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Improving new product and service innovation can seem complex, even overwhelming. With so 

many levers and moving parts, it’s difficult to know where to start. That’s a real frustration for 

leaders who: 

 
 Need more bottom line impact than they’re currently getting from their R&D investment—and 

quickly 

 Have R&D and marketing people claiming they’re already stretched too far to deliver any 

more with existing resources 

 Wish new product projects would finish on time and deliver promised results 

 

If any of these issues are familiar, you might be suffering from Innovation Complexity. This brief 

article summarizes our new book, Simplifying Innovation, and the five steps it offers for simplifying 

innovation improvement. 

 

You may recognize these five steps as an extension of the Theory of Constraints. While originally a 

manufacturing approach, we’re now using TOC to drive innovation improvements where it has cut 

time to market by 50% and doubled new product profits without added resources. 

 

 

1. Identify your innovation bottleneck and its constraints.  

To increase new product profits and speed-to-market, you need to identify the bottlenecks in 

your innovation process. Every innovation process, whether formally documented or not, has a 

leverage point—a step or resource in the process that limits the output of the overall system.  

  

To find your bottleneck, map your innovation process—the steps that your new products follow 

to go from ideas to commercial reality. Steps might include opportunity identification, solution 

development, prototyping, scale-up, testing, and even market launch. Of course, the market it-

self can become a constraint when you have more capacity than demand, but that’s the reason 

to try and improve new product development in the first place. Look for the step with work pil-

ing up in front of it while downstream steps are idle and that’s your leverage point.  

  

Once you know what the bottleneck is, you must identify what is constraining it. Your own in-

novation management and operating policies are the first place to look. Changing policies is a 

high leverage improvement, giving you the most improvement for the least effort. A simple ex-

ample would be to begin assessing projects before allowing them into the pipeline—something 

many companies fail to do, allowing resources to be wasted on projects that are off strategy or 

don’t address an unmet customer need. 
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2. Exploit all of your innovation bottleneck’s capacity.  

Here are a few of the higher leverage actions you can take to get more from your new product 

process: 

 

 Train people to identify unmet customer needs and understand the value that solutions 

create. 

 Cut the number of projects in your new product pipeline. Fewer projects allows for better vi-

sibility into each project and its success requirements. This focus can dramatically reduce 

time to market.  

 Limit the number of projects people have, and you can triple the productivity of your tech-

nical staff by reducing interruptions and the temptation to multi-task.  

 Prioritize projects based on the return per unit of bottleneck time used. This ensures that 

bottleneck resources only work on the highest value projects. 

 Make commercial, technical and manufacturing feasibility the first step in any project to en-

sure scarce development resources only go to deserving opportunities.  

 Use Critical Chain Project Management to shorten projects and ensure they finish on time.  

 Run projects sequentially rather than in parallel to speed time to cash flow and reduce mar-

ket risk since projects are in the pipeline for a much shorter period.  

 

 

3. Let the innovation bottleneck set the pace. 

As counterintuitive as it may seem, areas with excess capacity don’t help when they start 

projects early. Building too large an “inventory” of tasks hurts visibility and eventually delays 

the bottleneck, even allowing opportunities to go stale. When they’re not busy, employees who 

are not involved in the bottleneck area should either help the bottleneck or eliminate work for 

the bottleneck.  

 

 

4. Elevate the capacity of the innovation bottleneck.  

Start with high-leverage actions that add capacity without adding fixed expenses—actions that 

either increase the capacity of your bottleneck or improve the quality of the projects that enter 

your bottleneck. That includes coaching and development of key personnel, increasing funda-

mental research, and adding tools such as modeling and simulation.  

 

 

5. Start Again 

In any continuous improvement process, it might be obvious that after eliminating one bottle-

neck you have to find and exploit the next one. But, before proceeding, it’s important to decide 

if any of the policies created to help exploit the last bottleneck are constraining the new one. 

For example, you might have restricted your engineers from making customer visits to exploit 

your previous bottleneck in design. If your new bottleneck is in finding attractive new opportun-

ities, you should change that policy. In the constraints management school of thought, you 

don’t try to eliminate the bottleneck, but instead determine its ideal location, perhaps in your 

solution development group, and then keep it there so it can set the pace of improvement for 

the rest of the organization. 
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The Simple Bottom-Line: 

Innovation will always be complex, but improving it doesn’t have to be. Follow these five steps to 

identify and address your constraints, and you’ll see gains not only in speed to market but in new 

product profits as well. 

 

 

What you can do next: 

Whether you are struggling to get more sales impact from your new product innovation invest-
ment, or you are just interested in taking your innovation performance to the next level, the five 
step Guided Innovation System can help.  
 
We provide consulting help for companies like yours that want to get more out of your new product 
investment in less time. That includes helping your team identify the constraints to further growth, 
map out your improvement strategy, and make the changes necessary for lasting improvement. 
Learn more about the kinds of results Guided Innovation helps clients achieve at 
www.GuidedInnovation.com 
 
There’s never a charge for initial discussions and after a brief get-acquainted call, we can deter-
mine if your company would be a suitable candidate for our complimentary FastTrack to Innovation 
Results Workshop.  
 

Call (262) 672-2700 to arrange an initial discussion. 
 
 

For more detailed information on managing innovation constraints, see the book that this article 

was based on - Simplifying Innovation: Doubling speed to market and new product profits - with 

your existing resources 

 

 

 

Mike Dalton is the founder of Guided Innovation Group, whose simple mis-

sion is driven by the belief that everyone should work in a growth business. 

His innovation improvement framework was crafted over 24 years of product 

development, marketing and executive leadership at the multi-billion dollar 

SC Johnson family of companies.  

 

 

Find out more about the book or download free chapters at: 

  

                 www.SimplifyingInnovation.com  

 

 

 

 

http://www.guidedinnovation.com/
http://www.amazon.com/dp/061532939X/ref=nosim?newbook00-20

