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Strategic Issues in Managing Complexity in NPD Projects

Jongbae Kim*

Abstract

With rapid technological and market change, new product development (NPD) complexity is a
significant issue that organizations continually face in theirr development projects. There are
numerous factors, which cause development projects to become increasingly costly & complex., A
product is more likely to be successfully developed and marketed when the complexity inherent in
NPD projects is clearly understood and carefully managed. Based upon the previous studies, this
study examines the nature and importance of complexity in developing new products and then
identifies several issues in managing complexity. Issues considered include: definition of complexity:
consequences of complexity: and methods for managing complexity in NPD projects. To achieve
high performance in managing complexity in development projects, these issues need to be
addressed, for example:

A. Complexity inherent in NPD projects is multi-faceted and multidimensional. What factors need
to be considered in defining and/or measuring complexity in a development project? For example, is
it sufficient if complexity is defined only from a technological perspective, or is it more desirable to
consider the entire array of complexity sources which NPD teams with different functions (eg.,
marketing, R&D, manufacturing, etc.) face in the development process? Moreover, is it sufficient if
complexity is measured only once during a development project, or is it more effective and useful to
trace complexity changes over the entire development life cycle?

B. Complexity inherent in a project can have negative as well as positive influences on NPD
performance. Thus, which complexity impacts are usually considered negative and which are
positive? Project complexity also can affect the entire organization. Any complexity could be better
assessed in broader and longer perspective. What are some ways in which the long-term impact of
complexity on an organization can be assessed and managed?

C. Based upon previous studies, several approaches for managing complexity are derived. What are
the weaknesses & strengths of each approach? Is there a desirable hierarchy or order among these
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approaches when more than one approach is used? Are there differences in the outcomes according
to industry and product types (incremental or radical)?

Answers to these and other questions can help organizations effectively manage the complexity
inherent in most development projects. Complexity is worthy of additional attention from researchers
and practitioners alike. large-scale empirical investigations, jointly conducted by researchers and
practitioners, will help gain useful insights into understanding and managing complexity. Those
organizations that can accurately identify, assess, and manage the complexity inherent in projects are
likely to gain important competitive advantages.

Keywords: complexity, new product development (NPD), sources of complexity, fuzzy front-end,
cross-functional teams (CFT), organizational learning.
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