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The Starting Line

Product Launch
Basics

“Genius is one percent inspiration,
ninety-nine percent perspiration.”

(Thomas Alva Edison)

Edison’s statement above pretty much sums up
what it takes to launch a product or service. You may think you
have a great idea -- and maybe you do -- but the biggest problem
with having a great idea is, as Edison implies, that the idea
itself is a very small part of what makes a product launch
successful.

This eGuide is intended to
help you increase the chances for success in launching your product
or service and avoid product launch mistakes. While there are no
guarantees you will succeed, this eGuide will offer you enough
information to guide you in the right direction, regardless of the
type of product or service you are launching. However, this eGuide
is designed to offer a quick overview of the product launch
process, not an in-depth description. That’s why you will find
numerous additional resources listed in this eGuide.
It is strongly recommended that you review these
articles and books.

A Few
Assumptions

Before we get started, let’s cover a few
basic assumptions that will help us stay on common ground.

1. This eGuide assume that you have already
established, or intend to establish, a business entity that will be
the creator of a product or service. This eGuide is not about
establishing a business, although it is quite possible that you
intend to start a business around a product or service. The
distinction is important, because there are different requirements
for starting a business, but this eGuide will concentrate on
launching a product or a service, not on starting a business.

2. It is assumed that you already have an
idea for a product or service. This eGuide is not about the
creative process associated with coming up with that idea, but
rather about the process for launching a product or service that
has already been conceptualized. This is also not a guide for
inventors who want to create and patent a product and let someone
else bring it to market.

3. In general, the basic process for
launching a product is the same as for launching a service, but
there are some important differences between a product and service
that should be taken into account. A “product” means a discrete
tangible item. It could be any item made from “hard” goods,
software, or an e-product of some kind. A service is a discrete
item as well, but it tends to be less tangible and include more
components than a single product. With a service, the end user
usually doesn’t buy a physical thing (although a physical thing
might be provided with the service or as a result of the service.
For example, selling an online service that helps the end user
create web pages is still a service, but it results in the creation
of a website).

It should be pointed out that a modern
product is often launched with service in mind. In other words, you
may be launching a product, but you know you will also need to
provide customer service for that product. To keep things simple,
though, let’s assume a product launch means the launch of just the
product itself.

4. Launching a product for a consumer is
different from launching a product for a business user. This will
be addressed in the first step of this eGuide.

Let’s Get Started

It’s very natural for you to get excited
about an idea you have for a new product or service. This
excitement and enthusiasm fuels innovation and can result in
breakthrough ideas. It can lead to the creation of divisions within
existing companies, or it can be responsible for the birth of new
companies. The fact is many small businesses are founded around new
products or services.

That’s the good news. The bad
news is that new products have an enormous failure rate. In his
book Winning at New Products: Creating
Value Through Innovation (fourth edition),
Robert G. Cooper writes:

“The hard reality is that the great majority
of new products never make it to market. And those that do face a
failure rate somewhere on the order of 25 to 45 percent. For
example, our studies indicate that new products currently have a
success rate of only 60.2 percent at launch, up only 1 percent
since 1997 and up 2 percent since 1990.”

Why is that? While there are
many reasons a new product might fail, product launch experts Joan
Schneider and Julie Hall, in an April 2011 article in
Harvard Business Review,
write:

“The biggest problem we’ve encountered is
lack of preparation: Companies are so focused on designing and
manufacturing new products that they postpone the hard work of
getting ready to market them until too late in the game.”

Look at that statement again
and notice the words: “they postpone the
hard work of getting ready to market them…” Over and over again, you will hear about a product’s
failure not because it was a bad idea, but because the
launch of the product
was flawed. Yes, even big companies who should “know better” are
guilty of this fatal mistake.

So how do you maximize your chances of
having a successful launch and minimize your chances of a big-time
fizzle? How do you “get ready to market” a product or service?

You’ll see that the three steps in this
eGuide are centered around product marketability, not product
development. They are:

1: Research Your Market

In this first step, you’ll learn that any
product or service will only be as successful as the market that
exists for the product or service. In fact, experienced product
developers will research a market well before they finalize a
product idea because they know that even the greatest product idea
will fail if there is no market for it.

2: Create and Market Test Your Prototype

Once you determine there is a market for
your product, you’ll take the next critical step: Creating and
market testing a prototype of your product. This is a step that a
surprisingly large number of people who launch products miss. As
you’ll see in this step, a prototype is essential because it is a
working model of your product or service. Basically, a working
prototype proves your product or service works. A prototype also
gives you something tangible you can use to test the market you
uncovered in Step 1.

3: Bring Your Product to Market

Only after you research your
market and create and test your prototype will you be ready to
bring your product to market. This is the final step of launching a
product or service, not the first step. But the product launch
itself is actually just the start of a journey. While bringing your
product to market marks the end of the product launch process, it
is not the end of your product development process. Once you launch
a product you should be committed to a process of
continuous refinement so
your product is always the best it can be and remains competitive
over time. This is why product developers who make products that
last in their markets come out with “new and improved”
versions.

As you go through the three steps in this
eGuide, always remember that there is a “before” and an “after.”
What comes “before” Step 1 is the conceptual idea for your product
or service and product development. What comes “after” Step 3 is
more product development, and more specifically product refinement,
based on what you learn from your market.

In effect, the modern product
launch process should be market
driven -- because for a product to be
viable, there must be enough people who want to buy it.

What Product Launch
Failures Tell Us

Studying product launch failures can help to
protect product developers and marketers from making the same
mistakes. Of course, each product has its own unique attributes,
and market conditions fluctuate, so it isn’t a good idea to look at
a specific product launch failure and apply it directly to your own
situation. Nevertheless, learning from others’ mistakes -- mistakes
even big companies make -- can help you avoid them.

Here are three major product launch failures
that can teach us some lessons:

New Coke

In the 1980s, when Coca-Cola was in the
midst of a heated battle with Pepsi, the company decided to change
the flavor formulation of its flagship product, Coke. In effect,
Coca-Cola seemed to want to move the flavor closer to Pepsi. While
the company did market research on the new flavor and results were
generally positive, Coca-Cola underestimated the furor the move
would cause. When the product was launched, “New Coke,” as it
became known, was panned, especially by loyal fans who were
outraged that the company would tamper with a tried and true
product. “New Coke” quickly became a product disaster of such
historic proportions that Coca-Cola was forced to bring back the
“old” Coke, re-naming it “Coca-Cola Classic.” The New Coke product
was eventually abandoned.

Segway

In 2002, Dean Kamen, a
renowned inventor who holds over 440 U.S. and foreign patents,
introduced a two-wheel electric vehicle to the transportation
marketplace called the Segway. There was tremendous buzz about the
product even before its release, and some $100 million was invested
in developing the product. When the Segway came to market, however,
the public was underwhelmed. Perhaps the Segway was ahead of its
time, or maybe the product couldn’t live up to its hype, but the
interest paled in comparison to the sales projections. The Segway
was odd looking, it had technical problems, and it was expensive,
averaging around $5,000 each, depending on the model. Touted as a
vehicle that would revolutionize travel, the Segway flopped,
selling less than 30,000 units in six years. It still exists, but
is sold only for specialized usage. TIME magazine named the Segway one
of “the ten biggest tech failures of the last decade.”

Sony Betamax

In the 1970s, the Japanese company Sony
introduced a video recording system it called Betamax. While it
featured great sound and picture quality for a home recording
system, Sony decided to do something that turned out to be a fatal
mistake. Because Sony thought they had invented something that was
unique in the marketplace, the company made Betamax technology
proprietary. Sometimes keeping a technology proprietary is a good
idea, but in this case, Sony misread the market for video
recorders. Competitors, mostly other Japanese companies, came out
with products that all standardized around a technology called VHS.
Soon, every company was making VHS recorders and players, while
Sony was the only manufacturer making the Betamax system. By 1988,
Sony had to admit its failure and introduce its own line of VHS
equipment, but by that time, it was too late: other companies had
already dominated the VHS market.

An Important Word About
Protecting Your Intellectual Property

Although it is not the subject
of this eGuide, your idea, product or service is valuable
intellectual property and it should be protected.
Protecting your intellectual property is
essential so someone else doesn’t steal your product idea. This
does not mean that someone else cannot come up with a similar
competitive idea. It does mean, however, that you can protect,
within reason, the unique qualities of your product or
service.

Some basic information is provided here, but
it is recommended that you do further research and, if appropriate,
consult legal counsel.

The most common way to protect
a product is to patent it. You do this by applying to the federal
government for a Patent.

A patent is defined by the United States
Patent and Trademark Office (USPTO) as follows:

A patent is an intellectual property right
granted by the Government of the United States of America to an
inventor “to exclude others from making, using, offering for sale,
or selling the invention throughout the United States or importing
the invention into the United States” for a limited time in
exchange for public disclosure of the invention when the patent is
granted.

Three types of patents exist, according to the
USPTO:

Utility patents
may be granted to anyone who invents or discovers
any new and useful process, machine, article of manufacture, or
composition of matter, or any new and useful improvement
thereof

Design patents
may be granted to anyone who invents a new,
original, and ornamental design for an article of
manufacture

Plant patents
may be granted to anyone who invents or discovers
and asexually reproduces any distinct and new variety of
plant.

For further information about
patents, visit: http://www.uspto.gov

Note: A major overhaul of the patent
system called the “America Invents Act” was just signed into law in
September 2011. Many significant changes have been made to the
patent process and the authority of the U.S. Patent and Trademark
Office has been increased. Anyone seeking a patent should be sure
to review and understand the implications of this
legislation.

There are two other forms of legal
protection that are relevant to protecting certain aspects of
products and services:

1. Trademark

There are two basic kinds of trademarks, a
trademark and a service mark. They are defined by the USPTO as
follows:

A trademark is a word, phrase, symbol,
or design, or a combination of words, phrases, symbols or designs,
that identifies and distinguishes the source of the goods of one
party from those of others.

A service mark is the same as a
trademark, except that it identifies and distinguishes the source
of a service rather than a product.

It’s also important
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