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ABSTRACT 
A review of the literature regarding the suppliers’ impact on the new product development (NPD) 

process is provided as a primer to those considering this imitative.  The primer shows how the benefits of 
integrating suppliers within a firm’s NPD design team can be categorized as better, cheaper, or faster.  
The risks of such involvement and how a firm can increase its chances of a more successful collaboration 
are also discussed. 

 
INTRODUCTION 

In an increasingly competitive world, firms have to work harder to succeed.  Customers expect 
new products even quicker than before and are demanding more features from the products they 
purchase.  How does a manufacturing company cope?  While there are several opportunities firms can 
employ; suppliers, if properly managed, can be a source of competitive advantage.  This manuscript 
focuses on the benefits and risks of involving suppliers in new product development (NPD) and provides 
guidance for when and how to do so once the decision to utilize suppliers in the NPD process has been 
made. 

 
In many industries, suppliers are taking a more active role in the design of new products.  This 

enables the manufacturer to capitalize on the supplier’s expertise early in the product design stage and, 
hopefully, to compress time-to-market for new products.  However, the supplier’s motivations differ 
from those of a manufacturer and many challenges must be successfully managed to achieve the 
advantages of integrating key suppliers within the new product development design team. 

 
NPD efforts have become more important to the manufacturer because without successful new 

products, manufacturers lose customers and the revenue they take with them.  This threat is true 
regardless of the industry, from automobiles and consumer electronics, to pharmaceuticals, “companies 
often depend on products introduced within the last five years for more than 50 percent of their annual 
sales” (Schilling and Hill, 1998, p.67).  To further complicate this problem, markets are becoming more 
fragmented and to meet these more specific customer demands, firms need to partner with the right 
suppliers.  The problem is that while manufacturing managers understand “why” they should form 
supplier collaborations, most do not understand “how” to effectively integrate suppliers into the 
development effort (Handfield et al., 1999; Monczka et al., 2000).  Further research into those activities 
that help integrate suppliers into the design process are needed.  Therefore more effort is necessary to 
evaluate the risks and benefits of supplier involvement in NPD, along with other considerations that may 
influence the success of the manufacturing firm’s NPD effort. 

 
Many authors have examined the issue of supplier involvement in NPD efforts.  For a long time 

Japanese manufacturers and suppliers have been used as an example of the benefits of early supplier 
involvement (Clark, 1989; Clark and Fujimoto, 1991; Kamath and Liker, 1994), but companies in the 
United States and several European countries (e.g., U.K., Italy, Germany) have also experimented with 
early supplier involvement (Littler et al., 1995; Spina et al., 2002; Walter, 2003).  In this article, we 
review the relevant literature that studies the NPD relationship between suppliers and operations 
managers.  Specifically, we analyze and summarize the benefits and risks of collaborating with suppliers 
in the design of new products as well as how to increase the chances of a more successful, and more 
efficient, collaboration.   
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BENEFITS/RISKS OF EARLY SUPPLIER INVOLVEMENT IN THE 
NPD DESIGN PROCESS 

Many experienced product managers and engineers use the following rule of thumb for NPD 
projects:  “Better.  Cheaper.  Faster.  Pick two out of three.”  While it is possible to achieve an improved 
product while reducing the project length and decreasing project costs, most experienced managers 
understand the rarity of successfully obtaining all three benefits within the scope of a single project.  We 
have used this NPD cliché to classify the expected benefits of involving suppliers early in the NPD 
process into three categories: Better, Cheaper, or Faster.  However, the literature is not unanimous.  
Some researchers have found evidence that putting suppliers on the NPD design team results in a 
diminished product, increased project costs, and a slower development process.  These issues will be 
covered in further detail in the following sections. 

Better 
Firms that involve suppliers in their design process may increase their overall market leadership.  

Researchers have found that supplier involvement increases a firm’s chance of being first-to-market with 
a new innovation and also may increase the number of new products the firm produces (Bonaccorsi and 
Lipparini, 1994; Loch et al., 1996).  Design teams have the opportunity to make better decisions when 
key suppliers are part of the team because the suppliers are more familiar with the cost-performance 
trade-off of the supplied components.  Furthermore, suppliers may be able to influence product design to 
capitalize on existing components, thus improving the supplier’s operational performance (Bonaccorsi 
and Lipparini, 1994).  The suppliers also may help identify possible problems before the product is too 
far along in the development process (Wasti and Liker, 1999).  This also decreases the need to rework 
parts (Clark and Fujimoto, 1991).  Additionally, suppliers may be more willing to share their new 
innovations with close manufacturing partners.  The number of offerings can also be improved when 
suppliers collaborate with manufacturers.  Chung and Kim (2003) found that there was a noticeable 
increase in the number of patents received by companies that participated in collaborative design efforts.  
Supplier early involvement helps the leading firm create higher quality products because it often 
provides access to new skills or technology, especially when a high level of innovation is a priority 
(Bower, 1993; Littler et al., 1995; Muffatto and Panizzolo, 1996; Swink et al., 1996).  Higher quality 
may also be obtained because supplier involvement in the design increases the consistency between the 
design and suppliers’ capacities (Bonaccorsi and Lipparini, 1994; Swink et al., 1996). 

There are several instances of supplier involvement becoming a problem for the manufacturer.  A 
firm’s biggest fear regarding involving suppliers in the design process may be that of creating a 
competitor by unwittingly transferring knowledge.  This may occur by giving the supplier insight into 
market opportunities and by the leakage of skills, experience, and proprietary technology (Bower, 1993; 
Littler et al., 1995; Zirger and Hartley, 1996).  A design team across multiple companies naturally leads 
to less control over the NPD process for the manufacturer (Bower, 1993; Littler et al., 1995).  
Furthermore, some managers have expressed a concern about increasing their firm’s dependence upon a 
specific supplier as it reduces their negotiating power (Zirger and Hartley, 1996) and it limits the 
manufacturer’s flexibility in responding to changes by other suppliers.  An additional concern is how to 
keep the NPD team on target.  Littler et al. (1995) found that occasionally members of interfirm design 
teams lose track of the group’s primary objectives.  The team may end up establishing goals that are in 
conflict with the objective of the manufacturer, in order to maintain the cohesiveness of the 
collaboration.  The success of the collaboration may become as, or more, important than the success of 
the product (Littler et al., 1995).  Furthermore researchers have not been able to consistently establish 
that involvement does increase product quality across countries (Chung and Kim, 2003).  Table 1 
summarizes some of the research on when to use suppliers and how the project should be prioritized in 
order to increase the likelihood of successful innovation.  Fortunately the literature, although scarce, is in 
agreement on this issue.  Supplier involvement appears to increase innovation, especially when the 
suppliers are technology leaders and/or the industry is mature.  In mature, or maturing, industries, 
manufacturers have typically achieved the innovations that are intuitive to their mindsets and appear to 
be more receptive to the different perspectives, and suggestions, offered by suppliers. 
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Table 1 

When and How to Use of Suppliers to Increase Innovation 
Factors associated with supplier innovation Analysis Researchers 

maturity of the industry (as the technology 
matures, suppliers are responsible for more  
of the innovation) 

theoretical 
proposition, case 
study, and case study

Reddy, Aram, and Lynn (1991); Bonaccorsi 
and Lipparini (1994); Hutcheson, Pearson, 
and Ball (1995) 

early supplier involvement with supplier 
involved in design 

significant (p<0.05) Loch, Stein, and Terwiesch (1996) 

high priority on level of innovation and 
suppliers are source of technology or  
technical experts 

case study; case 
study; significant  
(p, 0.01); 35 
interviews 

Bower (1993); Swink, Sandvig, and Mabert 
(1996); Petersen, Handfield, and Ragatz 
(2003); Handfield and Lawson (2007) 

Cheaper 
Using supplier resources in the design promotes cost reduction by sharing risks and development 

costs (Bonaccorsi and Lipparini, 1994; Littler et al., 1995; Swink et al., 1996).  Suppliers may also be 
responsible for innovations that reduce development and manufacturing process costs.  Researchers have 
found that supplier involvement in the NPD process often leads to increased levels of component 
standardization across multiple products (Bonaccorsi and Lipparini, 1994; Hutcheson et al., 1995; Muffatto 
and Panizzolo, 1996).  In addition, improved consistency between the design and a supplier's capacity 
reduces the need for capital expenditures because the manufacturing process may be designed to use existing 
supplier equipment (Bonaccorsi and Lipparini, 1994; Muffatto and Panizzolo, 1996).  Thus extending the 
useful life of the supplier’s equipment and freeing up capital for additional projects.  These outcomes are 
especially likely in mature markets where suppliers have been found to be responsible for most of the 
innovations (Bower, 1993; Kamath and Liker, 1994; Hutcheson et al., 1995). 

One reason a company may involve suppliers in the design process is to reduce their expenditures 
however; cost reduction is not always achieved.  Supplier involvement may actually add some costs to the 
design process due to the increased overhead needed to manage the collaboration effort (Littler et al., 1995).  
Coordinating decision-making across firms can be expensive and time consuming for the team participants.  
Managers need to consider all costs associated with early supplier involvement and this activity may evolve 
into a total cost of ownership (TCO) approach, which encourages the tracking of as many costs as possible 
and allocating those costs to the appropriate activity, to better understand the cost/benefit trade-off.  At a 
minimum, however, firms must ensure that the increased overhead is less than the overall cost reductions 
gained by using supplier resources. 

Faster 
As competitive pressures motivate firms to continuously shorten the NPD process, many companies 

turn to key suppliers for help.  By involving suppliers in the initial design, many potential manufacturing 
problems are identified and resolved much earlier in the development process (Bonaccorsi and Lipparini, 
1994; Brown and Eisenhardt, 1995; Muffatto and Panizzolo, 1996; Zirger and Hartley, 1996).  This early 
attention to potential downstream problems minimizes the need for future engineering changes, thus reducing 
overall time-to-market.  Early involvement also gives suppliers more lead-time to make prototypes available 
earlier and to ensure on-time allocation of scarce supplier production capacity (Bonaccorsi and Lipparini, 
1994; Muffatto and Panizzolo, 1996).  Furthermore, if the supplier can influence the design to capitalize on 
an existing component, this can accelerate the design phase.  Effective communication among team members 
is critical to ensure all parties acknowledge any changes in the product development plan.  Recent studies 
have shown that integrating suppliers has decreased both time-to-product and time-to-market (Petersen et al., 
2003; Dröge et al., 2004).  Tan and Tracey (2007) found that supply chain management encourages cross-
functional and cross-firm collaboration which is vital for successful NPD.  Littler et al. (1995) offer an 
additional benefit when they found that some suppliers had distribution channels that were unique to the 
partnership (e.g., providing access to foreign markets) and were willing to utilize them in order to decrease 
the time-to-market.   
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Furthermore, the speed benefits of concurrent engineering are well established (Raman and Chhajed, 1995), 
and researchers have confirmed that these benefits may also be obtained by managing several development 
cycles across multiple companies (Bonaccorsi and Lipparini, 1994).  Petersen et al. (2003) found indications 
that supplier involvement is vital in situations involving complex technologies or any technology where the 
manufacturing firm lacks internal expertise. 

 
In contrast, several researchers have found that early supplier involvement may actually increase 

NPD time by increasing the size of the team (Eisenhardt and Tabrizi, 1995), especially if the managers are 
inexperienced in collaborative efforts (Swink, 1999).  Furthermore, as the supply base extends across the 
globe, communication difficulties and other cultural differences can cause problems for the design team 
(Eisenhardt and Tabrizi, 1995; Littler et al., 1995).  One study found that decreasing the number of suppliers 
may increase NPD time (Zirger and Hartley, 1996).  However, this counterintuitive finding could not be 
explained by the researchers and has not been duplicated by others.  Table 2 summarizes some of the 
evidence that suggests how firms should use suppliers to hasten the NPD process. 
 

Table 2 

How to Use Suppliers to Accelerate Product Development 
Factors associated with faster development process Analysis Researchers 

Change in Supplier Involvement:   

 Early and Extensive Supplier Involvement  case study; 
literature review 

Bonaccorsi and Lipparini (1994); 
Brown and Eisenhardt (1995) 

 
External Integration (supplier development, 
supplier partnership, closer customer 
relationships) 

significant (p<.01); 
significant (p<.01); 
significant (p<0.05) 

Peterson, Handfield, and Ragatz 
(2003); Dröge, Jayaram, and Vickery 
(2004); Tan and Tracey (2007) 

 
Decreasing supplier involvement 
(authors believe this may just be true for less 
predictable projects) 

significant (p<0.10) Eisenhardt and Tabrizi (1995) 

Change in the number of suppliers:   

 Decreasing the number of suppliers case studies Bonaccorsi and Lipparini (1994); 
Kamath and Liker (1994) 

 
Increasing the number of suppliers 
(despite very high level of significance, authors 
expressed concern with this result) 

significant (p<0.005) Zirger and Hartley (1996) 

Increasing the percentage of supplier's activities  
that are completed on time significant (p<0.05) Hartley, Zirger, and Kamath (1997) 

Firm purchase commitment to supplier case study Mabert, Muth, and Schmenner 
(1992) 

Concurrent development case study; significant 
(p<.01) 

Bonaccorsi and Lipparini (1994); 
Dröge, Jayaram, and Vickery (2004)

 
Better, Cheaper, Faster Opportunities and Threats 

As previously mentioned, there are both advantages and possible disadvantages from involving 
suppliers in the NPD process.  Table 3 provides a brief summary of the research studies that found 
advantageous outcomes from the NPD efforts and the results were categorized using the Better, Cheaper, 
Faster paradigm discussed earlier.  Within each category, a variety of benefits were provided to express the 
wealth of opportunities available due to the ESI in NPD efforts.  However, as with any positive, one must 
consider the negatives.  Therefore Table 4 was included to acknowledge the disadvantages researchers have  
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found in their examination of the NPD process.  At a basic level, there is a risk that ESI in NPD will create a 
potential competitor if too much knowledge is shared with the supplier.  The sharing of confidential 
information is a requirement for ESI and this has always caused managers concern.  Other previously 
mentioned risks (e.g., NPD cost increases or the lengthening of the time to market due to supplier 
involvement) are not as numerous as the benefits already discussed, but they must be considered since the 
lack of process control, increasing costs, and the reduction in effectiveness in getting the product to market 
can be detrimental to the long term health of a firm.  It is important for both academic and managerial readers 
to recognize both possibilities before we proceed with suggestions on options to improve the chances of 
success for the NPD effort.   
 

Table 3 

Expected NPD Benefits of Earlier and More Extensive Supplier Involvement 

Benefit Researchers 
Better  

 chance of market leadership by being the first to market with new 
innovations and by increasing the number of new products  

Bonaccorsi and Lipparini (1994); Loch, Stein, 
and Terwiesch (1996) 

 improved decision-making due to more information, including 
visibility of the cost-performance trade-off Bonaccorsi and Lipparini (1994) 

 

higher quality products due to access of new skills or technology, 
especially when high level of innovation is a priority 

Bower (1993); Littler, Leverick, and Bruce 
(1995); Muffatto and Panizzolo (1996); 
Swink, Sandvig, and Mabert (1996); 
Handfield and Lawson (2007) 

 higher quality obtained by consistency between the design and 
suppliers' capacities  

Bonaccorsi and Lipparini (1994); Swink, 
Sandvig, and Mabert (1996) 

 opportunity to overcome foreign barriers of entry by using 
supplier with ties in that market Littler, Leverick, and Bruce (1995) 

Cheaper  

 
cost reduction by sharing risks and cost of development Bonaccorsi and Lipparini (1994); Littler, 

Leverick, and Bruce (1995); Swink, Sandvig, 
and Mabert (1996); Zsidisin and Smith (2005)

 
reduced development and manufacturing process costs, especially 
significant in mature markets where suppliers are responsible for 
most of the innovations 

Bower (1993); Kamath and Liker (1994); 
Hutcheson, Pearson, and Ball (1995) 

 
standardization of components across multiple products, 
including standardization of forthcoming components that can be 
tailored to expected needs 

Bonaccorsi and Lipparini (1994); Hutcheson, 
Pearson, and Ball (1995); Muffatto and 
Panizzolo (1996) 

 
consistency between design and suppliers' capacities reduces need 
for capital equipment by designing to use existing supplier 
equipment 

Bonaccorsi and Lipparini (1994); Muffatto 
and Panizzolo (1996) 

Faster  

 
early identification of downstream problems, leads to reduced 
engineering changes 

Bonaccorsi and Lipparini (1994); Brown and 
Eisenhardt (1995); Muffatto and Panizzolo 
(1996); Zirger and Hartley (1996) 

 concurrent engineering benefits also obtained by managing 
several development cycles in different companies 

Bonaccorsi and Lipparini (1994); Dröge, 
Jayaram, and Vickery (2004) 

 early availability of prototypes Bonaccorsi and Lipparini (1994); Muffatto 
and Panizzolo (1996) 

 acquisition of suppliers' production capacity Bonaccorsi and Lipparini (1994); Muffatto 
and Panizzolo (1996) 

 rapid access to markets Littler, Leverick, and Bruce (1995); 
Chen, Reilly, and Lynn (2005) 
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Table 4 

Risks of Earlier and More Extensive Supplier Involvement 
Risk Researchers 

Worse  
 creating a competitor by undesired knowledge transfer (insight 

into market opportunities and leakage of skills, experience, and 
proprietary technology) 

Bower (1993); Littler, Leverick, and Bruce 
(1995); Zirger and Hartley (1996); McIvor and 
Humphreys (2004) 

 less control over NPD process Bower (1993); Littler, Leverick, and Bruce 
(1995) 

 increased dependence upon specific supplier Zirger and Hartley (1996) 
 lose track of primary objectives - success of collaboration may 

become as, or more, important than success of product 
Littler, Leverick, and Bruce (1995) 

Costlier  
 supplier involvement associated with increased cost due to the 

increased overhead of managing the collaboration 
Littler, Leverick, and Bruce (1995) 

Slower  
 earlier supplier involvement may increase NPD time by 

increasing the size of the team and by problems posed by 
differing cultures 

Eisenhardt and Tabrizi (1995); Littler, 
Leverick, and Bruce (1995); Swink (1999) 

 decreasing the number of suppliers may increase NPD time Zirger and Hartley (1996) 

 
Bringing suppliers into the NPD process can have a big impact on the firm.  What actions are needed 

to improve the collaboration effort and minimize those potential risks?  The next section provides 
suggestions which can help managers increase the likelihood of a successful collaboration. 

 
IMPROVING THE LIKELIHOOD OF A “MORE SUCCESSFUL” COLLABORATION 

To date research has shown that involving key suppliers within the design team may have significant 
benefits which we classified as better, cheaper, or faster.  However, this approach is not without risk and may 
result in the direct opposite of the intended outcome.  What can a firm do to increase its chances of a 
successful partnership?  As Littler et al. (1995) point out; it is hard to define “successful” collaborations.  
Unless the collaboration is an obvious failure by every standard, there will be stakeholders who argue that 
the project was a success on some basis.  Therefore, many researchers have looked for the factors that 
distinguish “more successful” collaborations from the others.  Firms that experience more successful 
collaborations tend to practice due diligence when selecting a partner, continually monitor the relationship, 
focus on the long-term, and place a high priority on product cost (Bonaccorsi and Lipparini, 1994; Kamath 
and Liker, 1994; Littler et al., 1995). 
 
Initial Due Diligence 

Both case studies and empirical analysis have shown the benefits of screening for an appropriate 
partner using an evaluation system that clearly specifies goals, responsibilities, and accountabilities 
(Bonaccorsi and Lipparini, 1994; Kamath and Liker, 1994; Littler et al., 1995; Petersen et al., 2003).  Firms 
who quickly developed detailed product specifications were most efficient at soliciting, evaluating, and 
selecting suppliers very early in the development process (Mabert et al., 1992).  This enabled the 
manufacturing firm to quickly capitalize on the supplier’s skills, which were identified through the screening 
process.  Furthermore, the development of the criteria meant the manufacturing firm had to consider the 
needed skills well in advance of actually seeking out potential suppliers. 
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Firms should establish "limits" in terms of the information to be shared as part of the collaboration 
and ensure the equality of the perceived contribution and benefits (Littler et al., 1995; McIvor and 
Humphreys, 2004).  Bonaccorsi and Lipparini (1994) found that the geographic proximity of the suppliers to 
the manufacturing firm was a factor along with the availability of detailed supplier process data.  The closer 
the supplier was to the manufacturer’s facility the greater the opportunity to share information and 
technology.  Moreover, Littler et al. (1995) confirmed the importance of properly allocating sufficient human 
and financial resources to the project.  The failure of many projects has been attributed to the lack of 
resources. 
 
Continuous Attention to Detail 

Successful collaborations were also significantly associated with frequent and mutual support and 
monitoring of progress.  Constant social interaction and frequent information exchanges were found to be 
enablers of this process (Bonaccorsi and Lipparini, 1994; Littler et al., 1995).  Thus plans must be developed 
that encourage interaction and relationship developments. The inter-firm “personal chemistry” of the design 
team, the support of senior management, and the presence of a “collaboration champion” were also found to 
be significant factors of more successful collaborations (Littler et al., 1995).  Therefore, the likelihood of 
success is improved when there is clear support across the firm and a leader advocating the relationship.  
This helps ensure attention is paid to issues as they arise rather than letting problems accumulate.  
 
Long Term Focus (Trust) 

A common element in more successful collaborations was the understanding that the companies 
intended to work together for the long-term in a mutually beneficial relationship.  Several researchers have 
either found (Bonaccorsi and Lipparini, 1994) or advocated (Krause et al., 1998) that leading firms should 
help develop the processes and growth of their key suppliers.  Bonaccorsi and Lipparini (1994) also 
remarked that the stability of the relationship could be ensured by a clear division of labor inside the network 
and by carefully balancing the needs and requirements of all involved firms.  In addition, a willingness to 
work with the other firm was significantly associated with more successful collaborations (Littler et al., 
1995; Petersen et al., 2003).  Therefore, firms need to ensure their employees have the encouragement and 
support of upper management and the training needed to foster trust in relationship. 
 
High Priority on Product Cost 

In a case study analysis of five companies, each with over 50 years of NPD experience, Swink et al. 
(1996) found that collaborations which included the specific goal of reducing product costs were more 
successful than other collaborations.  Consequently, it is important to identify this objective and clearly state 
the priority it has in the collaboration activities and how both parties will benefit from cost reduction efforts.  
Furthermore, clear cost targets should be discussed to determine if they are attainable rather than simply 
agreeing that cost reduction is needed. 

 
The previous sections provide a discussion of the criteria that should be considered to improve the 

likelihood of a successfully NPD collaboration.  Table 5 summarizes the research studies that addressed 
these criteria in their research or offered these criteria in their results.   
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Table 5 

Given Early and Extensive Supplier Involvement, How to Improve  
Chances of "More Successful" Collaboration 

Factors increasing the Likelihood of  
"More Successful" Collaboration 

 
Analysis 

 
Researchers 

Initial Due Diligence   
 appropriate partner selection by means  

of an evaluation system that clearly 
specifies goals, responsibilities and 
accountabilities 

case study, case 
study, significant, 
p not given; 
significant p<.01 

Bonaccorsi and Lipparini (1994); Kamath and 
Liker (1994); Littler, Leverick, and Bruce 
(1995); Peterson, Handfield, and Ragatz (2003) 

 establishment of "limits" in terms of the 
information to be shared as part of the 
collaboration 

significant,  
p not given; 
case study 

Littler, Leverick, and Bruce (1995); 
McIvor and Humphreys (2004) 

 proximity of the supplier network case study Bonaccorsi and Lipparini (1994) 
 allocation of resources, financial and 

human 
significant,  
p not given 

Littler, Leverick, and Bruce (1995) 

 availability of detailed supplier process 
data 

case study Bonaccorsi and Lipparini (1994) 

 Ensuring equality of perceived 
contribution and benefits 

significant,  
p not given;  
case study 

Littler, Leverick, and Bruce (1995); 
McIvor and Humphreys (2004) 

Continuous Attention to Detail   
 frequent and mutual support and 

monitoring of progress, ensured through 
constant social interaction, trust, and 
information exchange 

case study, 
significant,  
p not given 

Bonaccorsi and Lipparini (1994); Littler, 
Leverick, and Bruce (1995) 

 involvement of senior management significant,  
p not given 

Littler, Leverick, and Bruce (1995) 

 "personal chemistry" between staff significant,  
p not given 

Littler, Leverick, and Bruce (1995) 

 presence of collaboration champion significant,  
p not given 

Littler, Leverick, and Bruce (1995) 

Long-Term Focus (Trust)   
 development of supplier processes and 

growth 
case study, 
theoretical 
proposition 

Bonaccorsi and Lipparini (1994); Krause, 
Handfield, and Scannell, 1998 

 Continuity and the stability of the 
relationship, ensured by shared division  
of labor inside the network, cohesiveness 
and need balance 

case studies Bonaccorsi and Lipparini (1994); McIvor and 
Humphreys (2004) 

 maintenance of flexibility significant,  
p not given 

Littler, Leverick, and Bruce (1995) 

High priority on product cost case study Swink, Sandvig, and Mabert (1996) 
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CONCLUSION 
While much as been written about the new product development process over the last thirty years, 

there is still a need to better understand the new product development effort; especially in light of 
supplier/manufacturer teams that may cover the globe.  Effective collaborative relationships are critical to a 
manufacturing firm’s efforts to get a new product to the marketplace in timely manner.  Improving the 
development process should provide firms with a competitive advantage that enables them to increase their 
revenue stream and provides opportunities to access new markets. 

 
This article documents studies of the NPD process and categorizes those efforts into the segments 

better, cheaper, and faster to improve our understanding of issues critical to successful supplier partnerships.  
Research has shown that firms with more successful collaborations tend to practice due diligence when 
selecting a partner, continually monitor the relationship, focus on the long-term, and place a high priority on 
product cost reduction.  This manuscript serves as a building block to improve ESI in NPD both for 
academics new to ESI/NPD and for managers attempting to improved their collaboration efforts to gain 
competitive advantage by getting products to the market quicker and more effectively. 

 
Managers face a variety of challenges as they attempt to profitably serve today’s demanding 

customers who expect continually better service and products at ever decreasing prices.  Given the impact of 
globalization, managers also face an increasing number of competitors.  The field of supply management has 
evolved as academics and practitioners work to understand and respond to these challenges.  One of the 
turning points has been the realization that manufacturers can no longer “go it alone.”  They need the skills 
and other resources that suppliers bring to the table, as a result, supplier collaboration efforts are necessary.  
These efforts started off small with manufacturers sharing production plans with suppliers earlier than ever 
before, but have grown to become true collaborations, where the supplier is involved in the beginning  of the 
new product development effort.  Overall, the article offers future researchers insight into previous research 
efforts and suggests directions for future research. 

 
Area for Future Research 

Managers and researchers alike still do not truly understand what it takes to be “partners” in future 
endeavors and this article identifies several critical criteria for all parties to consider.  As researchers 
continue to examine the topic of early supplier involvement in new product development activities, there are 
several options for further research.  While ESI is not a new phenomenon, it will continue to increase in 
importance and more firms will consider the strategic need for supplier involvement.  Given the success of 
both case and empirical research in the area of NPD, the next step would be to use insights gained from the 
previous research to develop a combination case and empirical study.  The qualitative portion of the study 
would enable a better understanding of the critical issues and allow a refinement of the measurement items as 
researchers modify the scales to capture current issues in the new product development process. 

 
Finally, given the global marketplace, researchers should examine international opportunities by 

administering a survey to specific industries in different regions of the world.  Mediating factors for the study 
may include both the country/culture effect and firm size.  Both of these are important considerations in our 
international business environment since some countries face government restrictions on how firms share 
information and that certain cultures may be predisposed to more collaborative activities. 
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