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NPD - little ideas grow into  
big fees 
 
By Rosemarie Ghazaros and Matt Sullivan of The Business Development Practice 

 
Nothing ventured… 
Firms of any size can embark upon a culture of New Product Development ‘(NPD”). This 
article aims to span the different ends of the NPD spectrum.  It should be meaningful to firms 
that simply wish to ground ideas with a single brainstorming meeting, through to firms at the 
other end that seek to implement larger initiatives involving team members, think tanks and 
the intranet. 
 
Again, size is not important and NPD is far from exclusive to the upper quartiles.  Some of the 
smallest firms we have worked with have embellished their entrepreneurial spirit with a culture 
of innovative thinking and creative flair.  These are the same firms that recognised that their 
divisions and practice areas needed to compete in the market in a different way.   
 
They ‘smelled the coffee’ and saw the potential to capitalise on opportunities that were falling 
by the wayside.  They realised that products and new ideas gave their fee earners subjects 
with an ‘edge’ to talk to selected clients.  They made their fee earners appear innovative and 
forward thinking.  Furthermore, these are the firms that spotted the ease with which generic 
products could transfer across industry sectors, and how greater ‘selling confidence’ was 
inspired among fee earners when talking frequently about a particular issue or solution  
for clients.  
 
Nuts and bolts   
New Product Development (“NPD”)is accessible to many firms and in many cases operates 
within a virtual framework.  When looking at NPD in its optimum performance, it comprises 
several key components: 
 
1. A clearly defined method which takes fee earners through the product development process  
2. Think tank members from different parts of the firm who bring a blend of skills ranging from technical 

or creative through to selling or project management (also skunkworks) 
3. Supporting tools that can be as simple as a flipchart or PowerPoint through to an intranet think tank, 

and 
4. Senior management commitment towards funding that can be in the form of capital investment for 

the purchase of specific technology, or funding that can of course arise as the result of fee earners 
being excused from chargeable hours. 
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Key steps in the NPD method 
Whatever the level of investment, one of the most important aspects of systematic NPD is  
the need for a clearly defined method that offers people ease of participation and clarity of 
expectations. Our study of firms mainly from the accounting, consulting and legal sectors 
showed that those that perform optimum levels of NPD have successfully implemented most 
of the points seen in figure 1 below – even if they did not formally recognise it in this way.   
 
Figure 1 
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1. Ideas creation - Most firms already invest a lot of time and money in sharpening their 
fee earners’ technical and even commercial abilities.  There are regular technical 
meetings organised either by grade, practice area or sector.  There are away days 
where more senior fee earners are drawn to more relaxed environments to induce 
focus and learning.  Then, in addition, technical discussions are becoming central to 
many key account team meetings.  However, whilst opportunities for technical thinking 
fill the daily workplace, few firms properly capitalise on technical discussions.  Those 
that do, have applied simple techniques and the appropriate members of the NPD 
think tank (see next article) to their technical discussions.   

 
In varying degrees, we know firms that have an ‘ideas box’ in the corridor; plenty 
circulate ‘idea sharing’ memos; some involve all grades with proposition building; 
several have think tanks and there are some who incentivise fee earners to post an 
idea onto an intranet think tank for it to be tested, judged and rewarded with a small 
gift.  Whichever platform is used, however simple or complex, having a culture for 
innovative thinking is prerequisite for NPD.  The irony is that many firms could just 
tweak their technical events to increase the focus on NPD. 
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2. Testing ideas via a business case - Following the creation of ideas, members of the 
NPD think tank should select and prioritise those ideas which satisfy key criteria.  In 
most cases this involves a high-level technical feasibility test, plus a rough calculation 
for return on investment.  Both form part of a mini business case often no more than a 
page in length.  This outlines the product, giving an explanation of how it will work, 
potential market demand, why it will be successful and its potential weaknesses and 
barriers to entry.  Market or client research at this stage may include a formal market 
survey or, more often, conversations with interested clients.  One or two of these 
clients may remain involved with the development process as it progresses. 

 
Also included in the business case are estimates on development cost covering 
technical time investment, further research, and any estimated costs for designing a 
marketing campaign and sales opportunity cost - again rough calculations.  Overall 
this stage of the process could consume at least a half-day of two fee earners.  This is 
off-putting to some firms, but of course is time well invested in terms of picking stars 
and rejecting losers. 

 
3. Technical development of ideas - Following the initial creation of the idea and its 

subsequent mini business case, members of the think tank team prioritise ideas and 
begin to develop the technical features of the product.  Products will of course vary in 
size and complexity, sometimes calling upon cross practice involvement where truly 
integrated products span more than one discipline.  Similarly and especially in the field 
of tax, counsels opinion is often sought to assess how congenial an idea may appear 
to the tax authorities and whether it is sufficiently robust to defend itself from a 
subsequent attack.  

 
The product continues to take shape and a clear understanding of how it will work in 
practice emerges throughout internal discussions with different fee earners casting an 
experienced eye, or external discussions with interested clients.  In some cases, client 
involvement may progress to the point where the product is piloted with one or two of 
them.  In return the product ‘Champion’ earns valuable feedback and the client gains 
new advice or services at heavily discounted rates, sometimes getting a step ahead of 
competitors in its marketplace. 

 
4. Developing the value proposition - The original concept has now been proven 

economically viable, commercially attractive and of course technically feasible, and 
this stage focuses on preparing the product for market.  Likely to be another area 
where BD managers bring real value, fee earners are helped with understanding how 
to sell the fledgling product.  

 
Value Proposition Builders (VPB) are simple little ‘tools’ which are set out on one or 
two sides of A4.  All relevant information is found in one place for the busy fee 
earner’s ease of use (see figure 2).  The VPB covers all kinds of information ranging 
from the product outline and client needs, through to questions to ask, the competitive 
landscape and the way in which the product generates value for the client.  This is an 
invaluable stage of development and one which determines the success of future 
sales activity. 
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Pr osp e cti ng  qu e stio n s:
• D o your ke y people  ha ve t he t ools and inf orma tion neces s ar y to ma ke timely  and

ac cur a te bus ines s de cision s?
• H ow  would you rate  the inte gra tion of  your fi rm’s  en terpri sew ide ap plicati ons?
• Is  your s en ior ma na gement sa tis fie d w ith the  dec is ion suppor t capabili ties, s uch  as

budge ting, pla nning, ac counting, a nd reporting?
• H ave  your rec ent ER P init iat ives  been succe ss ful in d r iving up  re ve nue s a nd

drivi ng down cos ts ?
• W ha t form  of pe rfor ma nce  manage me nt sys tem is  in pla ce t o captur e bot h

financ ia l a nd non-f inancia l m ea s ures?
• W ha t areas  of your  busine s s a r e s la ted for t echnology  and pr oces s c hange ?
• In  the  pa s t, how wel l has  your c ompany imp l em ented  te chnology and proc ess

impr ovem ent?

W h a t ’s  th e ex te rna l en v ir onm ent ?
Ent er pris e s ha ve  come t o rec ognize  the  impor tanc e o f  optimiz ing inf orma tion availab ility and fl ow,
opera tions , and dec is ion-m ak ing, i n orde r to ta ke full  advantage of mar ket i nteg ration
opport unities.  I nte rnal applicat ions and proc es ses  must be pos itione d to a lign s e aml es sl y w ith
marke t- faci ng as pec ts of  the  busine s s, inc luding s upply cha in integration a nd e-bus ine ss  cha nnels .

W h a t  a re  th e s ta y - aw a ke i s su es ?
• D e la ys, downtim e, e rr ors  and omiss ions  caus e d by outdate d, non-integrate d lega cy  sys te ms
• Poor  Integra tion betwe en the  front of fice , the  back  of fic e, a nd the market
• N o platfor m to c onduc t e- busi nes s
• N o for ec as ting or mode ling c apabilitie s
• Inabili ty to c lose  books  in time
• H igh ri sk of pr oject fa ilure

C li ent  c om me nt s t hat ind i ca te  p a in :
“The re is  no st anda r diza tio n.  We  have  a  thousand one-of f report s that employee s us e  to do the ir
jobs .”
“O ur e-bus ine ss  initiative is  not a s automate d a s  it should be.”
“O ur s yste m ‘ integration’ i s compos ed  of  interf ac e upon interf ac e betw een countl es s t hird-par ty
and c ustom appli ca tions .”
“ I ge t too many e arnings  sur pris e s.”
“O ur cost  for E nterpris ew ide  Re s ourc e  Planning is  too high.”
“ I ha ven’t s een a  r etur n on my ER P i nves tment.”
“ I don’ t have the  inf ormation  I  nee d to  compete .”

Wh o  a re  t he b uye rs?
• C hie f Fina ncial O ff icer s
• C hie f Inf orma tion O ff icer s
• C hie f O pe rating Off icer s
• C hie f Exec utive  Off icer s

Service Positioning Guide

E nt e rpri se  Te chno logy  pro vide s  t ec hnolo gy- ba s e d bu sin e ss  s ol ution s tha t s tr eaml ine  bu si nes s p roc es s es  and a ch ie ve o rgan iza tion a l e f fic i e ncies .

Enterprise Technology

W ho  is  th e
com petition?
• Bi g Fi ve
• IBM
• ERP  Ven do r s, su ch 

as S A P , JD E d ward s ,
P eo pl eS oft, Orac le,
an d Hy pe ri on

Key  differ entia tors:
A rt hu r An d erse n  En t erp ri se Te ch n ol og y h el p s b y:
• Tak in g a h ol isti c v iew  o f  th e e nte rp r ise,  in clu di ng  n ot  on ly  t he tech n olo g y,

b ut also  t he bu sin ess  p ro cesses and  t he peo pl e a spec t o f  th e
imp le me nt ati on

• Im pr ov in g acce ss to  b usin es s i nf o rm at io n
• Im pr ov in g op er ati on al ef fi cie nci es
• Lev erag in g i nfor mat io n f o r bu sin ess  an aly sis,  f or ecast in g,  an d mo de lin g
• Int egrat in g k ey  sy st ems
• P ar tn er in g w it h th e cl ien t in ev ery  f ace t o f  th e sy stem s pr oj ect  to  en sur e

suc cess
• P ro v idi ng  ex te nsi ve kn ow led g e tr an sfer  to  cl ien t p er son ne l t hro ug ho ut  th e

p ro jec t

• T he  r ight  so ftw a re  c a n prov ide  t he ri ght inf orm atio n to he lp y ou m a ke  in for m e d  dec is ion s i nte r na lly  an d p rov ide
s ta ke ho lder s the  in for m at ion t he  m arke t  de ma n ds  for  s ucc e s s.

• W it h  s e aml e ss  in tegr ation  thr ou g hout  the  or ga ni z a tion , you r c om pa ny  w il l ha ve co ns is te nt inte r fa ce s , p r oc e s s e s a n d
rep ort s,  sa v ing  tim e  for  you r e m plo yee s  and yo ur ve ndo rs ,  m ak ing it e a s ier  fo r c om pa ni e s an d  e mp loye e s  t o bui ld
rel a tion sh ips  w i th yo u qu ic kly .

Com mo n  clien t
questio ns  and concerns:
Q : Why  ca n ’ t w e sele ct an d  i m p leme nt tec hn o lo gy  o n ou r o w n?
A : So m e f irm s d o,  bu t bu sin ess  r isk  is hig h  wh en  a thi r d p ar ty  is

n ot in vo lv ed.  A  th ir d par t y b r in gs t re mend ou s ex pe ri en ce a nd
b est p ract ices.  F ail in g to pl an,  de sig n, and  b ud ge t a pp ro pr ia tel y
co m bi ned  w it h a  la ck of  i nte rn al  pr o jec t m an ag em en t sk il ls an d
ex ecu ti ve bu y-in  ca n c re ate do wn str ea m pr ob le ms. A lso , t hi rd
p art ie s can  co nt ri bu te  an  ex tr a ey e tow ard  im p leme nti ng  n ew
p ro cesses.

Q: Why  a re th e in te gra t io n costs so  h ig h ?
A : The cost s o f a f ail ed  pr o jec t are much  h ig her . In teg r ato rs ar e

spe cia list s in  p ro je ct mana gem en t and  p ro cess imp ro ve me nt . To
en sure t ha t t he  go als  of  t he pr oj ect s ar e me t o n tim e  an d o n
b ud get , i t t ak es tr em e nd ou s f ocu s an d effo r t i n a  relat iv ely
co m pr essed  am o un t of  ti me. These  are sk il ls  t ha t g ene ra lly
co m pl emen t t he in ter n al t eam  of  m ost  co mpa ni es. Z i g Zig ler
say s  it  is bet te r t o spen d a l itt le  m or e t ha n y ou  p lan n ed,  th an  less
th an  y ou  sho ul d?

W ha t are the so lutio n
com ponents?
• Tec hn ol og y A ssessm en t Pl an ni ng  an d

D esig n
• S of tw ar e Se lect io n
• Im pl em en tat io n
• ERP  Op ti mi zat io n
• Bu sin ess P roc ess O pt imiz ati on
• Bu sin ess A na ly tic s
• S ha re d S er v ices
• Ch an ge Ena bl ement
• P er fo r manc e M ana gem e nt
• Me rg er  Int eg rat io n

Rep resen ta tive
engag em ents:
x xx x  Press
I n t he  f ir st o f  th re e- ph ases, we
im p le me nt ed fi na nci als/
co nt ro ll in g a nd  li m it ed m ater i als
man age ment  fun ct ion al ity  i n 4
mon th s at  a majo r in ter na ti on al
p ub lish in g and  d istr i bu tio n
o per at io n su pp or t ing  3 ,5 00  use rs.

X xx x  Foo d s, In c.
W e i m pl em en tat ed an HR  m od ul e
f or  t hi s $8  b ill io n po ul tr y
p ro cesso r to  en sur e sc alab il it y f o r
f ut ur e g r ow th  an d im pr o ve acce ss
to  h uman  r eso ur ces and  p ayr o ll
in f or mati on  f or  6 5, 00 0
emp lo yee s.

Reso urces:
• En ter pr i se A pp li cati on s p age  o n t he BC  In tr an et : 

h ttp :/ /b c.i ntr an et .xx x. com / en ter pr i seap pli cat io ns/
• G ar tn er Gro up ’s “Ma gic  Q uad r ant ” a nn ual  r ep or t o n ERP  sy stems
• V end or  W eb  si tes

W ha t’s  the bot tom  line?

Servic e Positioning G uide
Ente rprise Tech nology
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Value Proposition Builder

 
 

5. Routes to market - The stage which most BD people are familiar with concerns how 
the product takes the most effective route(s) to market.  Some firms have different 
approaches to others.  For example, some law firms are known to team up with banks 
or accountants whilst consulting firms have a tendency to team up with IT 
implementers or academic institutes.  Some of the bigger firms help position the 
product’s market entry with quality thought leadership campaigns, original research 
and “White Papers”.   

 
Whatever the route, the basic principles of marketing, communication and selling 
apply.  Following that, some firms empower a select handful of fee earners to sell the 
product actively whilst others ‘sheep-dip’ entire practice areas, briefing them on the 
key product information, sales messages and client needs.  Thereafter, early stage 
opportunities begin to grow into exploratory discussions and sales activity leads onto 
2nd and 3rd meetings with the client.  If targeted and sold properly, meetings soon 
develop into proposals which, at a certain ratio, convert into engagements. 
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