NORTHERN NEW ENGLAND'S TECHNOLOGY NEWSPAPER

interface

TEGH NEWS

Remote collaborative product development as
a competitive advantage: a strategic viewpoint

oing global, or are you count-
ing on this latest buzzword
going away soon? Think again.

Skilled resources are becoming
scarce, while foreign competitors are in-
troducing new products into local mar-
kets. More people are telecommuting,
information is available to you in an
instant via the Internet, from half the
world away, yet it is getting more and
more difficult to maintain the edge in
your core competency over your
company’s nearest rival. Your plan to
expand your company into synergistic
markets now includes strategic partners
scattered across the globe and compe-
tition in those markets is getting stiffer.
The pace of technological change is ac-
celerating and product cycles are get-
ting shorter. Time is becoming the
most precious resource — to make the
most of it your business must change.

How can your business survive?
How can you get your products to mar-
ket faster than your competitor?

The traditional solution has been to
pull together a collocated cross-func-
tional product development team, fol-
low a stage-gate development process,
and put it under a single project man-
ager with the authority and control to
make it happen. This manager walked
the halls, held the meetings, and coor-
dinated the actions of developers, sup-
pliers, and the remote manufacturing
site. The goal was to gain a competi-
tive advantage by reducing cycle time
and, with it, development and product
costs.

If we lived in the collocated prod-
uct development world, then this strat-
egy would work just fine. Unfortu-
nately, we no longer do and it no longer
does.

Today, many companies are reduc-
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ing their development cycles by work-
ing 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. The
benefit is simple: faster time-to-mar-
ket. To accomplish this feat, product
developments teams are being set up
around the globe at strategic locations.
As the sun sets on one site, it rises on
the next. These companies are learn-
ing that when the rest of the product
development team resides 1000 miles
away, employing traditional product
development practices may increase
cycle time, project cost, and the higher
anxiety and frustration of product and
project managers.

Face-to-face meeting credibility, in-
formal problem solving, innovative
brainstorming, personal project coordi-
nation, accurate project documentation,
and design intent can get lost in the pro-
cess. To overcome these difficulties,
companies are turning to new Web-
based technologies to bring their remote
sites together in real-time.

Acquiring new technologies for re-
mote collaborative product develop-
ment, however, is only the first step.
Transforming remote collaborative
product development into a core com-
petency to create a powerful competi-
tive advantage involves the evaluation
and integration of three critical ele-
ments: communication, culture and
management; tools and information
technology; and product development
processes.

Bound together, these elements es-
tablish a single robust environment.
Implemented properly, they provide vis-
ibility and accessibility; minimize the
imposed gaps, and get everyone on the
same page. They are of supreme im-
portance at the beginning of a product
development cycle, when informal, con-
ceptual, abstract, and spontaneous
brainstorming leads to a set of tangible,
well-focused product specifications.
And they are just as essential when in-
tegration problems require quick reso-
lution as all the product components
come together for the first time.

Companies involved in remote col-
laborative product development have
learned that planning and coordinating
a global project presents several difficult
challenges. Time zone differences make
it difficult to exchange information and
often require employees to work outside
of local business hours. Foreign lan-
guages and cultures can lead to misun-
derstandings and imposed delays. Ex-
changing design data with suppliers and
partners through slow and unreliable
network connections may be painful.
Firewalls often frustrate accessibility, but
proprietary information must be pro-
tected. Prototype parts often do not
meet specifications or are mismatched
causing extensive re-work costs and yet
more delays. Alltold, the product trans-
fer to production decreases robustness
and results, while increasing long-term
support problems and costs.

Companies that have built a
competitive advantage around remote
collaborative product development have
learned the necessity of adopting a clear
collaboration strategy. Such a strategy is
applicable to a wide variety of venues: de-
veloping a product within a single com-
pany at multiple sites; outsourcing part
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of the product design to a technology
leader; incorporating a outside supplier
or contract manufacturer with the lat-
est production technologies and pro-
cesses; engaging marketing partners
having essential distribution channels;
working with a spin off or an acquired
company with a powerful business
model; and investing in a new start-up
with a hot technology.

Successful companies are not out to
create a permanent advantage. Instead
their goal is to create a temporary ad-
vantage that maintains their leadership
position in markets experiencing dy-
namic change. The strategy consists of
three parts: building the infrastructure
consisting of a collaboration layer and
a control layer; forming and training
distributed, collaborative teams; and
changing the way these teams are mo-
tivated and managed.

Four layers of communication make
up the collaboration layer: project man-
agement; design sharing in real-time;
structured discussion; and social and
brainstorming exchanges. Two parts
make up the control layer: building the
knowledge inventory and storing it for
accessibility and easy retrieval. The pro-
cesses and technologies used to create
these two layers must also connect them
intimately, allowing information to be
exchanged when it is needed.

Form a team with partners to
achieve a specific result. When choos-
ing a collaboration partner, select one
that adds value, exhibits best-in-class
behavior, or is willing to invest to get to
best-in-class with you, and with whom
a strong relationship can be established.
This last point is critical. Remote col-
laboration decreases communication,
interaction, interdependence, and trust.
The distance can also inject delay.

The relationship between partners
is the starting point for team organiza-
tion and training.

Construct a team to profit from glo-
bal expertise, skill diversity, and flexible
capacity. Train team members to opti-

mize their interactions by setting the
means of communication to match the
bandwidth of information that must be
exchanged. For remote teams, bond-
ing and rapport is just as important as
the technical data being exchanged.

While speed is the success criteria,
it cannot happen unless personal rela-
tionships keep the quality and activity
of the process robust. Management
should aim to set metrics for the inter-
actions at the interfaces, not in control-
ling the actions and tasks at the remote
site. The leader of a “virtual’ team aligns
the goals, skills, processes, and tools
with the purpose to create a single en-
vironment across the gap, so all team
members thrive. Establishing respect
for all team members, no matter where
they reside, helps motivate team mem-
bers and make it easier to resolve prob-
lems when they arise.

There are seven key steps to imple-
menting a strategy for remote collabo-
rative product development: (1) select
the desired outcome and venue; (2) de-
fine each of the interfaces and under-
stand the critical interactions at each
one; (3) calculate the costs: people,
time, materials, equipment, and man-
agement; (4) set expectations for the
team and identify the potential areas for
training; (5) make a plan that includes
the tasks to be accomplished, the time
for training, and the metrics for success;
(6) get buy-in from the stakeholders;
and (7) make a consensus decision to
proceed.

A successful implementation could
lead to a winning scenario such as the
following illustration: Discovering a se-
rious issue, our collaborative team
member checks her instant messaging
service to determine whether all of her
“partners” are available. She knows it’s
late in Singapore, but having earned re-
spect for her remote teammate, she
pings him and three other critical
people notifying them of the urgency.
Minutes after assigning tasks via the
messaging tool, the four are sharing a

conference call, data on a Web-based vi-
sualization tool, and access to a specifi-
cation from the product data registry
using a project management portal.

The error is confirmed. She asks her
teammate in Singapore if he can stay to
resolve the issue, the decision resting
with him. He makes an arrangement
to juggle some family responsibility and
signals the team that he is working to-
ward resolution. A short time later the
instant messaging window pings “mis-
sion accomplished” with a reminder to
notify the site in France of the change.

Her anxiety dissipated, she sends a
message of thanks, then follows up to
update the product data registry via the
project management portal. She fin-
ishes up by sending her teammate in
France an e-mail to close the loop.
Speed was the success criteria. Every-
one shared in the accomplishment.

Remote collaboration is happening
atabroad spectrum of companies from
Agilent in high tech to Sara Lee in food
processing.

Getting it right requires the deter-
mination to overcome the obstacles and
pain, the investment in money, time,
and people, and the discipline to focus
on acquiring a competitive advantage.
When firmly entrenched in your day-
to-day operations, the benefits of re-
mote collaboration are faster time-to-
market, improved productivities and
efficiencies with your company’s pre-
cious resources, and increased profit-
ability.

So are you going global? If not, what
buzzword are you waiting for?
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