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Cookwell Ltd designs and produces various domestic appliances. It is a medium sized company with over 2,000 employees, including a design team of 100 staff with various functional specialties. 

The company on average introduces 100 “new products’’ a year, a large proportion of which can be classified as improvements and facelifts of the existing products. Cookwell’s major home market for domestic appliances has been affected by the opening up of European and other markets with greater competition from several countries. The nature of its market in the UK has changed in the last few years due to the political decision to privatize the electricity and gas utilities. This has increased the requirement for the design and development of new products and for changes in the existing design. The time scales for creating these designs has become increasingly shorter due to increasing competition. All of this has increased the workload of the design team and of those departments involved in the New Product Development (NPD) process. These changes have come at a time when there has been pressure to reduce the number of staff.  This combination of reduced time to market and reduced human resources has necessitated re-thought of the structures and methods of operation within the NPD process. Many of the established NPD procedures have had to be rewritten to achieve an incremental change in this process.

Cookwell has a “traditional” functional organizational structure (design engineering, quality, marketing and sales, manufacturing engineering, manufacturing, finance and accounting, information systems), with functional disciplines located in different facilities in different states. One proposed solution to the NPD cycle time problem was to co-locate these functions.  However, this proposal proved itself to be both logistically and economically infeasible.  In mid-2003 the Board of Directors decided to introduce the concept of “Virtual Teams’ as a mechanism for improving the product design process. The main objectives for the establishment virtual NPD team were to: shorten product design and development lead time; break down functional barriers; improve communication; eliminate reiteration in the design process; and empower engineers.

Toward this end, a pilot project has been approved and funds allocated aimed at developing 20 products within the next 18 months for the coffee-maker product family. The virtual NPD team will be comprised of five full time and four part time members from different functions and different physical locations.

Your virtual team’s task is to design and develop a structured (semi-formal) plan for the pilot project.  Your plan must address the following issues:

· NPD virtual team structure, processes, tools, and performance metrics

· Team facilitation, participation, leadership, and support (social and technical)

Near the end of your plan you should predict or estimate how moving to a virtual NPD team environment might achieve top management’s objectives for NPD.  Be as specific as you can in terms of tangible and intangible benefits.

