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1. Overview

The National Science Foundation (NSF) reviews gor@ssive variety of projects: most are planninguted and
some are service-oriented.

» Planning-oriented projects are predominately the execution of uptfflanning (e.g., the construction of
a complex machine).

e Service-oriented projects require some up-front planning but aexdlpminately the execution of micro-
plans in reaction to demands that are difficulh¢ourately predict (e.g., the growing of a tomdtmp
outside).

| inadvertently participated in a case study tH&gre some insight into how the NSF's preferenaeplanning-
oriented projects affects service-oriented projeets the past few years, | have been involvedhéndevelopment
of one of two very similar projects.

e Both implemented an electronic field guide on tgi¢ of birds.

» Both were primarily software projects targeting Hzene hardware platform (i.e., Palm OS devices).

» Both started about the same time.

» Both released products about the same time.

* Both were considered for NSF funding.

e Both projects required some up-front planning g was executed as a planning-oriented project (e.g
market study, supplier commitments, infrequent tpsleand the other was executed as a service-edient
project (e.g., active user forum, frequent updates)

» The project that resulted in the National Geograptandheld Birds application conformed to the NSF's
project planning and received $1.1 million in N$Rding® On the other hand, the Peck bird information
manager application did not conform, did not reedivnding, and gathered a rather unimpressive dvera
score of 1 out of 14 from the NSF reviewers.

Although the similarities of these projects wer@nca@ental, it turned out to be an interesting ekpent on the
affect of NSF planning requirements on serviceragd projects. This open letter documents sonmbefesults
of that coincidental experiment and attempts tdarpow the unfunded project ended up having nobren
impact than the funded project.

! The National Geographic Handheld Birds project fuasled by NSF awards #0232945 for $99,968 and
#0422158 for $1,042,427.



2. Requirements and Consequences

2.1 Supplier Relationships

As part of the up-front planning, the NSF prefegttigg early commitments from project supplierdthaugh
early commitments are beneficial to projects whappsiers are large and monopolistic, they are roteficial
when suppliers are fragmented and competitive.pBempcompetition is a fundamental strategy that been
addressed by business authorities such as Michd®ier (Harvard Business School professor anoawtf
‘Competitive Strategy’) and is a primary focus aihpanies such as Walmart. In the case of birditgre there
are many suppliers of photographs and recordingsakes little sense to lock into commitments frmmltimedia
suppliers up-front.

The consequence. The up-front multimedia commitments preferredtyy NSF have been a disadvantage
in price, quality and quantity to the National Gexgghic Handheld Birds application.

On the other hand, setting up a competitive enwrent for the submission of photographs and recgselin
has resulted in continuing improvements in the itpiahd the quantity of the Peck application’s
multimedia. For example, in 2008 the number oftpgmphs included in the Peck application will
surpass the number of images (all drawings) indudehe National Geographic Handheld Birds
application.

2.2 Market Research

The NSF prefers up-front market research. Undedstg the market is key to a project’s successoffGey
Moore (senior member of Regis McKenna Inc and aubficCrossing the Chasm: Marketing and Selling liig
tech Products to Mainstream Customers’) describesmunication as the salient feature of a marketneeg:
People within a market segment talk with each otter understanding of that communication helpsmaeproject
deliverables and offers an efficient distributidrannel for product information. Unfortunately, tketrresearch
does not necessarily lead to market understandtog.example, rote market research exercises peefbias a
proposal requirement can easily lead to a misutaleding of the market.

The consequence. A focus group is a valuable research tool whengttoup participants have a sufficient
understanding of the product and the alternaties. example, focus groups are great for tastentpst
familiar food. However, a field guide isn't pearuttter. It is difficult to imagine how the focgsoup

that discussed the National Geographic HandheldsBipplication, comprised of people who had not
used the guide, could lead to a better understgrafithe market.

On the other hand, the Peck application did ngtupbn the results of an up-front focus group.tdad, a
forum? was setup to discuss the Peck application anéfitverenhance communication within the market
segment. The forum continues to be a valuable source gfjisstions about the Peck application.

2 The Peck application user group is at http://gsogpogle.com/group/peckpalm

% It is worth noting that the National Geographiaidaeld Birds project could easily have offered opser
support but instead uses a private implementatiarser support that does not allow users to comoateiwith
each other. Private support costs more due tangawi handle each support item individually, evidhis a
duplicate. The advantage of private support isittevoids the possibility of giving a platform tegative
comments.



3. Recommendations

The NSF has significantly automated the proposaéveprocess. The fact that service-oriented tsjare more
difficult for a bureaucracy to review explains NSkgreference for planning-oriented projects. Haveservice-
oriented projects can be a source of significanbuation and should not be overlooked. Here auple of
recommendations that might help the NSF advandesiin review of service-oriented projects.

» Start accepting demonstrations of prototypes ifegtgroposals: perhaps a short video followedrby a
email question and answer session between the &l&#rers and the project developers. In my case, |
had a working prototype when | submitted the propgoposal but the reviewers apparently did not
believe it. Prototypes are very helpful. Evethidy are not working prototypes, they can be usegaraps
while brainstorming.

* Value an implemented process as much as an edailggd and tangible deliverable. In the cases
mentioned in the previous section, the processippléer competition turned out to be more valuahbn
up-front supplier commitments, and the processnefioing communication with users in a forum turned
out to be more valuable than the up-front recomragads from a focus group.

4. Conclusion

To use a boat analogy, the NSF funded bird fieidgproject operated like a power boat, with $1lilliom in
fuel, initially able to power through the swift cant of market forces. On the other hand, the muhdd bird field
guide project operated like a kayak: required ftbmbeginning to work with the market forces. Amigen the
power boat inevitably ran out of fuel, the kayakl m@ trouble passing it ... in terms of the numifeusers, the
number of innovations, and the project impact.



