, sales force training, gOOdg:)uld be aathered into the following arouos:
pricing level, and advertising program execution; 9 g groups:

and e Steps in market testing: selecting customers for
e Launch timing relative to competition and custom- market testing, submitting products to these cus-
ers. tomers, executing test markets, and analyzing the

Again, a few differences were found when using | results;

other success measures. High perceived quality of Studying feedba_c k from customers regarding the
promotions (discounts tralide shows, and events) was produ_ct both durlr_lg and aft(_ar_ launch,
significantly related t<; greater cor;lpetitive market PIannlng' and testing gdvertsmg; and
L o e Contracting out specialized research work to out-

share but not greater profitability or competitive sales. _.

L . o side contractors.
Finalizing plans for manufacturing was significantly
related to greater perceived competitive profitability —Our results suggest the importance of market testing
(note that manufacturing skills and resources wer@nd thorough analysis of customer feedback as a pre-
related to high competitive profitability in Table 2). cursor to more successful launches. Interestingly, if

Interestingly, better perceived execution of adverspecialized market research was needed to support the
tising strategy was only marginally associated withlaunch, it appears that hiring the job out to research
higher overall profitability and competitive profitabil- professionals is the best strategy.
ity (p < .10), and not with higher competitive sales or These activities were perceived to be performed
market share. This result may partially be explained byeasonably well, with means in the range of 5 to 7,
the fact that mean perceived performance of this acwith two exceptions: executing test marketing pro-
tivity was among the lowest of all tactical launch grams, and planning and testing advertising, whose
activities. Therefore, there was much room for im-means were below 5. This observation, combined with
provement of advertising execution. Had there been the results found in Table 3, suggest that there is much
wider range of perceived performance on this variableoom for improvement with respect to planning, test-
a more pronounced difference in means between su@g, and conducting advertising among the firms in
cessful and unsuccessful groups may have been olhis sample.
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Discussion and Conclusion generally higher than those for the strategic launch
activities. In particular, strategic activities related to
Product launch is almost always costly and risky; neverthe participation of logistics in strategy development
theless, there have been few academic studies of thgowed great potential for improvement: these activi-
product launch process until recently. As Hultink et al.ties were perceived to be among the least well per-
[28] have observed, most of the prior academic work hagormed, but were rated significantly higher in the
been within specific industry contexts and usually pro-successful launches.
vides only a short normative checklist of critical activi- ~ Although the logistics literature has stressed the
ties. Recent work [27,28] has integrated this prior reimportance of logistics activities over the years, it has
search and has suggested that a complete launch strate@herally not shown how logistics activities are inte-
requires both strategic and tactical launch decisions. Igrated into the process of NPD [2]; consequently, the
this study, we have attempted to identify which activitiesimpact of these findings on the management of NPD
associated with launch strategies and launch tactics, asay have been mitigated. Very often, marketing and
well as information-gathering support activities, are perdistribution costs make up the largest portion of the
ceived to be the most critical to launch success usingelivered cost of the product [1,10]. Thus, breakdowns
several different success definitions. in marketing or distribution logistics contribute more
It was observed that successful and unsuccessftih new product failure than technical breakdowns [4].
launches differed significantly with respect to most ofOur findings corroborate the importance of logistics
the skills and resources and the strategic launch activactivities to new product success and integrate these
ities studied. These latter activities fell into two broadactivities into the context of the full NPD process.
categories: the use of cross-functional teams in strat- Higher perceived performance on tactical launch
egy development, and the involvement of logistics inactivities tended to be associated with greater per-
development of several key strategies and programseived success at launch. Activities ranging from the
These observations are consistent with much previouguality of the selling effort and the technical support to
work in the new product area [5,7-9,40,41]. Thesales force training, managing the distribution channel,
Project Newprod studies [8—-14] indicated that skills,and timing the launch were all perceived to be con-
resources, and synergies in both marketing and techiucted significantly better in the most successful
nical streams are significantly related to greater newases. This observation is consistent with expectations
product success; whereas many empirical studies [24tom the literature. Cooper and Kleinschmidt [12,14],
have shown the importance of teamwork in improvingfor example, showed that as more NPD activities are
the NPD process. performed, the higher the chances of success.
Although consistent with these empirical studies, Our results, however, also show that the timing of
our results provide several additional managerial inthe launch (i.e., when the launch is conducted from the
sights. First, logistics is perceived to play a key role inpoint of view of the company, the competition, and the
successful strategy development. Although it has reeustomer) is just as important as whether the activities
ceived somewhat less attention in the NPD literatureare performed. A very significant finding of this study
we found that the most successful launches were chafer NPD researchers is the high perceived importance
acterized by greater perceived involvement of the loof launch timing, which has been comparatively un-
gistics function in marketing, sales, distribution, in- derresearched in previous studies. Future empirical
ventory, and service planning. Second, we showed thatudies can investigate the antecedents and effects of
skills in engineering and manufacturing were morelaunch timing more closely. For example, if service
critical to greater perceived profitability relative to policies or channel/trade promotions are not in place
competing products, whereas certain activities (suclprior to the launch, or if channel cooperation or coor-
as involvement of logistics in after-sale service plan-dination is not well developed ahead of time, the
ning) were related to higher competitive market sharelaunch may be delayed from the point of view of the
Thus, when deciding which activities to stress or toproducer firm and/or the distributor. With a better
improve on, managers should keep in mind their obunderstanding of the antecedents of launch timing, the
jectives in launching the product. Third, although ac-firm can take steps to correct the controllable factors that
tivities were perceived to be performed rather wellmay negatively affect the timing of future launches.
overall in the most successful cases, the mean per- With respect to the tactical launch activities, we
ceived ratings for the tactical launch activities werediscovered that some activities are more associated
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with high profitability (e.g., finalizing manufacturing also the possibility that respondents may be making their
plans and executing advertising strategy), whereafirm “look good” by upwardly biasing their responses, or
others are more associated with high market sharthat their perceptions may not accurately reflect reality.
(timing the launch relative to direct competition). In  Although we cannot decisively show that these bi-
other words, a firm seeking high early profit returns onases did not occur, we believe that we have mitigated
its product needs to place careful attention on itdhe concerns about respondent reliability by using key
manufacturing and advertising planning, whereas @formants [38]. As noted earlier, our respondents
firm seeking to draw market share from competitorswere highly involved with the product launch and
needs to be especially careful to time the launch apwere the most knowledgeable sources of information
propriately with respect to competitive action. on all aspects of the NPD process. Therefore, they can
As would be expected, superior perceived perforprovide the most viable, useful responses pertaining to
mance on the tactical activities most closely related tahe activities and to the overall profitability of the
the actual launch is strongly related to launch succestaunched product. Recent studies in related areas have
These activities, in fact, were perceived to be done rathdound that senior-level key informants with a high
well by this sample. The results, however, clearly indi-level of knowledge and involvement regarding the
cate that the strategic groundwork must be in place: mogiroject provide reliable, valid data on strategy and
of the strategic activities also were perceived to be carperformance that is very similar to secondary objective
ried out better in the successful projects. data [30,33,43]. A limitation of using key informants,
Finally, top perceived performance on virtually all however, is that we only have a single questionnaire
the market information-gathering activities was veryfor each NPD project; thus, we are not able to assess the
highly related to perceived launch success. Firms thatalidity or the reliability of the responses statistically.
thoroughly test the product in use and its advertising, There are some other limitations to the study. Most
study customer feedback during and after launch, andf our sample consisted of managers working in U.S.
carefully interpret the findings of market testing haveindustrial firms. We did not explore differences be-
a substantially better chance of success regardless tfeen consumer and industrial product practices, nor
the measure chosen. did we have a comparable sample from other countries
There are several limitations to the present studyto determine if our findings are generalizable to other
Although we had a very knowledgeable sample ofbusiness environments [28]. We also did not explore
respondents (all were senior- or middle-level managédifferences due to product characteristics: between
ers involved in NPD and belonging to the PDMA), the new-to-the-world products and incremental innova-
response rate was low. Still, as discussed earlier, thigons, between durables and nondurables, between
sample appeared to be representative of the fulbroducts and services, etc. We found evidence that
PDMA practitioner sampling frame in terms of job logistics personnel involvement and launch timing are
titte and functional area. We conclude that we ob-important components of a successful launch. It would
tained meaningful results representative of the PDMAbe useful to investigate their effects across several
practitioner membership despite the low sample sizendustry situations, business environments, and prod-
As this group by definition is involved and interested uct characteristics. Nonetheless, our results provide a
in NPD, our results may not generalize to all otherkind of “sanity check” on the activities typically con-
firms, because firms in our sample may tend to persidered to be important to launch (most of them are
form NPD activities better than average. indeed associated with more successful launches) and
Two possible limitations to this study are the use ofprovide insights as to which activities are the most
a retrospective methodology and the reliance on keygritical to focus on when pursuing objectives of prof-
informants. One must recall that managerial percepiability, sales, or market share.
tions of activities and of NPD success are being mea-
sured in this study. Although this methodology is
common in the NPD literature, several problems may
be created. First, using retrospective data, the estafpbis research was funded by a Resea_lrc_h Grant from the Product
lishment of true cause-and-effect relationships is im_DeveIopment and Management Association. The author expresses

ible. Eurth b th t fth . hjs sincere thanks. The author would also like to thank Special
possible. Further, because the outcome Ot the projegly,q gqitor Roger Calantone and the reviewers for their helpful

(success or failure) was knO\_Nn prior to completing the_and supportive comments on earlier drafts of this manuscript.
survey, there may be halo bias effect present. There is
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APPENDIX
Questionnaire Items

The objective of this study is to gain insights on how to improve the new product development process, and in particular the critical stage of launch or
commercialization. All responses will be held in the strictest confidence. Please select one of your company's most recent typical new product
launches for discussion in answering these questions. Please try to choose a product that was launched fairly recently (within the last five years) and
that was characteristics of your firm at that time.

Skills and Resources

To what extent does each statement listed below correctly describe this selected market launch? Please indicate your degree of agreement or disagreement.

Strongly Strongly

Disagree Neutral Agree
For the selected product launch,
...our marketing research skills and resources were more than adequate. 012345678910
..our sales force skills and resources were more than adequate. 0123456728910
...our distribution skills and resources were more than adequate. 0123456728910
...our advertising and promotion skills and resources were more than adequate. 0123456728910
...our R&D skills and resources were more than adequate. 012345678910
...our engineering skills and resources were more than adequate. 012345678910
...our manufacturing skills and resources were more than adequate. 012345678910

Strategic Launch Activities

To what extent does each statement listed below correctly describe this selected market launch? Please indicate your degree of agreement or disagreement.

Strongly Strongly
Disagree Neutral Agree

For the selected product launch,
...interdepartmental committees were set up to

allow departments to engage in joint decision-making. 012345678910
...task forces or temporary groups were set up to facilitate

interdepartmental collaboration. 012345678910
...liaison personnel existed whose specific job it was to

coordinate the efforts of several departments. 012345678910
...cross-functional teams made decisions concerning manufacturing strategy. 012345678910
...cross-functional teams made decisions concerning distribution or logistics strategy. 012345678910
...cross-functional teams made decisions concerning marketing or sales strategy. 012345678910
Our logistics operations, from the manufacturing facility to the customer,

are highly integrated with marketing. 012345678910
Our logistics operations, from the manufacturing facility to the customer,

are highly integrated with manufacturing and production operations. 012345678910
‘When we went to national launch with this product/service,
logistics personnel were involved in:
...planning marketing programs 012345678910
...formulating our distribution strategies 012345678910
...coordinating with sales management 012345678910
...lean inventory strategies 012345678910
...service planning (after sale) 012345678910
...setting retum or replacement policies 012345678910
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Tactical Launch Activities

How would you rate the quality of each of the following elements in the launch of this product? Please rate the level actually achieved.

Selling effort, e.g. the right people, properly trained, etc.
Advertising.
Promotion (e.g,, discounts, trade shows, events).

Service and technical support for the customer, e.g., right people, qualified, responsive.

Product availability: sufficient inventory available.
Product distribution: on-time delivery, quick response.
Pricing: appropriateness of pricing level(s).

Finalizing plans for manufacturing,

Finalizing plans for marketing.

Establishing overall direction for this product launch.
Launching this product into the marketplace.

Training the sales force.

Very Poor Excellent
10
10
10
10
10
10
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Executing the advertising strategy for this product (e.g., good copy placement,

adequate number of insertions).
Managing distribution channel activities for this product.

Please comment on the relative timing of the product’s launch.

Relative to our business unit's goals, the timing of our launch was on target.
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Relative to our direct competition, the timing of our launch was perfect.
From the point of view of our major customers, the timing of our launch was excellent.

Market Information Gathering Activities

Please indicate how well your business unit undertook each of these activities.

Selecting customers for testing market acceptance.
Submitting products to customers for in-use testing.
Executing test marketing programs.

Interpreting the findings of the market testing,

Delegating or contracting specialized research work to outside contractors.
Studying feedback from customers regarding this product during launch.
Studying feedback from customers regarding this product after launch.

Planning and testing the advertising for this product.

Performance

Strongly Strongly
Disagree Neutral Agree
0123456728910
012345678910
0123454678910
Done very poorly Done
or omitted excellently
0123456718910
0123456728910
0123456728910
0123454678910
0123456728910
0123456728910
012345678910
012345678910

C.A. DI BENEDETTO

New product performance can be measured in a number of ways. Please indicate, from what you know today, how successful this market entry was or

has been, using the following criteria.

How successful was this market entry from an
overall profitability standpoint?

Relative to competing product launches, how successful
was this market entry in terms of profits?

Relative to competing product launches, how successful
was this market entry in terms of sales?

Relative to competing product launches, how successful
was this market entry in terms of market share?

A great financial

Jailure (far less than

our minimum acceptable
profitability criteria)

A great financial
success (far exceeded
our minimum acceptable
profitability criteria)

S5 4-3-2-1012345

Far less than the
competing product launches

Far exceeded the
competing product launches

54321012345
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