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Today, many companies are redesigning their idea-to-launch process to be leaner and more agile and at the same time incorporate better 
governance and portfolio management practices. Some firms have even developed open innovation versions of their phase processes or 
have moved to fully automated new product development (NPD) systems. In this article, NPD guru Robert Cooper, an originator of Stage-
Gate® (see box on this page), explains what many of these firms are doing and makes recommendations on how to upgrade or tailor your 
idea-to-launch process. See the June 2008 issue of Visions for another viewpoint on this topic by Lee Schaeffer and Michael Zirkle.1

In recent years, a number of companies have reinvented their 
idea-to-launch, or Stage-Gate®, processes. Take the example 
of Emerson Electric: Several years ago, the company’s senior 

management team set a goal of a faster and more productive new 
product development (NPD) process to deal with the realities 
of the 21st century. The company had been effective in NPD by 

employing their traditional 
process for many years. 
(Emerson’s phase-gate 
system was adapted from 
the Stage-Gate approach.) 
Emerson describes its 
Stage-Gate process as be-
ing “based on large-scale 
studies of product devel-

opment practices by hundreds of international companies. The 
process provides a structured pathway of ‘gates’ from idea creation 
to product launch and follow-up.”2 

How Emerson Electric reinvented Stage-Gate 
“The phase-gate process plays to Emerson’s traditional strengths 

of excellent execution and process,” says Randall Ledford, Senior 
Vice President and Chief Technology Officer, Emerson. “It’s no 
surprise that we have learned so much from it so quickly.”2

Acting on an internal benchmarking study involving hundreds 
of NPD employees in 22 Emerson companies, Emerson identi-
fied three vital areas where major productivity improvements 
could be realized. They then formed three task forces to reinvent 
their already effective NPD process and raise it to the next level. 
Some of the actions that were taken include building “continu-
ous improvement” into the process by incorporating an effective 
post-launch review. Here, some months after launch, actual project 
results are compared to promised results, gaps are identified, and a 
thorough analysis of causes results in corrective actions. Another 
key move was to integrate “voice-of-customer” more effectively 
into the system by incorporating more robust actions in the first 
three stages of its NPD process. Making the right project choices 
is another area where significant gains could be made, and thus 
“portfolio management methods” were carefully designed, based 
on best practices both inside and outside the company, and then 
integrated into the Emerson NPD process. These and other ac-

“ If your NPD process is more 
than five years old…then it’s 
probably time to redesign.”

tions helped to elevate an already-proficient process to the next 
level—Emerson’s NPD 2.0—to yield even greater productivity 
from research and development (R&D) spending. 

The point is that if your NPD process is more than five years old 
or if your idea-to-launch system does not build in best practices, 
then it’s probably time to redesign your process, as Emerson Elec-
tric did. The original design of Stage-Gate was based on results of 
studies of successful NPD project teams—how they drove their 
projects to market quickly and effectively.3 The system consists of 
a series of stages, with each stage building in a set of best-practice 
activities whose goal is to improve the quality and outcome of 
the project. Preceding each stage is a gate, where management 

What leading companies 
are doing to re-invent their  
NPD processes

Robert G. Cooper, developer of Stage-Gage® (robertcooper@cogeco.ca) 

Robert G. Cooper

Cover Story

 

Setting the Record Straight:
The Many Generations of Stage-Gate

The concept of an idea-to-launch system is not new. Back in 
the 1960s, NASA developed its phase-review process, an elabo-
rate development system for working with contractors. The U.S. 
military and many suppliers subsequently adopted the system. 
But this “first-generation process” was engineering oriented, 
missed many best practices in NPD, and did not have go/kill 
decision points, or gates.

Stage-Gate was developed in the 1980s as a “second-gener-
ation NPD process” and is different from phase-review because 
it is a business process (not just R&D or engineering), built in 
best practices uncovered from studying exemplary NPD projects, 
and incorporated tough go/kill gates. Stage-Gate was ultimately 
trademarked by Robert Cooper and the Product Development 
Institute in the United States. A number of variants of Stage-Gate 
were developed by a range of consulting firms and users but em-
ployed different names, such as “phase-gate” process or “gating” 
process. Now companies are moving toward next generation, or 
third generation, processes. This generation, however, may not 
be as new as it sounds, especially when you consider the article 
that appeared almost 15 years ago in PDMA’s Journal of Product 
Innovation Management (JPIM) titled “Third Generation New 
Product Processes.” The evolution and improvement of phase 
processes in NPD goes on. —Robert Cooper
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errors in NPD is that gates lack teeth. Review meetings are held 
but rarely are projects ever killed—it’s almost an automatic go. Yet 
history reveals that many projects have low value to the corpora-
tion and thus should be killed, much like an astute poker player 
walking away from a bad poker hand. Another serious problem 
is “hollow gates”: Go decisions are made, but resources are not 
committed. The result is too many projects under way and insuf-
ficient resources are committed to each one of them. 

If “gates without teeth” and hollow gates describe your com-
pany’s gates, then it’s time to rethink your process. Gates are not 
project review meetings or milestone checks; rather, they are a go/
kill and resource allocation meeting. Gates are where senior man-
agement meets to decide whether the company should continue 
to invest in the project based on the latest information or cut its 
losses and bail out of a bad project. Gates are also a “resource-
commitment meeting,” where in the event of a go decision the 
project leader and team receive a commitment of resources to 
progress their project.

Many companies have trouble defining who the gatekeepers 
are. Most senior managers feel that they should be gatekeepers; 
the result is too many gatekeepers and a lack of crisp go/kill deci-
sions. At gates, the rule is simple: The gatekeepers are the resource 

owners of the assets 
required to move the 
project through the next 
stage. Thus, the gate-
keeping team must be 
cross-functional so that 
alignment exists across 
functional areas and that 
the needed resources 

from all functions are committed. Additionally, define different 
gatekeeper groups for different project magnitudes. For example, 
there should be different gatekeepers for Lite, XPress, and regular 
projects (see Exhibit 1); most firms use lower-level gatekeeper 
teams for the early gates in the process.

 A final improvement is the move to “lean gates.” For instance, 
at Johnson & Johnson’s Ethicon division, the gate deliverables 
package was cut from a bulky 30-to-90-page presentation down 
to the bare essentials: one page with three back-up slides. The 
expectation is that gatekeepers will arrive at the gate meeting 
knowing the project (the gate meeting is not an educational ses-
sion); senior management is simply informed at the gate review 
about the risks and the commitments required. In addition, there 

SOURCE: Robert Cooper

Exhibit 2: The Spiral Variation of Stage-Gate

is a standardized presentation format. The result is that weeks of 
preparation work have been saved.8

Accountability, the post-launch review, and continuous 
improvement

In many firms, too much emphasis is on getting through the 
process—that is, on getting one’s project approved or deliverables 
prepared for the next gate. Procter & Gamble was no different. 
In a major shift, P&G changed its emphasis to winning in the 
marketplace as the goal, not merely going through the process: 
“Specific success criteria for each project are defined and agreed 
to by the project team and management at the gates; these success 
criteria are then used to evaluate the project at the post-launch 
review. And the project team is held accountable for achieving 
results when measured against these success criteria.”9

NexGen Stage-Gate systems thus build in a tough post-launch 
review in order to instill accountability for results, and at the same 
time, foster a culture of continuous improvement. Continuous im-
provement in NPD has three major elements: having performance 
metrics in place to measure how well the NPD project performed; 
establishing project team accountability for results, with all mem-
bers of the project team fully responsible for performance results 
when measured against these metrics; and building in learning 
and improvement. This last item means that when the project team 
misses the target, or when deficiencies occur, focus on fixing the 
cause, rather than putting a bandage on the symptom—or worse 
yet, punishing the team.

Portfolio management 
There are two ways to win at new products: doing projects 

right and doing the right projects. And that’s where portfolio 
management—picking the right projects—comes into play. 

The gates in a Stage-Gate system are important facets of port-
folio management. Here management undertakes in-depth evalu-
ations of individual projects one at a time. Gatekeepers meet to 
make go/kill and resource allocation decisions on an ongoing basis 
(in real-time) and from the beginning to the end of the project.

Be sure to utilize portfolio reviews as well. These reviews are 
more holistic, looking at the entire set of projects, but obviously 
less in-depth per project than gates are. Portfolio reviews take 
place periodically: two to four times per year is the norm.10 They 
deal with issues such as achieving the right mix and balance of 
projects in the portfolio, project prioritization, and whether the 
portfolio is aligned with the company’s strategy.11 

“ Unstable product speci-
fications and project scope 
creep are two of the biggest 
wasters of time in NPD.”
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An effective Stage-Gate system is essential to portfolio manage-
ment for several reasons. First, by having tough gates in place, the 
poorer projects are eliminated early in the process—the funneling 
effect—and thus, the overall result is a better portfolio. Perhaps 
more important is that a solid stage-and-gate process leads to 
“data integrity”: best practices and key tasks built into the stages 
ensure that better data is acquired, while the gates define what 
information is required from the project team—the deliverables. 
Note that the lack of data integrity is one of the top issues identi-
fied in a recent APQC portfolio management study.10

Open innovation
Stage-Gate has also been modified to accommodate open in-

novation. Best performers have reinvented their NPD process to 
handle the flow of ideas, IP, technology, and even totally developed 

products into the company 
from external sources, and 
the flow outward.12 Com-
panies such as Kimberly-
Clark, Air Products and 
Chemicals, Inc., and P&G 
have moved to open in-
novation, and they have 
modified their Stage-Gate 
process—building in the 

necessary flexibility, capability, and systems—to enable this net-
work of partners, alliances, and outsourced vendors from idea gen-
eration through launch. For example, P&G’s SIMPL 3.0 version 
of its Stage-Gate system is designed to handle externally derived 
ideas, IP, technologies, and even fully developed products.13

Modifying Stage-Gate for open innovation means building in 
the necessary activities to handle external ideas, IP, and products. 
Examples include the following:

•	 Creating an open ideation system, where outsiders can log 
on and contribute new product ideas (as in P&G’s Connect 
& Develop webpage)

•	 Building in the necessary due diligence activities in the early 
stages to identify the need for partners or outsourced vendors, 
locate and vet potential partners, determine the scope of 
outsourced or partner work, and put the required legal work 
in place (e.g., IP strategy, letters of intent, memoranda of 
understanding, contracts)

•	 Setting up the right communications system to enable team 
members from inside and outside the company to work 
closely together (this also involves various joint team activi-
ties, visits, and so on)

•	 Modifying the gate procedures and even the gate criteria 
to allow the involvement of external partners at the go/kill 
meetings and to evaluate the attractiveness of the NPD project 
with and without the availability of external capabilities

•	 Setting up the infrastructure and processes to allow internally 
created IP or products to be spun off or sold externally 
when there is no desire to commercialize the technology 
internally 

 An automated system
Progressive companies recognize that automation greatly 

increases the effectiveness of their new product processes. With 
automation, project leaders and executives, among others, find 
the process much easier to use, enhancing buy-in. Another benefit 

is information management: The key participants have access to 
effective displays of relevant information—what they need in 
order to advance the project, cooperate globally with other team 
members on vital tasks, help make the go/kill decision, and stay 
on top of a portfolio of projects. There are several certified auto-
mation software programs available for Stage-Gate.14

Next steps
This article has outlined some of the new approaches that firms 

have built into their next generation Stage-Gate systems—making 
the system more flexible, adaptive, and scalable; building in better 
governance; integrating with portfolio management; incorporat-
ing accountability and continuous improvement; automating the 
system; and adapting the system to include open innovation. The 
next step is yours: Take a hard look at your current and potentially 
out-of-date NPD process and systematically reinvent the process 
to build in the latest thinking, approaches, and methods in order 
to move to the NexGen Stage-Gate system. §

Endnotes
1. Lee Schaeffer and Michael Zirkle, “Beyond ‘phase gate’—Why not 
use a ‘tailored’ solution?” Visions, XXXII no. 2 (June 2008): 21–25. 
2. R. Ledford, “NPD 2.0,” Innovations (Emerson Electric, 2006, 
company publication) 2–3.
3. Stage-Gate® is a registered trademark of the Product Development 
Institute Inc.
4. A more complete description of NexGen Stage-Gate is provided 
in JPIM: R.G. Cooper, “The Stage-Gate Idea-to-Launch Process—
Update, What’s New and NexGen Systems,” J. Product Innovation 
Management 25 no. 3 (May 2008): 213–232. 
5. This article draws on material from several previous articles by 
the author. See: R.G. Cooper, “Formula for Success,” Marketing 
Management Magazine (March–April 2006): 21–24. See also  
endnote 4. 
6. L.Y. Cohen, P.W. Kamienski, and R.L. Espino, “Gate System 
Focuses Industrial Basic Research,” Research-Technology Management 
(July–August 1998): 34–37. 
7. C. Fiore, Accelerated Product Development (New York, NY: 
Productivity Production Press, 2005).
8. G. Belair, “Beyond Gates: Building the Right NPD Organization” 
(First International Stage-Gate Conference, February 2007, 
proceedings).
9. R.G. Cooper and M. Mills, “Succeeding at New Products the P&G 
Way: A Key Element Is Using the ‘Innovation Diamond,’” Visions 
XXIX no. 4 (October 2005): 9–13.
10. S. Edgett (subject matter expert), “Portfolio Management: 
Optimizing for Success,” (American Productivity & Quality Center, 
2007). 
11. These portfolio tools are explained in: R.G. Cooper and S.J. Edgett, 
“Ten Ways to Make Better Portfolio and Project Selection Decisions,” 
Visions XXX no. 3 (June 2006): 11–15; and R.G. Cooper, S.J. Edgett, 
and E.J. Kleinschmidt, Portfolio Management for New Products, 2nd 
ed (New York: Perseus Publishing, 2002). 
12. For more on open innovation, see: H. Chesbrough, Open 
Innovation: The New Imperative for Creating and Profiting from 
Technology (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Business School Press, 
2003); and M. Docherty, “Primer on ‘Open Innovation’: Principles and 
Practice,” Visions (April 2006): 13–17.
13. R.G. Cooper and S.J. Edgett, “Generating Breakthrough New 
Product Ideas: Feeding the Innovation Funnel,” Product Development 
Institute Inc., http://www.stage-gate.com 
14. A number of software products have been certified for use with 
Stage-Gate. See http://www.stage-gate.com.

“ Smart companies stream-
line their NPD processes,  
removing waste and ineffi-
ciency at every opportunity.”
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SG Navigator™ 
The complete guide to customizing, implementing 
and using the authentic Stage-Gate® system.         
Packaged into a professional, user friendly interface 
accessible through your web browser, this expert 
guide contains a collection of the best of the best - 
practices, proprietary methods, criteria, templates, 
worksheets and deliverables.  Everything you need to 
drive lean, rapid, and profitable product innovation in 
your organization. 
 
Benchmarker™ 
Compare your organization’s innovation perform-
ance and practices against the best. This                   
cost-effective, convenient and reliable assessment 
isolates your strengths and weaknesses against 
proven performance drivers. Fact-based information 
to help you make critical decisions. 
   
Inspiring Speakers  
Invite internationally acclaimed product innovation 
experts, Dr. Robert G. Cooper and Dr. Scott J. Edgett, 
into your organization to motivate and inspire your 
team to embrace the proven drivers of innovation 
success. 
 
Seminars and In-house Training  
High impact, interactive and intense knowledge 
transfer events where our expert speakers and      
trainers cut through the issues and focus on best 
practice solutions to the most critical challenges 
faced by product innovators.   

Implementation Services  
Highly focused engagements designed to accelerate 
the successful implementation of proven innovation 
practices. Based upon a collection of world class 
techniques and methods and delivered by highly 
skilled, experienced implementation specialists. 
 
Consulting Services  
Highly specialized engagements tailored specifically 
to meet your company’s unique innovation 
challenges and needs. Our product innovation 
experts draw on an impressive collection of tools, 
methods and expertise to help you measure, 
analyze, design and execute. 
 
Books and Reports  
Best selling books and research reports on the topics 
critical to product innovation success.  Cooper and 
Edgett’s collective works are considered to have 
achieved the most powerful impact on performance 
in product innovation today.  
 
Stage-Gate Ready Certification 
Save time sourcing vendors to support your       
Stage-Gate process such as Idea Management,      
Idea-to-Launch Processes and Portfolio 
Management.  The Stage-Gate Ready Certification 
program validates software applications against 
some 200 innovation-related criteria to reduce risks 
and costs incurred by would-be buyers during the 
selection process.  

Consistent, repeatable product innovation success is within your reach 

The Stage-Gate International Advantage 
How we can help you win at product innovation? 

Results 
proven track record 
helping companies 

improve their  
product innovation 

capabilities 

Reach 
successful client  
engagements  

across numerous  
industries, countries 

and cultures 

Experience  
breadth and depth 

via front line  
experience with 

5000+ clients 

Research 
comprehensive, 
peer reviewed 

and longest 
running  

benchmark 
studies 

Leadership 
The world’s most 

respected experts in 
NPD – Dr. Robert G. 

Cooper and Dr. 
Scott J. Edgett  

www.stage-gate.com +1-905-304-8797       
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+1-905-304-8797 
www.stage-gate.com 

Stage-Gate International 
 
The ultimate combination of front line  

experience and proven, widely 
implemented products and services. 

Stage-Gate  International is the most widely 
recognized and trusted name in Product 
Innovation. Our clients trust and rely on our 
ideas, unparalleled research, world-class 
solutions and outstanding service. 
 

Whatever your needs or goals, contact us.  
 

We can help you win at product innovation. 

© Product Development Institute Inc. 2000-2009                                                                        
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Want to Learn More? 
 

 
 

Advanced Techniques for Accelerating the New Product Process for Maximum 
Productivity 

Dr. Robert G. Cooper and Dr. Scott J. Edgett invite you to 
attend their Product Innovation Best Practice Seminars 

Developing A Product Innovation Strategy and Deciding Your New Product 
Portfolio - Making Strategic Choices and Picking the Winners 

Generating Breakthrough New Product Ideas - Feeding the Innovation Funnel 

Winning At New Products -  Achieving New Product Success with Best Practices 

Successfully Designing and Implementing the Stage-Gate® Process - A Best 
Practice Approach 

Best Selling Books  
 
Books, authored by Dr. Robert G. Cooper and Dr. Scott J. Edgett, that address the 
complex issues surrounding product innovation. 

Stage-Gate International Knowledge Community   
 
Receive Dr. Cooper and Dr. Edgett’s latest research, information and tips that 
keep you current in Product Innovation. Be the first to receive advance copies of 
new articles, research papers, books, seminars and more.  
 
Join for free at www.stage-gate.com/subscribe.php 

www.stage-gate.com +1-905-304-8797       


