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Abstract 

This thesis examines the process of new product development for small firms, aiming to specify 

what separate top performers from the rest. Every year, thousands of new products are 

introduced to the market. Yet, 75 % to 90 % of all products launched suffer from failure. Prevailing 

theory is founded on examinations on large firms, which differ significantly from small firms in 

terms of financial and human capital. This gives reason to suspect that prevailing theory fail to 

serve the specific needs of a small firm. In this study, previous research is summarized in a 

theoretical framework. Deriving from this framework was a set of survey questions, sent out to 

2,287 managers in Swedish small manufacturing firms. A research model was developed to help 

analyze and interpret the 156 complete responses. 32 significant variables separating top 

performers from the rest were acknowledged and three factor areas were specified in a 

framework for small firm new product success. The findings of our study indicate that prevailing 

theory within the area of NPD do fail to serve the needs of small firms. We conclude that small 

firms benefit from focusing to simplify rather than adding to refine, and that this is strongly 

correlated to the limited financial and human resources of a small firm. 

 

Keywords 

NPD, New product development, launch, innovation, small firms, key success factors, top 

performers, manufacturing, new product success 
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1. Introduction 

Arguing for theoretical relevance and practical bearing, the introduction holds a 

background and problem discussion. Furthermore this chapter highlights the foundation, 

purpose and objective, as well as the research questions of the study.  

 

 

1.1 Background 

Thousands of new products are developed and launched by firms every year and therefore it 

stands out as one of the most crucial functions of a modern corporation (Calantone & Cooper, 

1981; Cooper, 2007). Most research conducted on the topic of New Product Development (NPD) 

and launch has focused on identifying factors that drive success for a new product. Although 

the importance of innovativeness is increasing, research shows that an alarming rate of new 

products suffers from failure. This gains support from a number of studies (e.g. Calantone & 

Cooper, 1981; Cooper, 2007; Cooper, Edgett & Kleinschmidt, 2004a; 2004b; Green, Barclay & 

Ryans, 1995; Hultink, Griffin, Robben & Hart, 1998; Wieseke, Homburg & Lee, 2008), identifying the 

new product failure rate to range from approximately 75 % to 90 %. 

 

The high rate of new products backfiring has led scholars into the focus of identifying the 

determinants of new product success and failure (Hultink et al., 1998). However, despite this 

research focus, the failure rate seems to remain on the same high level. This either implies that 

prevailing theory on NPD has failed to recognize the true key success factors, that firms fail to 

adopt these factors, or that other, additional circumstances affect which success factors are to 

be considered relevant. 

 

Most research identifying NPD success factors derive their empirical results from studies on large 

firms (Allocca & Kessler, 2006; Huang, Soutar & Brown, 2002). In addition, this research is often 

based on qualitative single case studies and findings are therefore of limited generalizability 

(Allocca & Kessler, 2006; Montoya-Weiss & Calantone, 1994). Following this, scholars have found 

that firms of different sizes act under different conditions (e.g. Allocca & Kessler, 2006; Larsen & 

Lewis, 2007; Madrid-Guijarro, Garcia & Van Auken, 2009). 

 

Approximately 90 % of all firms in most developed countries are small, and recent numbers state 
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that 99 % of all European businesses are small or medium-sized firms1, and that 99,7 % in the U.S.2 

and 99.2 % in Sweden3 are small firms (European Commission, 2011; Företagarna, 2011; Huang et 

al., 2002; U.S. Small Business Administration, 2011). With prevailing theory reflecting NPD key 

success factors for large firms, and without new theories on success factors for smaller firms, the 

new product failure rate is likely to remain on the same high level.  

 

1.2 Problem Discussion 

Capturing what has been said in prior NPD research, it can be concluded that little consideration 

has been showed to firm size overall. However, most research has focused on large firms (Allocca 

& Kessler, 2006; Huang et al., 2002); thus making the findings likely to be characterized from this 

very aspect. The possibility for small firms to engage in many of the branch and academically 

acknowledged NPD processes differs significantly from the possibility of larger firms. Previous 

research (e.g. Larsen & Lewis, 2007; Madrid-Guijarro et al., 2009) has argued that e.g. limited 

resources – highly relative to firm size – raise innovation barriers for small firms in particular. 

 

This aspect gives reason to argue that the reigning theoretical “one size fits all”-approach does 

not generate implications relevant for small firms in the NPD process. This further implies that small 

firms are forced to act under a different scale of options, and more importantly; that existing NPD 

theory fails to serve the specific needs of a small firm. 

 

In summary, there are a number of studies (e.g. Allocca & Kessler, 2006; Larsen & Lewis, 2007; 

Madrid-Guijarro et al, 2009) stressing the fact that there are differences relative to firm size, in 

terms of financial and human capital. The same scholars also claim that these differences are 

likely to affect the NPD process of the firm, concerning its ability to innovate, strategize and plan, 

to mention a few (ibid.). Yet, most NPD research concerning best practices exert from studies 

conducted on large firms, while no or very little research have attempted to examine if and how 

these pronounced differences further conduit the need for a different array of key success 

factors, also relative to firm size. In addition, much research on the topic is based on qualitative 

single case studies and is therefore of limited generalizability (Allocca & Kessler, 2006; Montoya-

Weiss & Calantone, 1994). This lack of external validity highlights the need for a quantitative 

study, specifically aimed at NPD for small firms. The immense share of small firms, found in most 

developed countries, further emphases the relevance of a theoretical contribution to the field of 
                                                        
1 The European Commission’s definition of small and medium-sized firms: < 250 employees. 

2 The U.S. Small Business Administration’s definition of small firms: < 500 employees. 

3 The European Commission’s definition of small firms: < 50 employees. 
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NPD, as well as the need for managerial implications. 

 

Many prior studies (e.g. Di Benedetto, 1999; Fu, Jones & Bolander, 2008; Hultink & Atuahene-

Gima, 2000; Hultink & Robben, 1999; Montoya-Weiss & Calantone, 1994) have aimed at refining 

the NPD success theories by adding more factors and details. With the continually high new 

product failure rate in mind, it should be questioned whether this approach helps increase the 

chance of new product success or if a new, more focused model is needed. 

 

Presuming the above and hypothesizing that prevailing theory on best practices for a successful 

NPD fail to recognize the specific needs of the small firm, a scientific gap is identified.  

 

1.3 Research Questions 

Following the problem discussion above and deriving from the results of previous research, the 

scientific gap identified and the limited implications for small firms, the research questions 

navigating this thesis are: 

 

R1: Among small firms, what NPD success factors separate top performers 

from the rest? 

 

R2: What differences can be recognized when comparing small firm NPD 

success factors to prevailing NPD theory? 

 

1.4 Purpose 

The purpose of this thesis is to make a theoretical contribution to the field of NPD and to 

generate normative implications for managers in practice. Implications drawn from the results of 

the study are meant to increase small firms’ chances of new product success.  

 

1.5 Research Objectives 

The objective of this study is to present explicit NPD success factors for small firms. The goal is not 

only to bridge the scientific gap, but the results that separate top performers from the rest are 

also meant to guide managers in practice.  
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1.5.1 Theoretical Contribution 

The theoretical contribution is twofold. On one level, this study aims to highlight how top 

performing small firms should undertake the process of NPD, i.e. what separates them from the 

rest. On a second level, it observes how these success factors are different from prevailing theory 

on best practices. Combined, these two contributions will bridge the scientific gap that no or few 

previous studies have accounted for when aligning the key factors behind new product success. 

 

1.5.2 Implications for Managers 

The ambition is to produce what can be seen as normative guidelines for managing NPD 

projects. Tailor-made for small firms, these best practices aim to help management avoid pitfalls 

and increase chance of success when undertaking new product projects. 

 

1.6 Distinctions and Limitations 

This study is framed to illustrate small firms’ processes of developing and launching new products. 

It presents key success factors among top performing small firms and illuminates discriminators 

that separate top performers from the rest. Furthermore, the scope is isolated towards 

manufacturing small firms registered in Sweden. This thesis does not advice direct implications for 

non-manufacturing firms and international applicability could be limited. 

 

This study utilized the European Commission (2011) definition of small firms. Within this segment are 

also micro-sized firms. We chose to exclude these and instead focus solely on small-sized firms. 

The reason for this was because of the differing possibilities of two separate firms, where one is 

carrying one [1] employee and the other is carrying 49. Such a sample could in turn affect the 

generalizability of our results. Having a clearly defined firm size distinction provides this thesis more 

pronounced results for small firms specifically.  

 

1.7 Definitions and Abbreviations 

NPD 

New Product Development addresses the entire process of working on new products – from the 

very first idea of an innovation up till time of launch and follow-ups. The key success factors for 

top performers are found in the NPD process. 
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Micro-sized Firms 

Micro-sized firms are companies with no more than nine employees and their yearly turnover 

does not surpass 2 million euro (European Commission, 2011). 

 
Small Firms 

Small firms are companies carrying 10 to 49 employees. Their yearly turnover or balance sheet 

total does not surpass 10 million euro (ibid.). 

 

Medium-sized Firms 

Medium-sized firms are companies carrying 50 to 249 employees and their yearly turnover does 

not surpass 50 million euro. Nor does their balance sheet total surpass 43 million euro (ibid.).  

 

Large Firms 

Large firms are companies that have either more than 249 employees, a yearly turnover 

surpassing 50 million euro or a balance sheet total surpassing 43 million euro (ibid.). 
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1.8 Disposition 

The introduction chapter argues for theoretical relevance and practical bearing, highlighting the 

problem discussion, purpose, and the research questions of the study. This is followed by a 

summary of prevailing NPD theory in the second chapter, which is channeled into a theoretical 

framework. Following this is the method chapter, presenting the process of gathering information 

and analyzing empirical data. This is also expressed in a research model created for this study. In 

the chapter Results and Analysis, empirical findings are presented, grouped and interpreted. In 

the following chapter (Discussion), these findings are discussed and compared to prevailing 

theory, ultimately rendering in a summary in the last chapter, which also sheds light on further 

research and implications for managers. 
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2. Theory 

This chapter presents the theoretical foundation of this thesis. Prior research and 

prevailing theories are summarized and simplified in a theoretical framework. 

 

 

2.1 Literature Review and Critical Reflections 

Most scholars within the field of NPD have had the focus of identifying best NPD practices and 

key factors for new product success. This thesis consolidates their findings into nine focal areas, 

which are presented below.  

    

2.1.1 Embrace an Innovative Climate 

Best practice studies conducted by Cooper et al. (2004a) show a major advantage for 

performers with a climate supportive of product innovation and entrepreneurship when it comes 

to successful NPD. Cooper et al. point out this factor as one of the strongest discriminators 

between best and worst performers measured in a set of different metrics. Having a supportive 

climate is important, but the concept also rooms factors such as supporting scouting time and 

time off for working on new ideas, having resources available for creative work and rewarding 

champions and project teams as well as new product ideas. To make use of ideas from 

employees, it is recommended to implement a new product idea suggestion scheme. Firms also 

benefit from having a specific department devoted to working on new products (Cooper et al., 

2004b;). 

 

Many businesses lack when it comes to the process of creating an innovative climate and 

culture. Very few firms provide employees with time to conduct creative work on their own and 

neither do many firms have incentives for innovative ideas. Yet, a significant amount of the top 

performing firms embraces this concept (Cooper et al., 2004a). 

 

Critical Reflection 

Historically, major innovations have come from both large and small firms (Allocca & Kessler, 

2006). Even though small firms have the advantage of flexibility and adaptability that are likely to 

increase innovativeness, they suffer from a number of barriers that limit their chances of 

implementing an innovative climate (Madrid-Guijarro et al., 2009). Such disadvantages are 

represented by the nonexistence of economies of scale and limitations in financial and human 
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resources (Allocca & Kessler, 2006; Larsen & Lewis, 2007; Madrid-Guijarro et al., 2009). The 

incentives for innovative ideas are more adopted by top performing firms according to Cooper 

et al. (2004a). However, a study by Allocca & Kassler (2006) concludes that small firms possess 

fewer incentives and reward programs than do larger firms.  

 

It should be mentioned that the findings of Allocca and Kessler were derived from a study on 

small and medium-sized technology firms, why the transferability to small manufacturing firms 

should be questioned.  

 

2.1.2 See Opportunity in Risk 

Research findings indicate that a successful NPD involves being willing to take risks. The single 

decision to launch a new product imposes a risk in itself and according to Cooper et al. (2004a), 

risk seeking is a key in NPD. This can be concluded since top performers appear far less risk averse 

and do not hesitate to invest in more venturesome projects while the amount of worst performers 

undertaking such projects is insignificant (ibid.). 

 

Encouraging risk taking also means removing the fear of failing, e.g. by not punishing failure. 

Supporting such innovative and risk taking behavior does not mean lacking risk awareness and 

should not be confused with a decrease in accountability. Related to this topic is also the 

acceptance of skunk works and unofficial projects, which are to be considered as 

enhancements of innovativeness and ultimately a factor for successful NPD (ibid.). 

 

Critical Reflection 

Small firms embracing innovation are more likely to survive. However, due to the limited financial 

resources they must always balance innovativeness with risk, since everything that equals costs 

have a harder impact on small firms (Madrid-Guijarro et al., 2009). The incentives to be less risk 

seeking and more risk averse are therefore likely to be greater among small firms than among 

larger.  

 

2.1.3 Streamline the Work Process 

Past studies e.g. (Cooper, 2007) emphasize the importance of being complete and thorough, yet 

not failing to build in flexibility and dynamics in the NPD process. It is difficult to handle these two 

opposing paths simultaneously and many firms show a lacking ability to combine them. Either 

way, Cooper (1994; 1998; 2007) withholds that quality of execution is of major importance for 

succeeding with key tasks and activities that make up the NPD process. However, it is not solely 
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about doing the right thing, or even about doing things right – in some cases, it is about doing 

something at all. Many firms show a great nonexistence in terms of key tasks, such as market 

analysis, business analysis and customer or user research. If these do exist, chances are that they 

are poorly executed or executed too late. This is put forth as follows:  

 

“...research shows that just having a new product process has absolutely no impact on 

performance. Rather it's the nature of that process – and whether or not it builds in key success 

factors – that makes the difference.” (Cooper, 1999:123) 

 

Many firms find it important to reduce cycle time from development to launch (Cooper et al., 

2004a) and when time-to-market is critical and customers demand on-time delivery and quick 

response product distribution, it might seem tempting for firms to cut corners, e.g. by skipping 

market studies or tests of the product. The result of this however, is often negative (Cooper, 1999; 

Di Benedetto, 1999). Further, research shows that quality of advertising is a key factor for 

successful product launch, which gives support for the fact that quality of execution is of greatest 

relevance, rather than cycle time reduction. More so, it concludes that having an excellent 

timing when launching the product is strongly correlated with high profitability, which in turn 

speaks for the conduction of a more thorough and well executed market assessment (Cooper, 

1994; 2007; Di Benedetto, 1999). 

 

The idea of cycle time reduction though, cannot be completely rejected and Cooper (1994; 

1998; 1999) also points out the importance of incorporating a dynamic work flow, where decision 

points in fact can be skipped or consolidated. Many firms find themselves tied too tightly to a 

process scheme and are unable to act in a dynamic fashion, leading to bureaucracy. As having 

a dynamic NPD process is positively related to financial success, it is worth stressing the 

significance of a flexible work process. 

 

Studies of best NPD performers (e.g. Cooper, 1998; Larsen & Lewis, 2007) indicate that building in 

tough GO/KILL decision points in the NPD process has been vital for succeeding. The main 

purpose of implementing such decision points is the improved possibility to put pressure on NPD 

projects. 

 

“Projects tend to get a life of their own! In too many companies investigated, projects moved 

too far down the process without serious scrutiny: once a project began, there was very little 

chance it would ever be killed – the process was more like a tunnel rather than like a funnel.” 

(Cooper, 1998:8) 
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The lesson learned from Cooper's studies is that too many projects fail because of lacking 

routines for building in tough GO/KILL decision points in the NPD process. It is further the single 

and most significant process factor that drives companies to NPD failure (Cooper, 1998; 1999). 

 

Critical Reflection 

As stated before, the limited resources of a small firm restrict its possibilities. In addition, Huang et 

al. (2002) argue that there is a correlation between the skills and resources of a firm and the 

quality of execution when undertaking different activities. Marketing-related activities are less 

well executed and undertaken less frequent than technical activities (Allocca & Kessler, 2006; 

Huang et al., 2002), why certain differences should be expected when comparing small and 

larger firms on this topic. 

 

2.1.4 Engage in Management 

Much research holds the importance of working actively with management and leadership as a 

key driver of performance. Senior management should be strongly committed to NPD, as it is a 

major discriminator between best and worst performers (Cooper, 1999; Cooper et al., 2004a). 

When peeling off the top layer, one can find the particular factors that compose a golden 

managerial practice. First of all, research conclude that leaders must lead, emphasizing the 

importance of leaders that are able to provide the employees working on NPD projects with 

strong support, empowerment and authority. Furthermore, successful NPD involves senior 

management mobilizing and providing the resources required for the business to achieve its NPD 

goals (Cooper, 1999; Cooper et al., 2004a). It is also relevant for the management team to 

engage in the design of the business’ NPD process in order to fully grasp the needs and 

challenges of the NPD process (Cooper et al., 2004a). To enhance the NPD process, 

management should also be focusing on, and actively take part in, GO/KILL decisions (Cooper, 

1999; Cooper et al., 2004a). The overall idea is for senior management to embrace the NPD 

process and understand the vital role of new products in their business (Cooper, 1999; 2007). 

However, this is not the reality in many cases: 

 

"Too often, senior management treats new products as an afterthought. Senior management is 

so tied up with day-to-day business issues and the pressures of achieving quarterly financial 

results that they seem relevantly distant from new products." (Cooper, 1999:127)    

 

Even though the role of senior management in NPD generally can be understood as showing 
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commitment, providing support and understanding the key function that new products have, it is 

of equal importance that this role is executed by senior management without micro-managing 

the new product projects. The day-to-day activities and decisions in the new product project is 

best run by its team and team leader (Cooper et al, 2004a).   

 

Critical Reflection 

The importance of working actively with management and leadership has been identified as a 

key driver of performance. This, however, should be seen in the light of other research 

concluding that top management in small firms often lack management training, does not follow 

standard procedures and have a less systematic management style (Allocca & Kessler, 2006; 

Madrid-Guijarro et al., 2009). Limited managerial expertise turns the focus of top management in 

small firms towards technological concerns (ibid.), why the managerial practices for showing 

commitment to the NPD project are likely to be different. For example, it should be questioned 

whether micro-managing the NPD process is negative for all firms or if it is unavoidable when 

working close to the process, as in the case of managing NPD in small firms. 

 

2.1.5 Prioritize and Allocate Resources 

In order to achieve a successful product launch, the firm should plan and allocate resources for 

the market launch and favorably do so at an early stage in the NPD process. However, the vast 

majority of firms show a bad performance on this topic (Cooper, 1999). In addition to setting a 

launch plan at an early stage, Cooper et al. (2004b) argue that such planning should include 

ensuring that adequate time and other resources are being assigned to NPD projects. This is a 

critical focal point for firms since a compromise, where people assigned to the NPD process are 

also working around other tasks, is not the optimal solution when it comes to making a successful 

launch out of the NPD process. This is also pointed out by Cooper (1998) when stating that a 

factor for success is making sure that the people necessary are in place and that their time is 

freed up for working on new products. Cooper et al. (2004b) further withhold that earmarking 

resources – both funds and person-hours – help firms in their strive towards achieving balance 

between new projects and regular tasks; including making sure businesses reach their overall 

NPD goals. However, achieving the business objectives is of equal importance. Cooper (1998) 

holds that such achievement comes from devoting necessary resources. 

 

Top performers do a much better job when it comes to prioritizing and ranking new product 

projects. There are different methods for doing so, but the intention is to kill bad projects and 

achieve a better focus on projects that are in line with business objectives and that seem 
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valuable based on merit and profits. Ensuring that the NPD project fits the existing portfolio and 

helps achieve a balanced mix of projects is an area where many firms lag behind (Cooper et al., 

2004b). 

 

Conclusions about resource allocation and prioritization can be summarized down to the 

importance of working with NPD projects that truly reflects the business’ overall objectives and 

strategy – and such projects only (Cooper, 1999; Cooper et al., 2004b). Spending among NPD 

projects should correlate with the objectives and strategy (Cooper et al., 2004b) and R&D 

budgets should be adequate for achieving these objectives (Cooper, 1998; Di Benedetto, 1999). 

A significant number of best performers have a systematic and formal portfolio management 

system in place to help ensure that the correct NPD project receives the right development 

resources (Cooper et al., 2004b). 

 

Critical Reflection 

Limited resources alone may not appear to affect small firms’ ability to prioritize projects and 

allocate financial means. However, since costs have a harder impact on small firms, they cannot 

afford the cost associated with projects competing for resources to the same extent as larger 

firms (Allocca & Kessler, 2006; Madrid-Guijarro et al., 2009). Moreover, the suggestion put forth by 

Cooper, Edgett and Kleinschmidt – that NPD projects should reflect the overall objectives and 

strategy of the firm – appears less applicable for small firms, since other studies show that their 

strategic planning in many cases is much less formalized (e.g. Allocca & Kessler, 2006). 

 

2.1.6 Support Open Communication 

Its is more common among best performers than among worst that the business' NPD process is 

understood and supported by employees (Cooper, 2007; Cooper et al., 2004a). This underlines 

the importance of implementing a climate for communication within company boundaries. For 

this matter, Cooper et al. (2004a) put forth open communication as a key factor for succeeding 

in NPD. Open communication is a major discriminator between best and worst performers and 

when executed among employees, across functions, departments and locations, it stimulates 

creativity and makes room for more effective cross-functionality between project teams. Di 

Benedetto (1999) finds that such a communicative climate must be established as an overall 

direction for the NPD, clearly communicated within the firm, in order to increase the probability 

of a successful launch. 

 

Other than the above mentioned benefits of open communication, research points out that it is 
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essential to communicate the new product in a good way within company boundaries before 

launch – especially to the sales force since they hold a key position to extend communication to 

consumers (Fu et al., 2008; Hultink & Atuahene-Gima, 2000; Rackham, 1998; Wieseke, et al., 2008; 

Wotruba & Rochford, 1995). A set of steps was suggested by Rackham (1998) to better 

communicate new products to the sales force. These include not only introducing the sales force 

to new products, but also providing training and practice in how to communicate these 

products to consumers – a success factor also put forth by Cooper (1999), when claiming that 

training prevents lack of skills from blocking NPD success. Fu et al. (2008) add to this, the 

importance of creating a positive feeling among salespeople regarding the ease and feasibility 

of selling the new product. Failing on the topic of sales force adoption is one explanation to why 

bad things happen to good new products (Di Benedetto, 1999; Hultink & Atuahene-Gima, 2000; 

Rackham, 1998; Wotruba & Rochford, 1995). 

 

The best way of communicating and sharing information within company boundaries is doing so 

via a central information system. The proportion of companies using this is significantly higher 

among best performers than it is among worst. It allows team members from different functions, 

locations and even countries to work simultaneously with the same information (Cooper et al., 

2004a). In addition, having a highly functional and accurate information system that includes 

“how-to-dos”, instructions and guidelines also improves the chance of preventing a lack in 

“know what” from blocking NPD success (Cooper, 1999). 

 

Critical Reflection 

Following the reasoning in Cooper et al. (2004a) above, having an open communication climate 

is important for all firms. However, small firms enjoy the advantage of flexibility, as they are less 

bureaucratic and faster to react than larger firms (Allocca & Kessler, 2006; Madrid-Guijarro et al., 

2009). This implies that the outlook for building an open communication climate should be even 

greater for small firms than for larger firms. Nevertheless, the resource constraints of a small firm 

should not be neglected, as the limited recourses affect activities undertaken by the firm 

(Madrid-Guijarro et al., 2009). 

 

2.1.7 Conduct Up-Front Homework 

Studies (e.g. Cooper, 1994; 1998; 1999; 2007; Larsen & Lewis, 2007) reveal that up-front homework 

is a key ingredient for successful NPD, strongly correlated with financial performance. 

Furthermore, it is put forth that inadequate up-front homework is a major reason for failure. 

Constituting the solid up-front homework is a set of measures derived from what best performers 
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do. These are categorized as follows: 

 

Preliminary Market Assessment 

As a first step, businesses should estimate the market relative to size and revenue potential 

(Cooper, 1999). At this early stage, it is relevant to establish a sharp and stable product definition 

as well as to assess the demand (Cooper, 1994; 1998; 1999; 2007; Larsen & Lewis, 2007). In 

addition, businesses benefit from clearly identifying and designating strategic arenas to focus 

their efforts on (Cooper, 1998; Cooper et al., 2004b). In order for a proficient market assessment 

to take shape, it is also important that the adequate amount of skills and resources are assigned 

to this market pre-study purpose (Calantone, Schmidt & Song, 1996). Firms performing well on all 

market information-gathering activities show a significantly higher product launch success rate 

(Di Benedetto, 1999). 

 

Market- and Product Testing 

When the product definition has been established, the concept needs to be thoroughly tested 

and reassessed by consumers. Firms benefit from bringing in the voice of the customers at an 

early stage while the product is still in the design phase. By doing this, firms eliminate – or at least 

minimize – the surprises and risk of new products backfiring (Cooper, 1998; 2007; Di Benedetto, 

1999). It involves testing market acceptance and advertising as well as running product-in-use 

tests. However, for this to be useful, companies must not fail to interpret and evaluate the results 

(Di Benedetto, 1999).  

 

“Successful business units and teams that drive winning new product projects pay special 

attention to the voice of the customer. A process which emphasizes the customer and 

marketplace via market studies, market research, concept tests, competitive analysis, 

customer field trials etc., is significantly correlated with profitability of the business’s total new 

product efforts.” (Cooper, 1998:7) 

 

Critical Reflection 

It is relevant to assume that market information-gathering activities are not as common among 

small firms as it is among larger since marketing-related activities are less well executed and less 

frequently undertaken by small firms (Allocca & Kessler, 2006; Huang et al., 2002). Such activities 

include customer tests, advertising tests and product-in-use tests. At the same time, small firms do 

undertake technological activities to a greater extent (ibid.), which implies that e.g. in-house 

product testing is more common and better executed. 
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2.1.8 Organize around Teams 

Having clearly assigned project teams and innovation groups are nearly twice as common 

among best NPD performers than among worst (Cooper et al., 2004a; 2004b). Managing the 

project team focus is also a critical issue since project team members often end up working on 

too many NPD projects at once or have to combine NPD work with their regular tasks (Cooper et 

al., 2004b). Another crucial aspect is making sure that project team members remain on the 

project from beginning till end. Except from making members more dedicated to the project, this 

practice also enhances the feeling of project team accountability, which itself is put forth as a 

very strong separator between best and worst performers. The idea is that in order for projects to 

meet profit and time targets, the project team ought to be held accountable for its end results 

(Cooper, 1994; Cooper et al., 2004b). This is found in eight as many best performers than worst 

performers (Cooper et al., 2004a). 

 

Studies (e.g. Cooper et al., 2004a; Larsen & Lewis, 2007) also imply that each team benefits from 

having a dedicated team leader who ensures that the project reaches its goals and objectives. 

The chosen team leader should also make sure that key knowledge is retained and that project 

momentum is maintained at all times. Furthermore, the firm benefits from an early selection of a 

team leader that is held responsible for the project – from conceptual idea, through 

development processes, up to product launch (Cooper, 1994; Cooper et al., 2004a). 

 

The team should be organized to work cross-functionally. It is most beneficial if the team is 

organized to work cross-functionally. This is included among best practices, not because it 

discriminates the best performers from the worst, but because it is a very common organizational 

NPD characteristic overall. Again, the distinction lays within the quality of execution – in this case 

the cooperation between the cross-functional NPD project teams (Cooper, 1994; 1999; 2007; 

Cooper et al., 2004a; Di Benedetto, 1999; Larsen & Lewis, 2007). 

 

Critical Reflection 

The idea of working in project teams is that it increases motivation, e.g. by holding teams 

accountable for NPD results. However, Allocca & Kessler (2006) argue that small firms are 

collectively motivated. It can therefore be questioned how such an activity would affect the 

collective motivation level of a small firm, since it would diminish the collective accountability. 
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2.1.9 Set Clear Goals and Objectives 

Defining clear goals and objectives and setting an overall direction for its new product efforts are 

all crucial steps in the NPD process (Cooper, 1998; 1999; Cooper et al., 2004a; 2004b; Di 

Benedetto, 1999). The goals and objectives for new products should also reflect and be linked to 

the overall business goals and it is of greatest importance to keep score and follow up NPD 

project results regularly (Cooper at al., 2004a; 2004b). Furthermore, these goals and objectives 

should be incorporated in the personal and annual objectives of senior management (Cooper 

et al., 2004a). 

 

A critical success factor for the NPD project is to have a long-term commitment, yet being 

subject for possible termination when performance is lacking. For this matter, tough GO/KILL 

decision points hold a key role and ought to be implemented in the process as hinders for the 

new product to pass (Cooper, 1994; 1998; Larsen & Lewis, 2007). By doing this, companies can 

define standards for performance expected which needs to be met in order for the product to 

be considered successful – a key success factor according to Cooper (1999). 

 

Critical Reflection 

Even though scholars emphasize the importance of setting clear goals and objectives and linking 

them to the firm’s overall business goals, there are other studies (e.g. Allocca & Kessler, 2006) 

proclaiming that small firms tend to establish less-clear goals and objectives and less-defined 

tasks. This makes strategic planning less formalized and it is likely that the connection to overall 

goals is less pronounced.   
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2.2 Theoretical Framework 

The prevailing theories on NPD success factors are summarized in a theoretical framework. This 

framework represents the theoretical base that was used to construct the questionnaire and for 

analyzing and interpreting the collected empirical data.  
Figure 2.1 Theoretical Framework 

 

 
  See Opportunity in Risk 

• Risk seeking rather than risk 
averse 

• Encourage risk taking and 
remove fear of failure 

• Accept skunk works and 
unofficial projects 

 

Streamline the Work Process 

• Be complete and thorough, 
yet flexible in the NPD work 
process 

• Accept deviations from 
standardized work processes 

• Prioritize quality of execution 

• Build in tough GO/KILL 
decision points 

 

Embrace an Innovative 
Climate 

• Provide employees with 
scouting time and time off to 
work on their own ideas 

• Reward new product ideas 
and good results 

• Implement a new product 
idea suggestion scheme 

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
 

   Prioritize and Allocate 
Resources 

• Make sure that the adequate 
time and other resources are 
assigned to the NPD project 

• Have resources earmarked for 
NPD projects 

• Make sure people have time 
freed up for working on the 
project 

• Focus on projects that are in 
line with overall objectives 

Support Open 
Communication 

• Implement an open climate 
for communication 

• Communicate the product 
especially well to the sales 
force 

• Provide sales force with 
training in how to 
communicate the new 
product to consumers 

• Share information internally 
via a central information 
system 

Engage in Management 

• Provide support, 
empowerment and authority 

• Management must embrace 
the NPD process, recognizing 
the vital role it has for their 
business 

• Management team ought to 
engage in the design of the 
NPD process 

• Management should focus on 
and take part in the NPD work 
and decision-making process 

 

   Organize Around Teams 

• Teams should be organized 
cross-functionally, consisting 
of the same members from 
beginning till end 

• Teams should have a clearly 
identified team leader, 
remaining on the project from 
beginning till end 

• Team members ought to be 
working on the NPD project 
only 

• The project team should be 
held accountable for results 

Set Clear Goals and 
Objectives 

• Clearly defined goals and 
objectives, in line with the 
firm’s overall business goals 

• Define standards for 
performance expected 

• Clear definition for a 
successful launch 

• Keep score and follow up the 
NPD results on a regular basis 

• Have a long-term 
commitment and focus 

 

Conduct Up-Front Homework 

• Conduct thorough market 
information-gathering 
activities 

• Establish a sharp product 
definition and forecasted 
demand prior to launch 

• Bring in the voice of the 
customer at an early stage 

• Collect and consider 
feedback 
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3. Method 

This chapter presents the process of choosing models, gathering information and 

analyzing empirical data. It also sheds light on research approaches as well as possible 

errors and biases. A research model, created for this study, is also presented. 

 

 

3.1 Research Strategy 

The purpose of this thesis is to make a scientific contribution to the theoretical field of NPD and to 

generate normative implications for managers in practice. With the ambition of presenting 

generalizable results, meant to increase the chance of new product success for small firms, the 

empirical study of this thesis emphasized a quantitative approach.  

 

3.1.1 Scientific Approach 

The relationship between theory and practice in this study was regulated using a deductive 

method. The deductive approach, described in Bryman & Bell (2005), acknowledges a 

theoretically based analysis of the accumulated empirical data. The method’s central 

conception generates the possibility to compare a priori knowledge to a posteriori knowledge – 

this way presenting new theoretical contributions to the field. The choice of approach was 

based on the research process for the study, where the objective was to draw theoretical 

implications from new findings, absorbed through empirical studies. 

 

3.1.2 Epistemological Approach 

The procedure of this study exerted from the idea of drawing implications from hard facts, i.e. 

what can be assessed through observation and examination. The ambition of obtaining 

knowledge through patterns found in empirical objects reflects a positivistic approach. The 

positivistic and quantitative approaches have a harder impact on opinion formation according 

to Bryman & Bell (2005), and the method of deriving data from empirical observation increases 

the possibility of generating true knowledge (McGregor & Murnane 2010). This onset supports the 

ambition of producing generalizable results that bridge the scientific gap identified in prevailing 

NPD theory.  
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3.4 Research Model 

Derived from the theoretical framework is a set of survey variables that form the questionnaire for 

small manufacturing firms. The firms’ level of performance is determined in order to isolate top 

performers, while several t-tests disclose variables with significant and non-significant differences 

between top performers and the rest. Aiming to identify only factors generating success, the 

non-significant variables are dropped. A factor analysis consolidates the significant ones into 

three explaining factor areas D1, D2 and D3; putting aside a few still significant and relevant 

others.  This model frames success factors that separate the best from the rest and enables a 

comparison to prevailing theory.  

 

  

Figure 3.1 Dorfh, Hjalmers and Hoffsten’s NPD Research Model 
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3.5 Sample Frame 

In order to obtain a satisfying number of respondents and to identify firms relevant for the study, 

we turned to Sweden's largest and leading business and credit information agency; UC. With 

their help, a sample was derived, consisting of all registered Swedish firms that fulfilled the 

European commission’s criteria for small enterprises (see chapter 1.7). Furthermore, the firms had 

to be registered as having manufacturing as their main or sideline business (SNI = C). The purpose 

of setting this distinction was to avoid including firms that had not developed and launched a 

new product. When determining line of business, the Swedish Standard Industrial Classification 

(SNI) was used. The SNI standard is maintained by Statistics Sweden, also known as SCB (Statistiska 

Centralbyrån) and is updated weekly (UC, 2011). 

 

The total population of small firms registered in Sweden, working with manufacturing at the time 

of this study reached a total of 21,139. The need for an email address limited the number of 

eligible firms further. Ultimately, the sample ended up consisting of 2,287 firms and an equal 

amount of unique email addresses to key decision makers and CEOs. 

 

3.6 Data Collection 

Due to financial limitations and a limited timeframe, having a large series of interviews or sending 

out questionnaires through regular mail was not an option. Moreover, conducting interviews 

would not yield results with the same generalizability, and sending out a physical questionnaire 

would be neither time nor cost effective. To minimize cost and time spent on collecting empirical 

data, a web survey was set up. 

 

A cross-sectional design was chosen in order to gather a large amount of data and to be able to 

identify general patterns for small firms. In order to realize the ambition of drawing further 

implications to a larger population, the desired number of completed surveys obtained was set 

to 100. With a total sample size of 2,287, the minimum response rate would have to be 4.4 %.  

 

A detailed quantitative questionnaire was constructed (see appendix 1.A and appendix 1.B) 

consisting of 79 variables, divided into five major blocks. These variables were used to capture 

the practices and measures that small firms’ employ, as well as the level of success on their most 

recent new product projects.  

 

The questionnaire was set up as a web survey using the open source framework LimeSurvey and 
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was sent out via email on a Monday. During the first two weeks, 113 complete responses were 

collected. On the third week a reminder was sent out and after another week, a total of 199 firms 

had responded, of which 156 responses were complete. This yielded a response rate of 6.8 %, 

well exceeding our desired minimum response rate of 4.4 %.  

 

In order to increase the credibility, a website (www.civilekonomuppsatsen.se) was set up with a 

corresponding email account (@civilekonomuppsatsen.se). The website was also used to host 

the survey. 

 

3.7 Data Analysis 

The obtained primary data was analyzed using XLSTAT Version 2011.2.01 for Microsoft Excel on 

Mac.  As presented in the research model (figure 3.1), the respondents were divided into two 

groups based on their self-assessed level of success on their most recent NPD project. 

 

3.7.1 Level of Success 

The two variables, short-term and long-term success, were used to separate top performers from 

the rest. The scale on these variables ranged from -5 (very unsuccessful) to 5 (very successful). A 

tipping point was recognized at 3, and by defining top performer as having a mean rating higher 

than 3, a clear line was drawn between the best and the rest. If the line were to be drawn 

higher, it simply would not yield enough data responses. Similarly, lowering the bar would 

generate unbalanced results and the group would no longer represent only top performing firms. 

 

Earlier research has established that project success resides from three main pillars; consumer-

based, financial-based and technical-based success (e.g. Griffin & Page, 1993; 1996; Hultink & 

Robben, 1995). This implies that a product can be seen as a failure in certain aspects, while still 

being considered a success in others. To account for all three pillars would have required an 

extensive definition of success/failure. However, this study did not aim to define what 

success/failure is or is not, but to identify the factors that drive success and distinguishes top 

performers from the rest. 

 

The ease of letting respondents self-assess their own performance is a matter up for debate. At 

the same time however, there have been studies (e.g. Bandura, 1992; Fox & Dinur, 1988), 

championing the validity of self-assessed measures, arguing for its relevance. There have also 

been numerous studies utilizing this method (e.g. Cooper, 2007; Cooper et al., 2004a; Di 
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Benedetto, 1999). 

 

The model for grouping the respondents was tested against a set of control variables measuring 

how satisfied the firms were with their most recent NPD project. Five control variables were used, 

measuring the satisfaction level of the firms in terms of market share, goal achievement, sales, 

profitability and competitor comparison. The definition proved to be well founded since no or 

very few top performers rated low on these control variables. 

 

The level of success rendered in the groups; top performers (n1 = 49) and the rest (n2 = 107).  The 

two were compared using t-tests with a significance level minimum of 0.05. The t-tests were 

employed to ensure that differences among and within the two groups were not coincidental. 

 

3.7.2 Factor Analysis 

A factor analysis was then conducted on the variables, with statistically significant differences, in 

order to reduce the number of explaining variables by computing them into new, unobserved, 

factors. This study used Spearman’s correlation, as all the measures were ordinal variables. The 

use of another common method, Pearson’s correlation, would not yield accurate results, as this 

method uses average values when calculating the correlation between variables.  

 

Principal factor analysis was chosen as extraction method since it normally yields the best result 

(Costello & Osborne, 2005). It is also suitable when aiming to seek the least number of factors 

accounting for the common variance (correlation) among variables. A scree plot (figure 3.2) 

was used to determine the adequate number of explaining factors. By examining the graph of 

eigenvalues, the natural bend or breaking point revealed that three factors would be an 

adequate amount. To simplify the structure, the data was rotated using promax rotation. Promax 

rotation is an oblique (non-orthogonal) rotation method, commonly used when the factors are 

assumed to correlate to one another. The use of an oblique rotation method should in theory 

yield more accurate results when rotating correlated factors. The more common method 

varimax (orthogonal) would instead have resulted in a loss of information if the factors showed to 

be correlated (Costello & Osborne, 2005). 
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The factors and loadings describing the patterning of the data were then interpreted, and 

appropriate labels were set to ease the understanding. Since the goal was to categorize the 

findings, the most suitable method for labeling was the descriptive approach, described in 

Rummel (1970).  

 

3.8 Research Ethics 

The moral responsibility accompanying the study authorship includes executing and presenting 

the results of the study accurately and without bias. This study exerted from the regulatory 

framework asserted in Bryman & Bell (2005), constituting of ethical principles and requirements 

concerning information, consent, confidentiality and anonymity, usage and false pretenses. 

Respondents were informed of the purpose of the study, and participation was voluntary. All the 

respondents were given the opportunity of opting out of the survey, thus allowing the study to 

fulfill the requirements of information and consent. Personal information regarding the 

respondents participating in the study was handled confidentially and no information could be 

traced back to a single respondent. Data collected was used only for the purpose of the 

research and respondents were not given false pretenses regarding the study, thus fulfilling the 

ethical requirements concerning confidentiality and anonymity, usage and false pretenses. 

 

  

Figure 3.2 Scree Plot 
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3.9 Critical Onset 

All data gathered in this study have been assessed with a critical onset, acknowledging the 

importance of credibility, relevance and purpose.  

 

3.9.1 Source Criticism 

The secondary data constituting the theoretical base for this study was derived from articles that 

had been peer-reviewed and published in academic journals. However, it is worth mentioning 

that the limited amount of articles on the topic of NPD have been produced by the same few 

researchers. The risk that the knowledge about NPD had a slight personal bias can therefore not 

be ignored. 

 

In general terms, data collected from the internet is considered to have a dubious level of 

credibility. By collecting data from credible and trustworthy sources only, the gathering of 

unreliable data was avoided in this study. 

 

3.9.2 Sampling Errors 

The errors can be divided into two groups, sampling errors and non-sampling errors. In this study, 

the first group of errors is being represented by a possibility of biased selection. Since the need for 

an email address meant neglecting some firms from participating in the survey, there is a risk for 

biased results due to unequal or non-objective representation within the sample. The ability to 

generalize the findings to a larger population, i.e. the external validity of the study, can therefore 

be questioned. Even though the sample was not purely a convenience sample, the sample 

errors are of similar nature. Since all firms in the total population did not have the same possibility 

for participating in the study, the variation in the sample cannot be guaranteed to reflect the 

variation in the total population. Such errors can never be neglected when observing a sample 

instead of a population. 

 

3.9.3 Non-sampling Errors 

The second group of errors, referred to as non-sampling errors, mainly consisted of non-responses, 

measurement errors as well as over- and under-coverage. Non-responses in this study occurred 

when participants for one reason or another failed to complete all the questions in the survey 

(item non-response), or when the respondents were not able to participate at all (unit non-

response). Out of the 2,287 firms engaging in the survey, 199 began answering the survey 

questions, while 156 completed all questions.  
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Participants failing to understand or misinterpreting survey questions counts as measurement 

errors and cannot be neglected, as it might have caused some incomplete or faulty responses. 

One must also consider the risk of over- and under-coverage in the sample, as the data – from 

which the sample was derived – contained flaws. Even if the information acquired from UC is 

updated weekly, it is not perfect or always correct; people switch jobs and change their email 

address. This conduits the risk of including respondents that were no longer eligible for the survey, 

as well as missing out on those that should have been included. 

 

Respondents representing the firms were senior management. It cannot be put aside that one 

person does not hold all the answers for the firm’s entire work process and achievements. 

However, with less than 50 employees, it is likely that the person most suitable for representation is 

the senior manager. Respondents were asked to respond for their most recent product launch. 

However, these may not be representative for all projects undertaken by the firms. There is also a 

risk that respondents chose to answer for a more successful project instead of their most recent 

one. 

 

3.10 Validity 

3.10.1 Content Validity 

To ensure content validity of the survey, a pilot study is apposite. However, due to time limitations, 

this study benchmarked the questionnaire design of Cooper (2007) and Di Benedetto (1999); two 

previous and similarly conducted surveys within the NPD area, which had already been 

validated. Further, the questionnaire was sent out to small firms only, ensuring that the results 

cover what was sought in the purpose, objective and research questions of this study. 

 

3.10.2 Internal Validity 

Internal validity is gained when causal relationships between variables can be determined. For 

this matter, t-tests and factor analysis was used on the variables studied, why conclusions in this 

thesis about variables, factors and their causalities are valid. 

 

3.10.3 External Validity 

This study gains external validity from the quantitative research strategy utilized on a large 

sample. This large sample of small manufacturing firms reflects the total population to a greater 

extent than would a qualitative single case study, which yields only contextual knowledge.  
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4. Results and Analysis 

This chapter highlights the empirical foundation of this thesis. Results from the empirical 

study are presented, grouped and analyzed.  

 

 

4.1 Variables 

When observing the results from the survey, we can conclude that some variables are commonly 

used among all small firms while others are rarely adopted. There is also a third category of 

variables in which the difference between top performers and the rest is significant, no matter if 

the variable has received high or low rating. It is important to acknowledge the difference 

between these three categories as they hold different keys for understanding how small firms 

act. A variable that has received a high rating overall, therefore commonly practiced, reflects 

what small firms do. However, when identifying success factors that separate top performers from 

the rest, variables with no significant difference hold no relevance. For that same reason, 

variables that have received a low rating, with no significant difference, can be excluded. Most 

interesting is what discriminates top performers from the rest, thus making variables display a 

rating, significantly different between the two groups, highly relevant. To achieve the research 

objectives, this study did exclude all non-significant variables, enhancing the focus on the 

separators.  

 

4.1.1 Significant Variables – Success Factors 

T-tests revealed a significant difference in 41 variables, of which 32 could be directly attributed to 

NPD tasks. These significant variables are considered to be small firm NPD success factors, 

excplicitly answering the first research question (R1) for this thesis: Among small firms, what NPD 

success factors separate top performers from the rest? 

 

Senior management participated  

actively in the decision-making process 

This is a variable showing a high rating, while at the same 

time being a strong discriminator between firms claiming 

their most recent launch to have been successful and 

firms not doing so. When asked to specify to which extent 

(0-10) senior management was actively participating in 

Figure 4.1 Senior management participated 
actively in the decision-making process 

8.71 

7.93 

7.57 

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 
0 = Strongly Disagree, 5 = Neutral, 
10 = Strongly Agree 

Rest Overall Top 

Differences significant at 0.05 level 



Small Firm Success Factors for New Product Development Stockholm University  
Separating the Best from the Rest  School of Business  
 

 33 

the NPD decision-making process, the mean rating among top performing firms was 8.71 with 

standard deviation 1.90. When isolated, the rest of the firms had the mean 7.57 with a standard 

deviation of 2.85.  

 

Senior management’s participation in the NPD decision-making process seems to be of no less 

importance for small firms.  In fact, this might be unavoidable since the transparency is likely to 

be greater and senior management is closer to the processes that the small firm undertakes. 

 

Senior management participated  

actively in the work process  

This is another variable with both high rating and a 

significant difference between the best and the rest. The 

mean rating among top performers was 8.14 with a 

standard deviation of 2.23, while the rest of the firms 

showed a lower mean rating (7.16) and a higher 

standard deviation (2.86). Not surprisingly, the two 

management variables proved to be strongly correlated 

to one another (r = 0.76). 

 

Cooper et al. (2004a) stated that senior management’s participation in the NPD work process 

should not be confused with micro managing. It is questionable if this is of equal importance for 

small firms or if micro managing to some extent accompanies the managing of a small firm. 

Either way, senior management’s participation in the work process is important for small firms. 

 
Working in teams on the most recent NPD project 

This is a common practice among all small firms 

participating in the study. 76.28 % claimed that they did 

work in teams on their most recent NPD project. Still, this is 

a strong discriminator between top performers and the 

rest as the percentage working in teams on their most 

recent NPD projects is 87.76 % among top performing 

firms and 71.03 % among the rest. 

  

Figure 4.2 Senior management 
participated actively in the work process 

Figure 4.3 Working in teams on the most 
recent NPD project 
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Team members were at the time  

working with the NPD project only 

Overall, this is a very weak area among firms 

participating in the study. The mean rating was as low as 

1.92 with a standard deviation of 2.75. However, it is in fact 

a discriminator between the best and the rest as the 

mean rating was 2.74 and standard deviation 3.02 among 

top performers, while the rest had a mean rating of 1.54 

with the standard deviation 2.50. 

 

For small firms, the limited resources are likely to affect employees’ possibility of total NPD focus. It 

is assumed that people upkeep several roles in the organization, which would explain the low 

rating on this variable. However, the fact that it is still a discriminator implies that small firms do 

benefit from adopting this idea. 

 

We have a specific department  

devoted to working with new products 

This variable represents a weak area for the average 

small firm in the study. However, it is unarguably a strong 

discriminator when isolating top performers from the rest. 

The mean rating among top performers, was 4.90 with the 

standard deviation 3.98, while those numbers for the rest 

of the firms reached no higher than 3.16 and 3.59 

respectively.  

 

The limited financial and human resources of a small firm give reason to assume a decrease in 

the possibility to dedicate money and people to one department with one focus.  

 

Our budget for the most recent  

NPD project was more than adequate 

Top performers fare significantly better than the rest 

within this area; indicated by the mean rating 5.96 with 

standard deviation 2.30, compared to a mean of 4.51 

with a standard deviation of 2.71 for the rest. 

It seems as if having an adequate budget relative to the 

Figure 4.4 Team members were at the 
time working with the NPD project only 

Figure 4.5 We have a specific department 
devoted to working with new products 

Figure 4.6 Our budget for the most recent  
NPD project was more than adequate 
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project is a driver for success. Failing to account for new products when budgeting is likely to 

restrict the firm’s chance of having resources available when needed. This reflects the idea in 

Allocca & Kessler (2006), that small firms cannot afford the cost associated with projects 

competing for resources. Again, the general limitation for a small firm hinders its possibilities, but 

top performers still appear to undertake this idea to a greater extent. 

  

Our marketing skills and resources for the most  

recent NPD project were more than adequate 

When it comes to allocating resources for marketing 

activities, top performers showed a higher mean rating 

(5.55) with a standard deviation of 3.14, than the rest; 

reaching a mean of 4.24 with standard deviation 2.59.  

 

The relatively low rating reflects an absence of dedicated 

marketing resources and a lack of marketing skills within a 

small firm. However, the results suggest that firms able to 

allocate both skills and resources for marketing activities 

will increase their chance of new product success. 

 

Our sales force skills and resources for the most recent 

NPD project were more than adequate 

The mean rating among the top performing firms was 5.61 

with a standard deviation of 2.87, while the mean was 

4.18 with standard deviation 2.54 for the rest of the 

participating firms.  

 

Despite the modest mean rating, this success factor 

supports what is stated in previous research (e.g. Di 

Benedetto, 1999; Hultink & Atuahene-Gima, 2000; 

Rackham, 1998; Wotruba & Rochford, 1995); that sales 

force adoption is a key ingredient for new product success. 

   

  

Figure 4.7 Our marketing skills and resources 
for the most recent NPD project were more 
than adequate 

Figure 4.8 Our sales force skills and resources 
for the most recent NPD project were more 
than adequate 
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Our R&D skills and resources for the most  

recent NPD project were more than adequate 

This is another variable that received a modest mean 

rating but still represents a significant discriminator 

between the best and the rest. Top performers alone 

showed a mean of 5.31 with standard deviation 2.98, while 

the rest had a mean of 3.61 with the standard deviation 

2.49; thus concluding that having more and better 

resources available for R&D is a strong separator. The fairly 

low rating indicates that this is not that common among 

small firms, even though the benefit appears to be clear. 

 

We had financial resources earmarked for the NPD project 

This is one of the variables that received the lowest rating, 

while still showing a significant difference between the 

best and the rest. Mean rating among all firms reached a 

modest 3.88 with a standard deviation of 3.22. Top 

performing firms showed to have earmarked resources to 

a larger extent, indicated by a mean rating of 5.24 with 

standard deviation 3.43, compared to the rest of the firms’ 

mean rating of 3.25 with standard deviation 2.93.  

 

Earmarking resources for NPD projects showed to be a strong discriminator between the best 

and the rest. As concluded in prior studies (e.g. Larsen& Lewis, 2007; Madrid-Guijarro et al., 2009), 

limited resources raise innovation barriers for small firms. It is therefore relevant to assume, and 

further supported by the results of this study, that small firms that do earmark resources to a larger 

extent also achieve a higher new product success. 

 

We conducted product tests 

When asked to specify to which extent the firms 

conducted product tests, the rating separated top 

performers from the rest.  The average for top performers 

was 7.80 with standard deviation 2.99, compared to 5.98 

with standard deviation 3.32 for the rest.  

Figure 4.9 Our R&D skills and resources for 
the most recent NPD project were more 
than adequate 

 

Figure 4.10 We had financial resources 
earmarked for the NPD project 

Figure 4.11 We conducted product tests 
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We conducted in-house product tests 

This variable is of course related to the one above but 

more specifically, it represents how firms work with 

product tests. The average rating for the best reached 

7.96 with standard deviation 2.77 and the mean for the 

rest was 6.83 with standard deviation 3.10. 

 

Prior research (e.g. Allocca & Kessler, 2006; Huang et al., 

2002) has found that small firms undertake less marketing 

information-gathering activities (e.g. customer tests) and more technological activities (e.g. in-

house testing). The fact that this activity received the highest rating of all product and market 

test variables supports their findings. It is likely that cost and time efficiency as well as lack of 

know-how are motives for small firms to undertake in-house tests more frequently. 

 

We had customers test the product 

This is another product test variable that shows a 

significant difference between the best and the rest. 

Mean rating reached 7.73 with standard deviation 2.58 for 

the best and 6.00 with standard deviation 3.30 for the rest.  

 
We collected and considered feedback from customers 

This is the last product test variable that separates top 

performers from the rest. Top performers had a mean 

rating of 7.47 with standard deviation 2.61 compared to 

rest of the firms with the mean rating 5.91 and standard 

deviation 3.17.  

 

The high mean rating among top performers indicates 

that they are better at bringing in the voice of customers 

an that this in turn increase the chance of new product 

success. 

 

  

Figure 4.12 We conducted in-house product tests 

Figure 4.13 We had customers test the product 

Figure 4.14 We collected and considered 
feedback from customers 
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We had a clear definition for expected results 

The significant difference between the best and the rest 

comes from top performers showing an average rating 

of 7.00 with the standard deviation 2.53, while the rest had 

a mean of 5.70 and standard deviation 2.95. 

 

Top performing small firms are better at setting standards 

for what new products are expected to achieve, which in 

turn should help them set clear goals. 

 

The goals for the new product were in  

line with the firm's overall business goals 

This variable gained a high rating overall with a mean of 

7.21 and standard deviation 2.89. In addition, top 

performers claimed to have product goals in line with the 

firm's overall goals to a significantly larger extent than did 

the rest of the firms in the study. The average rating for top 

performers was 8.00 with a standard deviation of 2.30 

while the rest had an average of 6.84 with standard 

deviation 3.07.  

 

To have product goals that reflect the overall business goals seems to be just as important for 

small firms in this study as findings in prior studies reveal (e.g. Cooper et al., 2004a: 2004b). Neither 

limited financial nor human resources are hinders for aligning new product goals and objectives 

with the firms overall business goals. This is likely to be a reason for the relatively high adoption. 

 

We had clearly defined goals throughout the NPD process 

The fairly low rating indicates this variable to be a quite 

weak area among firms in the study. Top performers 

however, claimed to have had clear defined goals to a 

greater extent than did the rest. Their mean was 5.71 with 

standard deviation 3.02 while the rest had a mean of 4.65 

with standard deviation 2.99. 

 

Since this is a success factor for small firms, the fairly low 

Figure 4.15 We had a clear definition for 
expected results 

Figure 4.16 The goals for the new product 
were in line with the firm's overall business 
goals 

Figure 4.17 We had clearly defined goals 
throughout the NPD process 
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rating indicates that there is room for improvement, suggesting that an increased focus on 

defining clear goals will increase the chance for new product success.   

 
We had a long-term focus for the NPD project 

The average rating, deriving from the extent that firms 

claimed to be having a long-term focus for the new 

product, was 6.97 with a standard deviation of 3.04. It 

received a significantly higher rating among top 

performers though, indicated by the mean rating 8.00 with 

standard deviation 2.54, compared to the mean of 6.50 

with standard deviation 3.14 for the rest.  

 

Again, the significant difference on this variable is a probable reflection of the barriers that 

accompanies limited financial resources. Since costs have a harder impact on small firms, it can 

be assumed that the possibility of long-term focus is related to the time that firms can pursue the 

product without financial success. 

 

We had a clear definition for when the 

launch was to be considered successful 

Top performing firms fare significantly better on this 

variable. Their mean rating was much higher (6.33 with 

standard deviation 3.07) than the mean among the rest 

of the firms (3.91 with standard deviation 3.08). This 

success factor also proved to be strongly correlated (r = 

0.54) to having a clear definition for expected results. 

 
We had tough GO/KILL decision points for the NPD project 

To have tough GO/KILL decision points implemented in 

the NPD process showed to be a weak area among all 

firms in the study. Top performers, however, averaged at 

4.49 with the standard deviation 3.30, while the rest had a 

mean rating of 3.07 with standard deviation 2.81. 

 

Working on innovations is usually an expensive activity 

(Choffray & Lilien, 1986; Fu, Richards, Hughes & Jones, 

2010) and the process alone does not generate revenue.  

Figure 4.18 We had a long-term focus for 
the NPD project 

Figure 4.19 We had a clear definition for when 
the launch was to be considered successful 

Figure 4.20 We had tough GO/KILL decision 
points for the NPD project 
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The idea of having tough GO/KILL decision points is that it enables the firm to kill projects that do 

not live up to expectation while they are still in the pipeline. As stated before, limited resources 

set innovation barriers and everything that equals cost have a harder impact on small firms. Big 

costs must therefore generate big revenues, why the modest rating on this variable is likely to 

reflect an unwillingness to kill projects that have been invested in. 

 
We conducted thorough  

follow-ups on the NPD project results 

This was a quite weak area for the average firm but top 

performers presented stronger adoption. The mean of 6.22 

with standard deviation 2.63 separates them from the rest, 

averaging at 4.44 with standard deviation 2.9. 

 

Quite logical, this success factor had its strongest 

correlation to having a clear definition for expected results 

(r = 0.59), since follow-ups can tell whether these 

expectations are met or not. 

 

We informed sales, customer support and  

other stakeholders within the company  

The mean rating among all firms reached no higher than 

5.71 with a standard deviation of 2.99. The difference 

between the best and the rest is nonetheless significant. 

Top performers reached a mean rating of 6.69 with 

standard deviation 2.80 while the mean for the rest was 

5.25 with standard deviation 2.98. 

I 

It is reasonable to assume that this variable would be a sort 

of hygiene factor among all firms but the quite low rating reveals the opposite. Limited resources 

are probably not a reason for not informing employees about the new product. Instead, the 

transparency in a small firm is more likely to hold the answer here, since people may still acquire 

the information. 

  

Figure 4.21 We conducted thorough  
follow-ups on the NPD project results 

Figure 4.22 We informed sales, customer 
support and other stakeholders within 
the company 
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Quality of execution 

Not only does it seem as if some activities are more widely used among top performers than 

among the rest but it also appears as if the quality of execution is higher among top performers. 

This implies that it is not only about doing the right things, but also about doing things right. The 

differences are illustrated in Figure 4.23, which includes quality of execution for: Product testing, 

Marketing, Distribution, Training of sales force and customer support etc., Managerial process, 

Launch, Follow-up, NPD process as a whole, Sales and Pricing. 

  
Figure 4.23 Quality of execution 
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4.3 Factor Analysis 

This study used factor analysis for grouping the variables that was identified as discriminators 

between the best and the rest, i.e. components of a successful NPD. The goal was to narrow the 

spectra into a smaller number of focal areas, which were to account for the success factors 

identified in the survey results. The factor analysis calculations rendered in three such focal points: 

D1, D2 and D3. These factors aim to explain and give an overview to the areas in which top 

performers stand out when compared to the rest of the firms. The three factor areas and their 

contributing variables with coefficients (loadings) are presented in table 4.1 (see next page). 

 

The three factor areas derived accounted for 49.5 % of the cumulative variance, and the 

measure for internal consistency, Cronbach’s alpha (ranging from 0.846 to 0.907), indicated 

good reliability within the data set. 

 

According to Costello and Osborne (2005), loadings greater than 0.5 are considered to be 

strong. In addition, five or more strongly loading variables are desirable and indicate a solid 

factor area. The first of the three explaining factor areas ended up consisting of six strong 

variables, each with loadings greater than 0.6. The second factor area holds nine strongly 

loading variables with coefficients greater than 0.5 while the third factor area carries eight such 

variables. The third factor area also contained a cross-loading variable (loading at 0.32 or higher 

on two or more factor areas). This cross-loading item, which captured how well marketing 

activities had been executed, proved to be correlated with both D1 and D3. 
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Variables D1 D2 D3 
We have a specific department devoted to working with new products 0.370 0.136 0.046 

Working in teams on the most recent NPD project 0.488 0.082 -0.349 

Team members were at the time working with the NPD project only 0.614 -0.194 0.052 

Our budget for the most recent NPD project was more than adequate 0.466 0.319 -0.088 

Our sales force skills and resources for the most recent  
NPD project were more than adequate 

0.801 -0.038 0.024 

Our R&D skills and resources for the most recent NPD  
project were more than adequate 

0.647 0.270 -0.067 

Our marketing skills and resources for the most recent  
NPD project were more than adequate 

0.785 -0.075 0.200 

We had financial resources earmarked for the NPD project 0.865 0.013 -0.123 

Senior management participated actively in the work process 0.079 0.604 -0.043 

Senior management participated actively in the decision-making process 0.002 0.571 -0.157 

We informed sales, customer support and other stakeholders within the company 0.719 0.122 0.093 

We conducted product tests 0.013 0.414 -0.089 

We conducted in-house product tests -0.204 0.494 -0.047 

We had customers test the product 0.106 0.444 -0.384 

We collected and considered feedback from customers -0.041 0.578 -0.021 

We had a clear definition for expected results 0.126 0.725 -0.130 

The goals for the new product were in line with the firm's overall business goals 0.098 0.744 -0.075 

We had clearly defined goals throughout the NPD process 0.259 0.570 0.071 

We had a long-term focus for the NPD project 0.060 0.740 0.139 

We had a clear definition for when the launch was to be considered successful 0.090 0.528 0.255 

We had tough GO/KILL decision points for the NPD project 0.479 0.210 0.163 

We conducted thorough follow-ups on the NPD project results 0.242 0.591 0.002 

Product testing -0.320 0.394 0.343 

Marketing 0.438 -0.147 0.597 

Distribution 0.185 -0.276 0.673 

Training of sales force and customer support etc. 0.217 -0.056 0.718 

Managerial process -0.091 0.454 0.381 

Launch 0.208 -0.127 0.814 

Follow-up -0.148 0.309 0.764 

NPD process as a whole -0.340 0.391 0.703 

Sales 0.147 -0.132 0.874 

Pricing -0.176 -0.108 0.820 

Table 4.1 Factor pattern matrix (after promax rotation) 
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4.3.1 Factor Areas for NPD Success 

D1 – Resource Allocation and Focus 

Given the limited resources of a small firm, many of the significant variables still point at the 

importance of allocating both financial and human resources. Devoting funds and employee 

time to NPD projects helps the firm obtain a necessary focus in its NPD efforts. To further 

strengthen the focus, employees should be well informed about the NPD project. 

 

D2 – Management and Goals 

Management ought to supervise the NPD process, but in addition, they should also engage in 

the NPD decision-making and participate actively in day-to-day work. Setting clear goals, 

defining new product success and stating expected results help pronounce what the project is 

meant to achieve and when it is achieved. Again, this generates a focus and is crucial for 

accomplishing new product success. 

 

D3 – Quality of Execution 

Even though new product success partly comes from undertaking certain key activities, there is 

more to it.  On a competitive market, firms outdo competitors by doing the same things a little 

better. For NPD, the quality of execution factor holds several strong separators between top 

performers and the rest; concluding that it is not only about doing the right things, but more 

importantly – it is about doing things right. 

 

4.4 Concluding the Results 

T-tests of the survey results revealed that out of the 73 tested variables, 32 showed no significant 

difference between top performers and the rest. With the aim of aligning only success factors 

that separate top performers from the rest, these non-significant variables were dropped. 

 

The remaining 41 variables did show a significant difference between top performers and the 

rest, of which 32 could be directly attributed to NPD. These 32 significant variables are 

considered to form the success factors and separators – distinguishing the best from the rest and 

thus answering the first research question (R1) of this thesis: Among small firms, what NPD success 

factors separate top performers from the rest? 

 

One research objective of this study was to make a theoretical contribution that would bridge 

the scientific gap identified in prevailing NPD theory. The 32 separators give insights to what NPD 
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success factors are relevant for small firms. The factor analysis serves the purpose of focusing the 

spectra into three factor areas, in which top performers stand out. These areas (Resource 

Allocation and Focus, Management and Goals and Quality of Execution) and the additional 

group of factors (Other) narrow the focus and enable an easy comparison to prevailing theory. It 

also provides managers with an overview of what small firms ought to be focusing on in order to 

increase their chance of new product success. This addresses the second research objective of 

this study, which is to provide normative guidelines for managers in practice. The overview and 

guidelines are captured in a Framework for Small Firm New Product Success (figure 4.24). 

 

4.5 Framework for Small Firm New Product Success 

  

Figure 4.24 Dorfh, Hjalmers and Hoffsten’s Framework for Small Firm New Product Success 
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5. Discussion 

This chapter hosts a discussion around the results and main findings of the study and 

captures the differences and similarities to prevailing NPD theory. 

 

 

5.1 Discussing the Results 

To bridge the scientific gap found in prevailing theory on NPD, this study has been navigated by 

two research questions (R1 and R2). 

 

R1: Among small firms, what NPD success factors separate top performers 

from the rest? 

 

The 32 variables (see table 4.1) found to be separating top performers from the rest, constitute 

the NPD success factors and is the explicit answer to the first research question. 

 

As the objective was to produce a theoretical contribution to research as well as implications for 

managers in practice, the Framework for Small Firm New Product Success (figure 4.24) was 

created. Not only does this framework offer a more narrow and focused model for small firm 

managers, it also functions as a tool for comparing our findings to the theoretical framework 

exerted from prevailing NPD theory. 

 

In order to answer the second research question, the following discussion highlights the 

differences and similarities between the main ideas in prevailing theory and the results from our 

empirical study. 

 

R2: What differences can be recognized when comparing small firm success 

factors to prevailing NPD theory? 

 

Other than the small firm distinction, a second characteristic – making this study different from 

most other studies within the field of NPD – was the idea of focusing to simplify rather than adding 

to refine, i.e. narrowing the number of explaining NPD success factors instead of adding more 

ingredients to an already complex recipe. Even if this simplification does not hold all details, it 

highlights the factors that together have the greatest impact on new product success. 
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Many questions that were raised regarding prevailing theory’s applicability on small firms 

concerned limited resources. It was relevant to assume that these limitations were blocking the 

firms from undertaking the activities that make up the NPD success factors found in prior studies. 

The small firm NPD success factor Resource Allocation and Focus (D1), identified in this study, 

points at the importance of making sure that NPD projects are assigned the necessary financial 

and human resources in order to obtain a focus for the NPD efforts. Small firms’ limited resources 

can be argued to set barriers for what activities that can be undertaken, but this does not 

decrease the benefit of being thorough when assigning resources to different projects. There is 

no surprise that firms act under different conditions. However, this does not necessarily imply that 

the chance for success is correlated with the firm’s size and financial resources. Major innovations 

have come from both large and small firms, implying that there are ways to reach success even 

with small means. Given the limited resources and time, our findings conclude that small firms, 

instead of executing all specific activities, reach new product success through Quality of 

Execution (D3). This is also found in prevailing theory, but it appears as an even more important 

NPD success factor for small firms in particular. 

 

In prevailing theory, the aspects of management and goals are often divided in – and discussed 

as – two separate factors. A comparison to our results shows that small firms instead should see 

these two areas as closely tied to one another. The factor analysis proved management- and 

goal-variables to be connected, suggesting that clear goals and objectives accompany an 

active leadership in small firms. The keys for succeeding in both areas are pronounced within the 

factor area of Management and Goals (D2). 

 

It is obvious that small firm managers are closer to the business process, and thus more likely to be 

involved in the firm’s new product projects. The senior management of a small firm, carrying the 

role of setting overall business goals, can also be assumed to set goals for individual projects. 

Larger firms possess the resources to distinguish between managerial tasks and goal setting, 

allowing leaders to lead and leaving project goal setting to stakeholders closer to the projects. 

Our study shows that senior managers capable of combining an active participation with the 

role of setting goals for both business and product projects have a higher chance of leading 

their businesses to new product success.  

 

A part of the purpose of this study was to help increase the chance of new product success for 

small firms. As formulated in the problem discussion (chapter 1.2), this might not be about adding 

more details to the already existing NPD success factors. Rather, firms might benefit from focusing 
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their NPD efforts to a more narrow scope of factors that together provide the best chance of 

generating new product success. As stated in the background of this thesis, approximately 75 % 

to 90 % of new products suffer from failure. This reveals a shortcoming in prevailing NPD theory, 

and since most prior studies have added more details to the existing list of NPD success factors, it 

is relevant to suspect that the marginal utility of adding more factors is diminishing and that 

accounting for additional factors renders in a shattered NPD focus. In fact, the incorporation of 

additional factors is more likely to increase the complexity of the NPD process, thus offering an 

explanation to the continually high new product failure rate. 

 

The three factor areas Resource Allocation and Focus (D1), Management and Goals (D2) and 

Quality of Execution (D3) together explain nearly half (49.5 %) of the difference that separates 

top performers from the rest. In other words, small firms will have a 49.5 % chance of placing 

themselves among top performers by performing well in these three factor areas solely. The three 

areas do not hold the full recipe for new product success but small firms enjoy a major 

advantage by ensuring that these three are given most of its NPD focus.  

 

We conclude that the main focus of small firms should be directed towards the three factor 

areas D1, D2 and D3. However, it should also be mentioned that even if the marginal utility of 

adding more factors is diminishing, additional advantages could still be obtained as long as such 

factors are not undertaken at the expense of lost focus. By adding the additional group of 

success factors (significant variables), referred to as Other, firms may increase their chances of 

new product success, although it should be stressed that this group does not have the same 

impact as the three main factor areas. 

 

The discussion above has tried to capture differences and similarities between our findings and 

prevailing theory in an effort to answer the second research question of this study: 

 

R2: What differences can be recognized when comparing small firm success 

factors to prevailing NPD theory? 

 

In short, an overall comparison between our findings, summarized in Framework for Small Firm 

New Product Success (figure 4.24), and the theoretical framework (figure 2.1) shows that 

prevailing theory do contain NPD success factors relevant for small firms, but that only half of the 

NPD variables derived from theory proved to be separators and therefore factors for small firm 

new product success. We conclude that prevailing theory may not necessarily have failed to 



Small Firm Success Factors for New Product Development Stockholm University  
Separating the Best from the Rest  School of Business  
 

 49 

recognize the factors behind small firm new product success, but that the reigning “one size fits 

all”-approach have left small firms with an unnecessarily shattered focus. The major difference 

that can be recognized between our findings and prevailing theory is the realization that small 

firms increase their chances of new product success, not by adding details to refine, but by 

focusing to simplify their NPD efforts.  
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6. Summary and Conclusions 

This chapter begins with a summary, which is followed by a close capturing of 

theoretical contribution, implications for managers, limitations and further research. 

 

 

6.1 Summary 

Thousands of new products are developed and launched every year and most NPD research 

has aimed at identifying the factors behind new product success. Scholars have continually 

concluded the new product failure rate to reach between 75 % and 90 %, which implies that 

prevailing theory on NPD has failed to recognize the true key success factors, that firms fail to 

adopt these factors, or that other, additional circumstances affect which success factors are to 

be considered relevant. Some scholars suggest that the size of the firm is likely to characterize its 

NPD efforts and since more than 90 % of all firms in most developed countries are small firms, it 

gave reason to question whether prevailing NPD theory – constituting mostly of studies on large 

firms – displayed a shortcoming. 

 

With the purpose and objectives of making a theoretical contribution to the field of NPD and 

generating normative implications for managers in practice, we aimed to increase small firms’ 

chances of new product success. The research questions was set to R1; Among small firms, what 

NPD success factors separate top performers from the rest? and R2; What differences can be 

recognized when comparing small firm NPD success factors to prevailing NPD theory? To ensure 

that all necessary aspects were covered and that the research questions were to be answered, 

a research model was created. 

 

A data analysis of the results from our quantitative questionnaire, answered by small firm 

managers, revealed that the difference between top performing firms and the rest were 

significant within 32 variables (half of the NPD variables measured). These (see table 4.1) were 

considered small firm NPD success factors and answer the first research question.  

 

By running the significant variables (small firm NPD success factors) through a factor analysis, it 

was concluded that the three factor areas D1, D2 and D3 (consisting of success factors) 

explained nearly half of the difference between top performers and the rest. Small firms will 

therefore have a 49.5 % chance of placing themselves among top performers by performing well 
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on these three factor areas solely. The areas were labeled Resource Allocation and Focus, 

Management and Goals, and Quality of Execution. These contain most of the 32 success factors 

but the ones left outside can considered additional and is expressed as Other factors. The factor 

areas, their contributing success factors and the Other factors constitute our Framework for Small 

Firm New Product Success (figure 4.24), which functions as a tool for comparing our findings to 

prevailing theory. The framework is also put forth as guidelines for managers in practice, thus 

finalizing our study by answering the second research question and addressing the objectives of 

theoretical contribution and managerial implications.  

  

6.1 Contributions & Implications 

The research objective of this thesis had two targets, which derived from the purpose of making 

a theoretical contribution with practical bearing. One aspect therefore aimed at bridging the 

scientific gap identified in prevailing theory, while the other strived to provide guidelines for 

managers in practice. 

 

6.1.1 Theoretical Contribution 

The Framework for Small Firm New Product Success (see figure 4.24) constitute the main findings 

of this study, as it captures explicit small firm success factors, narrows the focus and enables a 

comparison to prevailing theory. Since the research questions were formed to capture the 

scientific gap in prevailing theory, answering these two questions made the theoretical 

contribution. 

 

R1: Among small firms, what NPD success factors separate top performers 

from the rest? 

 

We proved that when applying the NPD variables, derived from prevailing theory, on 

small manufacturing firms, only half of the variables were in fact small firm NPD success 

factors. These findings capture 32 small firm NPD success factors (figure 4.1). 

 

R2: What differences can be recognized when comparing small firm NPD 

success factors to prevailing NPD theory? 

 

This second aspect of the theoretical contribution stresses the realization that small firms increase 

their chances of new product success, not by adding details to refine, but by focusing to simplify 
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their NPD efforts. Our Framework for Small Firm New Product Success (figure 4.24) narrows the 

small firm focus and presents the three most critical areas: Resource Allocation and Focus, 

Management and Goals and Quality of Execution. These are the three areas that have the 

highest chance of generating new product success for small firms, and even though a few Other 

success factors are also important, these areas should be the explicit focus of small firms’ NPD 

efforts.  

 

As a consequence of investigating the two research questions navigating this thesis, we 

designed a research model (figure 3.1). The model was created to help identify, process and 

filter variables in order to determine significant NPD success factors for the firms examined. Even 

though this study was limited to examine manufacturing small firms only, the research model can 

favorably be used when conducting similar NPD research on firms of other sizes and in other 

branches. For this reason, we urge the inclusion of this model to our theoretical contribution.  

 

6.1.2 Implications for Managers 

The main insight that small firms should embrace is the narrowing of the success factor scope. 

‘Focus to simplify rather than add to refine’ captures the realization that adding additional 

success factors might in fact lead to failure since accounting for another factor will shatter the 

NPD focus.  

 

We found three particular factor areas that can explain 49.5 % of the difference between top 

performers and the rest. In other words, small firms will have a 49.5 % chance of placing 

themselves among top performers by performing well in these three factor areas solely. We 

labeled them Resource Allocation and Focus, Management and Goals and Quality of Execution, 

and in order to closely capture how to focus on these three, we created normative guidelines in 

a Framework for Small Firm New Product Success (see figure 4.24 on the next page). The three 

areas do not hold the full recipe for new product success, why the remaining few Other success 

factors (put forth as guidelines) are included in the framework. However, we conclude that 

adding factors at the expense of lost focus is always negative and small firms enjoy a major 

advantage by ensuring that the three main areas are given most of its NPD focus.  
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6.2 Limitations and Further Research 

The scope of this study was isolated towards manufacturing small firms registered in Sweden. This 

thesis does not advice direct implications for non-manufacturing firms and international 

applicability could be limited. Through the results of this study, we conclude that the NPD success 

factors for small firms are different from prevailing theory. However, we cannot assume that this 

holds true for any firm size. Lastly, this study exerted wholly from prevailing theory and the scope 

Figure 4.24 Dorfh, Hjalmers and Hoffsten’s Framework for Small Firm New Product Success 
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of success factors only narrowed and isolated the ones relevant for small firms. Therefore, it 

cannot be assumed that there are no additional success factors other than the 32 identified in 

this study, since prevailing theory may have failed to identify them. 

 

The findings of our study indicate that prevailing theory within the area of NPD do fail to serve the 

needs of small firms. This further suggests that the reigning “one size fits all”-approach in current 

NPD best practices is in fact inadequate. Concluding that small manufacturing firms have 

suffered from the scientific gap in prevailing theory, it remains remarkably interesting and 

imperative to ascertain whether this also applies to firms of other sizes, e.g. micro-sized, and 

medium-sized firms, as well as firms active in other branches. The research model created for this 

study (see figure 3.1) can favorably be used when seeking to address the specific NPD success 

factors relative to any specific firm size.  

 

We recommend that studies of similar compositions are executed in a broader context, 

concerning other firm sizes, branches and markets. Only then will it be possible to determine 

exactly what similarities and dissimilarities relative to firm size are overlooked in prevailing NPD 

theory. This is an area that calls for further investigation, where our report holds the prospect of 

functioning as part of a larger research program that can be replicated, in order to help firms of 

all sizes to success in new product development.  
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Appendices 
Appendix 1.A: Translated Questionnaire 
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Appendix 1.B: Swedish Questionnaire  

(The version that respondents answered) 
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Top Employees are given time of to work on their own projects. 49 0 49 0 10 5.73 2.44 

Rest Employees are given time of to work on their own projects. 107 0 107 0 9 5.36 1.98 

Top Employees are rewarded for new product ideas. 49 0 49 0 9 2.41 2.76 

Rest Employees are rewarded for new product ideas. 107 0 107 0 10 1.75 2.12 

Top Employees are rewarded when showing good results and performance. 49 0 49 0 10 5.51 3.22 

Rest Employees are rewarded when showing good results and performance. 107 0 107 0 10 4.94 3.15 

Top We have a supportive climate for product innovation. 49 0 49 0 10 6.24 2.52 

Rest We have a supportive climate for product innovation. 107 0 107 0 10 5.68 2.24 

Top We have a specific plan for developing new products. 49 0 49 0 10 4.98 3.49 

Rest We have a specific plan for developing new products. 107 0 107 0 10 4.31 3.40 

Top We have a specific department devoted to working with new products. 49 0 49 0 10 4.90 3.98 

Rest We have a specific department devoted to working with new products. 107 0 107 0 10 3.16 3.59 

Top We have an open climate for communication. 49 0 49 2 10 8.33 2.13 

Rest We have an open climate for communication. 107 0 107 3 10 7.92 1.68 

Top We have a central information system for sharing information. 49 0 49 0 10 4.47 3.83 

Rest We have a central information system for sharing information. 107 0 107 0 10 4.07 3.22 

Top It is always joined by a great risk for us. 49 0 49 0 10 5.00 2.29 

Rest It is always joined by a great risk for us. 107 0 107 0 10 4.86 2.84 

Top We are very willing to take risks. 49 0 49 0 10 4.61 2.22 

Rest We are very willing to take risks. 107 0 107 0 10 4.51 2.23 

Top We encourage risk taking. 49 0 49 0 10 4.31 2.28 

Rest We encourage risk taking. 107 0 107 0 10 4.18 2.22 

Top We are actively trying to remove/minimize the fear of failure among employees. 49 0 49 0 10 6.22 2.79 

Rest We are actively trying to remove/minimize the fear of failure among employees. 107 0 107 0 10 6.38 2.40 

Top It is important to follow routines and standardized work processes. 49 0 49 0 10 6.06 2.99 

Rest It is important to follow routines and standardized work processes. 107 0 107 0 10 5.89 2.49 

Top We accept deviations from routines and standardized work processes. 49 0 49 0 10 5.61 2.99 

Rest We accept deviations from routines and standardized work processes. 107 0 107 0 10 5.80 2.65 

Top We follow-up/evaluate every project. 49 0 49 0 10 6.12 2.68 

Rest We follow-up/evaluate every project. 107 0 107 0 10 5.64 2.97 

Top Working in teams 49 0 49 0 1 0.88 0.33 

Rest Working in teams 107 0 107 0 1 0.71 0.46 

Top The team consisted of the same members from beginning till end. 49 6 43 0 10 7.77 2.34 

Rest The team consisted of the same members from beginning till end. 107 31 76 0 10 6.82 2.90 

Appendix 2: Descriptive statistics – data from surveys 
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Top The team was organized cross-functionally with members from different departments. 49 6 43 0 10 8.07 2.68 

Rest The team was organized cross-functionally with members from different departments. 107 31 76 0 10 7.46 2.87 

Top The team had a clearly identified leader. 49 6 43 2 10 7.91 2.15 

Rest The team had a clearly identified leader. 107 31 76 0 10 7.39 2.67 

Top The team members were at the time working with the NPD project only. 49 6 43 0 10 2.74 3.02 

Rest The team members were at the time working with the NPD project only. 107 31 76 0 10 1.54 2.50 

Top The team had the same leader from beginning till end. 49 6 43 1 10 8.21 2.54 

Rest The team had the same leader from beginning till end. 107 31 76 0 10 7.57 2.76 

Top The team was held accountable for the results. 49 6 43 0 10 4.95 3.39 

Rest The team was held accountable for the results. 107 31 76 0 10 5.50 3.19 

Top Our budget was more than adequate. 49 0 49 1 10 5.96 2.30 

Rest Our budget was more than adequate. 107 0 107 0 10 4.51 2.71 

Top Our marketing skills and resources were more than adequate. 49 0 49 0 10 4.24 3.14 

Rest Our marketing skills and resources were more than adequate. 107 0 107 0 10 3.36 2.47 

Top Our sales force skills and resources were more than adequate. 49 0 49 0 10 5.61 2.87 

Rest Our sales force skills and resources were more than adequate. 107 0 107 0 10 4.18 2.54 

Top Our R&D skills and resources were more than adequate. 49 0 49 0 10 5.31 2.98 

Rest Our R&D skills and resources were more than adequate. 107 0 107 0 10 3.61 2.49 

Top We had financial resources earmarked for the NPD project. 49 0 49 0 10 5.24 3.43 

Rest We had financial resources earmarked for the NPD project. 107 0 107 0 10 3.25 2.93 

Top We trained sales, customer support and other stakeholders within the company. 49 0 49 0 10 4.41 3.54 

Rest We trained sales, customer support and other stakeholders within the company. 107 0 107 0 10 3.51 3.04 

Top We trained sales in how to communicate the new product to customers. 49 0 49 0 10 4.02 3.54 

Rest We trained sales in how to communicate the new product to customers. 107 0 107 0 10 3.29 3.05 

Top Senior management participated actively in the work process. 49 0 49 0 10 8.14 2.23 

Rest Senior management participated actively in the work process. 107 0 107 0 10 7.16 2.86 

Top Senior management participated actively in the decision-making process. 49 0 49 0 10 8.71 1.90 

Rest Senior management participated actively in the decision-making process. 107 0 107 0 10 7.57 2.85 

Top Our advertising and promotional skills and resources were more than adequate. 49 0 49 0 10 5.55 3.14 

Rest Our advertising and promotional skills and resources were more than adequate. 107 0 107 0 10 4.24 2.59 

Top We informed sales, customer support and other stakeholders within the company. 49 0 49 0 10 6.69 2.80 

Rest We informed sales, customer support and other stakeholders within the company. 107 0 107 0 10 5.25 2.98 

Top …did you conduct customer surveys? 49 0 49 0 10 4.04 3.28 

Rest …did you conduct customer surveys? 107 0 107 0 10 3.57 2.95 

Top …did you conduct competitor analysis ? 49 0 49 0 10 5.35 3.45 

Rest …did you conduct competitor analysis ? 107 0 107 0 10 4.39 3.05 

Top …did you conduct market research? 49 0 49 0 10 3.88 3.24 

Rest …did you conduct market research? 107 0 107 0 9 3.44 2.68 

Top …did you conduct product tests? 49 0 49 0 10 7.80 2.99 

Rest …did you conduct product tests? 107 0 107 0 10 5.98 3.32 

Top …did you conduct in-house product testing? 49 0 49 0 10 7.96 2.77 

Rest …did you conduct in-house product testing? 107 0 107 0 10 6.83 3.10 

Top …did you have customers test the product? 49 0 49 0 10 7.73 2.58 

Rest …did you have customers test the product? 107 0 107 0 10 6.00 3.30 

Top …did you test the advertising of the product? 49 0 49 0 10 3.31 3.36 
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Rest …did you test the advertising of the product? 107 0 107 0 9 2.49 2.53 

Top …did you collect and consider feedback from customers? 49 0 49 0 10 7.47 2.61 

Rest …did you collect and consider feedback from customers? 107 0 107 0 10 5.91 3.17 

Top We had a clear definition for expected results. 49 0 49 0 10 7.00 2.53 

Rest We had a clear definition for expected results. 107 0 107 0 10 5.70 2.95 

Top The goals for the new product were in line with the firm's overall business goals. 49 0 49 0 10 8.00 2.30 

Rest The goals for the new product were in line with the firm's overall business goals. 107 0 107 0 10 6.84 3.07 

Top We had clearly defined goals throughout the process. 49 0 49 0 10 5.71 3.02 

Rest We had clearly defined goals throughout the process. 107 0 107 0 10 4.65 2.99 

Top We had a long-term focus. 49 0 49 0 10 8.00 2.54 

Rest We had a long-term focus. 107 0 107 0 10 6.50 3.14 

Top We had a clear definition for when the launch was to be considered successful. 49 0 49 0 10 6.33 3.07 

Rest We had a clear definition for when the launch was to be considered successful. 107 0 107 0 10 3.91 3.08 

Top We had tough GO/KILL decision points. 49 0 49 0 10 4.49 3.30 

Rest We had tough GO/KILL decision points. 107 0 107 0 10 3.07 2.81 

Top We conducted thorough follow-ups. 49 0 49 0 10 6.22 2.63 

Rest We conducted thorough follow-ups. 107 0 107 0 10 4.44 2.90 

Top Product tests 49 0 49 -2 5 3.12 1.76 

Rest Product tests 107 0 107 -5 5 1.79 2.17 

Top Marketing 49 0 49 -5 5 1.51 2.44 

Rest Marketing 107 0 107 -5 5 0.39 2.24 

Top Distribution 49 0 49 -5 5 2.14 2.24 

Rest Distribution 107 0 107 -5 5 1.09 1.97 

Top Training of sales, customer support etc. 49 0 49 -5 5 1.45 2.38 

Rest Training of sales, customer support etc. 107 0 107 -5 5 0.64 2.07 

Top Managerial process. 49 0 49 -5 5 2.24 2.19 

Rest Managerial process. 107 0 107 -5 5 1.21 1.92 

Top Launch 49 0 49 -5 5 1.49 2.27 

Rest Launch 107 0 107 -5 5 0.61 2.03 
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